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This newsletter is intended for SIGDOC members but also by SIGDOC members. If you have news, reviews, or 
questions to contribute to the newsletter, please send them to me, Rob Pierce, at robertp@us.ibm.com. Please 
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OUR MEMBERS  

Notes from the Chair 

 
Dear ACM SIGDOC Members, 
 
Planning continues for the ACM SIGDOC 2012 conference 
(http://courses.washington.edu/commprac/sigdoc2012/) being held in Seattle, Washington, USA, this upcoming 
October 3rd to 5th, 2012. The conference Call for Participation is available at 
http://courses.washington.edu/commprac/sigdoc2012/call-for-participation/ and the deadline for proposals is June 
1st, 2012. Questions about getting involved in the conference are welcomed and can be directed to either the 
conference chair, Mark Zachry (zachry@u.washington.edu), or the program chair, Clay Spinuzzi 
(clay.spinuzzi@mail.utexas.edu). 
 
In addition to excitement growing over our upcoming conference, we are also enthusiastic about the recent re-
lease of our Call for Papers for our inaugural newsletter, Communication Design Quarterly Review (see 

mailto:mrobertp@us.ibm.com
http://courses.washington.edu/commprac/sigdoc2012/call-for-participation/
mailto:clay.spinuzzi@mail.utexas.edu


http://www.sigdoc.org/publications/cdqr.html). Please feel free to contact either of the CDQR’s Co-editors, Michael 
Albers (albersm@ecu.edu) or Liza Potts (lpotts@msu.edu) for more information about the newsletter.  
 
In terms of cultivating student engagement in SIGDOC, we are also delighted to announce that the NCSU Student 
Chapter of ACM SIGDOC has been formally approved by the ACM. More information about the chapter is avail-
able at http://ncsu.orgsync.com/org/sigdoc. Related to this, the student chapter’s first president, Jen Riehle, has 
become ACM SIGDOC’s new web-master and is in the midst of redesigning the SIG’s official website. The new 
site will be more interactive and integrate social media outreach features that we have been developing for the 
last several years. Other items worth noting include that our SIGDOC Wikipedia entry has been viewed 2,507 
times in 2012, our Twitter account has 132 followers, Facebook group has 120 members, and our LinkedIn group 
has 207 members. 
 
Another student-driven activity took place in February at East Carolina University (ECU) where faculty and stu-
dents organized a two-day symposium on usability, information design, and information interaction to communi-
cate complex information. Funding for the event came from ECU’s Office of the Provost and Graduate School. 
Between the NCSU Student Chapter and the efforts at ECU, student engagement with the SIG is growing and, we 
believe, will continue to grow. As well, our European SIGDOC Chapter (http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/index.html) has, 
for the third year in a row, organized its annual workshops on information systems and design of communication 
(ISDOC 2012 at http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/isdoc2012/) and open source and design of communication (OSDOC 
at http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/osdoc2012/).  
 
We just completed our 2012 Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) viability review. The review, carried out 
by the ACM Special Interest Group Board's Executive Committee (SGB EC), brought attention to important future 
directions for our SIG in terms of membership growth and volunteer development. To that end, I have decided to 
step down as Chair to clear the path for our new vitalized leadership. I wanted to thank Rob Pierce and Liza Potts 
for their engagement and service as the executive board of the SIG, in addition to our esteemed board members 
and the many international colleagues and friends I have worked with over the last several years. Finally, impor-
tantly, I want to acknowledge the on-going support and hard work of Irene Frawley (Program Coordinator—SIG 
Services), Barbara Boucher-Owens (our SGB Executive Committee mentor), and the Association for Computing 
Machinery Executive and members of the SIG Governing Board (SGB). 
 
Brad Mehlenbacher, Associate Professor, Distance Learning (LPAHE),  
Primary Area Faculty Member, Human Factors & Ergonomics (PSYCH),  
Affiliated Faculty, PhD in Communication, Rhetoric, and Digital Media (COM/ENG)   
Affiliated Faculty, Digital Games Research Center (CSE)  
NC State University, Raleigh, NC 27695-7801  
brad_m@ncsu.edu (e-mail) http://www4.ncsu.edu/~brad_m  
 
 

ACM SIGDOC Viability Report 

 
Recommendation: The SGB EC continues to be concerned with SIGDOC volunteer development, conference 
losses and the lack of a long term plan for SIGDOC. It is recommended that the SIGDOC status be extended for a 
one-year period. During that year, SIGDOC leadership is expected to engage in community outreach with the 
goals of defining their community, determining which activities are valuable and launching a volunteer develop-
ment program. In addition, the leadership is expected to develop a contingency plan should the SIG be unable to 
sustain viability. Barbara Boucher-Owens has been appointed as a Mentor to SIGDOC and will work with the 
SIGDOC leadership following the SGB meeting. 
  
Action: Boucher-Owens has been appointed as a Mentor for the SIGDOC leadership and will work with them fol-
lowing the SGB meeting. 
 

http://www4.ncsu.edu/%7Ebrad_m


 

Viability Call to action 

Liza Potts 
 
As your new Vice-Chair, I wanted to share with you our plans for revitalizing SIGDOC! We have been very busy 
and energized over the past month, implementing several new initiatives with more under way. Based on emails, 
chats, tweets, and phone calls with many of you, I’m very excited to present our preliminary plan below.  
 
Given those goals, here is our call to action: 
 Clarify the Mission of SIGDOC 

We will update our mission and goals to reflect the updates made across academic research and industry 
practice (and the blurring between the two). We will send out an email announcement soon!  

 Energize and Support the Next Generation of SIGDOC 
We will reach out and support the youngest members of our SIG to help them grow their careers, expand their 
knowledge, and lead our SIG forward. 

o Working closely with our Student Relations Officer (Kathie Gossett), our new initiatives are aimed at 
students, early career faculty, and early career professionals. We are looking into awards for best ar-
ticles, scholarships for dissertation completion, and conference support awards. Please feel free to 
email Kathie with your ideas: kgossett@iastate.edu. 

o We will grow our student chapters with the goal of doubling their number in 2013, empowering a new 
generation of SIGDOC members to join the conversation. 

o We are reserving a spot on our board for a Student Representative. Feel free to contact me for de-
tails! 

o Our newest publication (CDQR), will set aside a special section of each issue for graduate student, 
young practitioner, and early career academic work. 

 Empower our Volunteers 
We will empower our volunteers with focused goals and roles. Rather than just our once yearly meeting, our 
Board will officially meet every quarter, with smaller group meetings occurring as needed and through various 
technologies. To that end, let me introduce our board to you: 

o Chair: Rob Pierce (IBM) 
o Vice Chair: Liza Potts (Michigan State University) 
o Secretary/Treasurer: Kathie Gossett (Iowa State University) 
o Assistant Secretary/Treasurer: Brian McNely (University of Kentucky) 
o Managing Editor of current newsletter: Rob Pierce 
o Editors of CDQR: Michael Albers (Eastern Carolina University), Liza Potts (Michigan State University) 
o Senior Academic Representative: David Novick (University of Texas at El Paso) 
o Senior Industry Representative: Kathy Haramundanis (Hewlett-Packard) 
o Industry Representative: Gerianne Bartocci (Intuitive Company) 
o Member at Large: Clay Spinuzzi (The University of Texas at Austin) 
o Student Relations Officer: Kathie Gossett (Iowa State University) 
o Communications Manager: Jennifer Riehle (North Carolina State University) 
o Immediate Past Chair: Brad Mehlenbacher (North Carolina State University) 

 Grow Opportunities for Sharing Knowledge 
We will provide new opportunities to share knowledge and exchange ideas within our SIG and across ACM. 

o This Fall, we will launch our newest publication edited by Michael Albers and myself. Communication 
Design Quarterly Review (CDQR) will be a forum for bleeding-edge research, news pieces written by 
leaders in our field, and new work from our youngest members. Please keep a look-out for our CFP, 
and feel free to email Michael (albersm@ecu.edu) or me (lpotts@msu.edu). 

o We are hoping for a large showing at SIGDOC Seattle. I encourage all of you to consider submitting a 
proceedings paper, experience report, or poster. Take a look at our CFP here:  
http://sigdoc2012.org/. 

 
I look forward to working with all of you! Our goal is to align our SIG to focus on the work we do best, inform the 
wider community of our bleeding-edge research and practice, and support the next generation of SIGDOC mem-
bers. These goals can only be reached if we are all participating! Please feel free to contact me at 

mailto:kgossett@iastate.edu
mailto:albersm@ecu.edu
mailto:lpotts@msu.edu
http://sigdoc2012.org/


lpotts@msu.edu with your comments, start a conversation on our LinkedIn group, or share ideas across Twitter 
using hashtag #sigdoc. 
 
 
 

LOOKING AHEAD 

Conferences  

 

SIGDOC 2012 

30th ACM International Conference on Design of Communication 
October 3-5, 2012 
Seattle, Washington 
http://sigdoc2012.org/  
 
Please plan to join us for ACM’s 2012 Special Interest Group on Design of Communication (SIGDOC) conference 
in Seattle, Washington, October 3-5, 2012. The conference will be held at the Red Lion Hotel in the heart of 
downtown Seattle. 
At the conference, you will have opportunities to exchange ideas with other researchers and practitioners from 
around the world interested in interaction design, usability, and other issues in the design of communication. The 
conference program will include research sessions, social events, poster sessions, and workshops led by industry 
leaders in user-centered design. 
SIGDOC 2012 
 
If you are interested in speaking at the conference, please plan to submit by June 1 a research paper, experience 
report, or interactive poster. Your contribution might be a study of design processes, an investigation of research 
methods, a deployment analysis, or a situated user study related to the design and use of communication arti-
facts. We look forward to seeing you in Seattle later this year! 
 
If you are interested in contributing to our conference in Seattle, Washington, USA, from October 3rd to 5th, 2012, 
please contact conference chair, Mark Zachry, (zachry@u.washington.edu) or conference program chair, Clay 
Spinuzzi, (clay.spinuzzi@mail.utexas.edu). 
 

SIGDOC European chapter 

A new chapter event is planned for next year - "OSDOC 2012." 
For more information on this new OSDOC 2012 European chapter event, see, 
http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/osdoc2012/  
 
 

CFP for Communication Design Quarterly Review 

ACM SIGDOC (Special Interest Group Design of Communication) will begin publishing Communication Design 
Quarterly Review (CDQR) in mid-2012 with four issues per year. It seeks to be the premier informational source 
for industry, management, and academia in the multidisciplinary field of the design and communication of informa-
tion.  Edited by Michael Albers and Liza Potts, it will contain a mix of peer-reviewed articles, columns, experience 
reports, and brief summaries of interesting research results. 
 
Communication Design Quarterly Review will be archived in the ACM Digital Library.  
We invite you to contribute in any of the following areas:  
 Peer-reviewed articles.   
 Articles that cross discipline boundaries as they focus on the effective and efficient methods of designing and 

communicating information; disciplines will include technical communication, information design, information 
architecture, interaction design, and human-computer interaction.  

mailto:lpotts@msu.edu
http://sigdoc2012.org/
mailto:zachry@u.washington.edu
mailto:clay.spinuzzi@mail.utexas.edu
http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/osdoc2012/


 Experience reports. Experience reports present project- or workplace-focused summaries of important tech-
nologies, techniques, or product processes. Interesting research results. Short reports on interesting research 
or usability results that lack the rigor for a full article. For example, pilot studies, graduate student projects, or 
corporate usability studies where full details can’t be released. 

 
We are also interested in proposals for guest editing special issues.  As a guest editor, you would be responsible 
for providing two peer reviewed articles on a specific topic and, potentially, coordinating with the column editors 
so their columns can complement the issue’s theme. 
 
For more information or submissions, contact Michael Albers (albersm@ecu.edu) or Liza Potts (lpotts@msu.edu). 
 

CALL FOR PROPOSALS: TCQ special issue on Contemporary Research Methodologies in Technical 
Communication  

From Clay Spinuzzi 
  
The SIGDOC community conducts lots of research—I know, because I see it in our conferences and proceedings. 
And our research has evolved along with changes in DOC work, in technology, and in how organizations work. 
Social media, smartphones, activity streams, telepresence, and other fundamental changes are requiring us to 
rethink our research methodologies, methods, and techniques. 
  
If you've been developing new research methods, honing new techniques, or synthesizing new methodologies, 
consider preparing an entry for an upcoming special issue of Technical Communication Quarterly. TCQ is an 
academic journal that is focused on technical communication, and in this special issue, Brian McNely, Christa 
Teston and I are very interested in manuscripts that can describe the newest research trends for technical com-
munication. And I am personally interested in seeing manuscripts from the SIGDOC community! 
  
Proposals are due by February 15th, 2013; scheduled publication date is January 2015. The official call for pro-
posals is at the TCQ site.  
  
Questions? Contact Brian McNely at bjmcnely@bsu.edu  
 

CFP - Case Studies and Methodologies 

Workshop, Invited Sessions, and Conversational Session: Call for Participation 
 
Extended abstracts (600-1200 words) can be sent to jireps@mail.iiis2012.org before or by April 25th, 2012. Full 
draft papers and extended abstract (as well as invited session organization proposals) can also be submitted via 
web page as described in  http://www.2012iiisconferences.org/stcsm 
 
CASE STUDIES AND METHODOLOGIES AND INTEGRATION OF ACADEMIC ACTIVITIES: This workshop will 
introduce participants to Case Studies and Method by showing the possibilities they generate for the Integration of 
Academic Activities. 
 
A More detailed Call For Participation can be found at http://www.2012iiisconferences.org/stcsm  
 
 

INTERESTING ITEMS 

A new SIGDOC website! 

Not yet officially launched and still in the process of being tested and updated, but the bulk of the content of the 
current site has been moved to the new space- you can see it here: http://sigdoc.acm.org/. 
Please bookmark this new URL and feel free to provide input to our webmaster, Jen Riehle: jen_riehle@ncsu.edu  

mailto:lpotts@msu.edu
mailto:bjmcnely@bsu.edu
http://www.2012iiisconferences.org/stcsm
http://sigdoc.acm.org/
mailto:jen_riehle@ncsu.edu


A history of SIGDOC  

Looking for a comprehensive history of SIGDOC? 

In the 2011 conference proceedings, see Brad Mehlenbacher’s paper, "The evolution of communication design: A 
brief history of the ACM SIGDOC." The paper is available in the ACM Digital Library at,  
http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=2038476.2038524&coll=DL&dl=GUIDE&CFID=94443631&CFTOKEN=4041
1904.  
 
All SIGDOC newsletters are available in the ACM DL 
http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=J1351&CFID=95117062&CFTOKEN=81155912  

Resources page for SIGDOC conference chairs 

The SIGDOC conferences page (http://www.sigdoc.org/conference/) includes a link to a page that provides infor-
mation and links to resources for conference chairs: http://www.sigdoc.org/conference/resources.html  
Please check it out and provide feedback. We hope that both former chairs, future ones, and any interested 
member will find this page helpful and let us know what updates, such as links to additional information, are 
needed. 
 

Innovators and implementors 

Relevant to SIGDOC and ACM discussions on theory and practice, innovation and implementation is the following 
article,  
http://www.stumbleupon.com/su/8FOlpj/www.innovationexcellence.com/blog/2012/01/03/thinking-styles-causing-
the-innovation-paradox/  

Top Learning Tools of 2011 

As defined by the Centre for Learning and Performance Technologies 
http://www.slideshare.net/janehart/top-100-tools-for-learning-2011  
 
The 5th Annual Survey of Learning Tools, was finalized on 13 November 2011. This year’s list was compiled from 
the Top 10 Tools lists of 531 learning professionals worldwide – from education, training and workplace learning.  
 
Top 30: 
1. Twitter - micro-sharing site 
2. YouTube - video-sharing tool 
3. Google Docs – collaboration suite (incl Google Forms) 
4. Skype - instant messaging/VoIP tool  
5. WordPress - blogging tool  
6. Dropbox - file synching software  
7. Prezi - presentation software   
8. Moodle - course management system  
9. Slideshare - presentation sharing site  
10. (Edu)Glogster - interactive poster tool  
11. Wikipedia - collaborative encyclopaedia 
12. Blogger/Blogspot - blogging tool 
13. diigo - social annotation tool  
14. Facebook - social network  
15. Google Search - search engine 
16. Google Reader - RSS reader 
17. Evernote - note-taking tool 
18. Jing - screen capture tool  
19. PowerPoint - presentation software  
20. Gmail - web-based email service  
21. LinkedIn - prof social network  
22. Edmodo - edu social networking site  
23. Wikispaces - wiki tool  
24. Delicious - social bookmarking tool  

http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=2038476.2038524&coll=DL&dl=GUIDE&CFID=94443631&CFTOKEN=40411904
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25. Voicethread - collaborative slideshows  
26. Google+ - social network   
27. Animoto - videos from images  
28. Camtasia- screencasting tool  
29. Audacity  - sound editor/recorder  
30. TED Talks - inspirational videos 

Association of Teachers of Technical Writing 

http://www.attw.org/  

Intercom 

In a recent issue (Sept/Oct 2011) of Intercom is a column by Andrea Ames and Alyson Riley on multimedia in in-
formation architecture. http://intercom.stc.org/  
Intercom is the monthly publication of the Society for Technical Communication. 

Technews 

http://www.acm.org/technews/ 
 

TED sixth sense technology  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUdDhWfpqxg  
 

TED Eli Pariser: Beware online “filter bubbles” 

http://www.ted.com/talks/eli_pariser_beware_online_filter_bubbles.html 
 

SIGDOC on Wikipedia 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SIGDOC 
 

SIGDOC Europe Chapter 

http://eurosigdoc.acm.org/ 

WritersUA: 

The WritersUA Web site offers original, free articles, surveys, and resource listings:  
http://www.writersua.com 
 

WinWriters Information and Events  

http://www.winwriters.com/ 

Content Wrangler  

The Content Wrangler Newsletter: http://www.thecontentwrangler.com/ 
 abelsp@netdirect.net 

Don Norman's jnd website 

http://www.jnd.org/ 
Essays: http://www.jnd.org/dn.pubs.html 
Design as Communication - http://www.jnd.org/dn.mss/design_as_comun.html 
 

ACM SIGDOC: Book List from Brad 
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Here are books written by some names you might recognize and colleagues I have met and had the pleasure of 
working with over the years through ACM SIGDOC, reminding me that it's a fantastic organization in many re-
spects. 
 
- Michael Alber's (2010) "Usability of complex information" 
- Carol M. Barnum's (2010) "Usability testing essentials" 
- Brad Mehlenbacher's (2010) "Instruction and technology: Designs for everyday learning" (for the kids!) 
- Carolyn R. Miller and Stuart A. Selber's (2010) co-edited "Rhetorics and technologies" 
- Donald Norman's (2010) "Living with complexity" 
- Ray Siemen's (2008) co-authored "A companion to digital humanities" 
- Clay Spinuzzi's (2008) "Network" 
- Jason Swart's (2007) "Together with technology" 
- J. R. Talburt's (2010) "Entity resolution and information quality," and 
- Mark Zachry's (2007) "Communication practices in workplaces and the professions." 
 
 

ACM SIGDOC 2011 Conference proceedings 

You can use this link to download the conference proceedings:  
http://sheridanprinting.com/11-sigdocEpro4c2c4rv/SIGDOC_2011.zip 
 

Learning resources 

ACM Mapping Guides for faculty who are uncertain where to start with IBM technologies.  The Association 
for Computing Machinery (ACM) is internationally recognized as a premier organization for computing pro-
fessionals.  IBM selected the ACM-recommended curricula as the source against which to map IBM technologies 
and courseware, making it easier for faculty to determine where open source and IBM technologies might fit into 
their course content.  Also included is a course catalog with more than 400 courses, addressing topics and 
technologies that will help students develop skills around Business Process Management, Enterprise Content 
Management, Model Driven Development and other smarter planet, industry-desired skill areas.   
 
 
These no-charge student offerings are available through the IBM Academic Initiative’s Student Software Catalog, 
accessible via IBM Student Portal at http://www.ibm.com/university/students/.   

http://sheridanprinting.com/11-sigdocEpro4c2c4rv/SIGDOC_2011.zip
https://www.ibm.com/developerworks/university/courseware/
http://www.acm.org/
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http://www.ibm.com/jct09002c/university/scholars/academicinitiative/______
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ABSTRACT 
In this paper, I review the findings of ongoing research in 
usability and user experience analysis. In particular, I first 
discuss how real designers and usability evaluators in their 
own workplaces use findings from usability testing to drive 
design decisions within a decision-making space. Second, I 
investigate how designers and evaluators consciously or 
unconsciously alter raw usability findings when they develop 
their recommendations. Finally, I explore what these find-
ings might mean for usability education. Ultimately, I ask if 
these usability evaluators and designers do what we think 
usability evaluators and designers should be doing.  

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
H.5.2 [Information Systems]: User-Centered Design 

General Terms 
Design, Human Factors 

Keywords 

User-Center Design, Decision-Making, Discourse Analysis, 
Ethnography, Usability and User Experience. 

INTRODUCTION 
Since the initial call for design based on the needs of the 
users rather than the anticipations of the designer in the 
early 1980s, designers have struggled with how to maintain 
“focus upon the characteristics and needs of the intended 
user population” throughout the designing process [1].  
Many solutions to achieve a User-Centered Design (UCD) 
process have been proffered—including human-centered 
design, participatory design, contextual design, activity-
centered design, and persona-driven design, among many 
others. Despite the prominence of UCD in the design and 
technical communication fields, much research on UCD is 
prescriptive, in that it tells how UCD should be done. Rarely 
have researchers taken a descriptive look at how designers 

and technical communicators actually do the tasks associ-
ated with UCD and how data collected from UCD processes 
is used in the designing process. In other words, little re-
search has been done that determines if designers truly do 
what the prescriptions say they should be doing.  

My ongoing research involves empirically and ethnographi-
cally investigating how designers follow and deviate from 
the standard UCD prescriptions. In this paper, I look specifi-
cally at the role of the usability evaluator in the assessment 
of data and in the implementation of data in the decision-
making processes. I will discuss usability findings as a per-
suasive technique in decision-making sessions and the re-
porting of findings as evidenced in previous studies and in 
current research. I will also discuss the potential effect 
these studies have on the future of usability education.  

USABILITY FINDINGS AS PERSUASION 
The value of usability has long been lauded for its central-
ized focus on the reader, its potential for financial savings, 
and its ability to promote a successful design experience. 
But, in some ways, the goal of using usability findings to 
inform design has given way to the notion that simply the 
act of doing usability improves design. However, only after 
the data is collected, analyzed, and disseminated can it be 
used to influence design. But generally little is known about 
how data is processed and how that data is used to influ-
ence design. When designers have usability data, do they 
use it to influence decision-making? If so, how? 

Use of Usability Findings by Novices 
In order to address these question, in a previous study, I 
observed and recorded the bi-weekly team meeting of a 
group of novice designers for one year [2]. These novice 
designers were graduate students, but the project I ob-
served was outside the classroom. These graduate stu-
dents were paid but did not receive course credit for their 
work. Over the course of the year, I observed 25 student 
designers (along with their full-time project manager and 
assistant project manager) as they worked to revise docu-
ments for the United States Postal Service. The general 
purpose of the meetings I attended was to learn what each 
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sub-group had completed in the interim, to come to a con-
sensus on a way forward, and to decide what was to be 
done prior to the next meeting. The reports on usability test-
ing were generally presented early in the meeting and took 
up 15-45% of the meetings’ agendas.  

In their contract with the USPS, 35% of design team’s time 
was to be dedicated to researching user behavior and test-
ing document prototypes via think-aloud protocols. The us-
ability testing of the documents was conducted by the de-
signers themselves, and such “do-it-yourself” usability test-
ing has been praised by Krug and others as having the po-
tential to improve design due to the designers intimate 
knowledge of the prototype and the users [3].  

I assessed the data collected from this longitudinal investi-
gation to determine how these novice designers used data 
collected in their usability sessions to inform the direction of 
their design. I found that although these designers claimed 
to be advocates of UCD, many different types of evidence 
were used to support their design decisions, including ap-
peals to user data, authorities, storytelling, and designer 
opinion. I found that although 35% of the time and budget of 
the project was dedicated to user centered design proc-
esses, only 12% of the appeals used in the decision-making 
sessions actually invoked user data. Appeals that seemingly 
referenced only the designer’s own opinion were far more 
common at 20% of the appeals.  

Therefore, despite claiming an adherence to UCD, the nov-
ices routinely argued for design decisions based not on the 
large amounts of usability data that they had collected, but 
instead based on their own intuition. According to Landauer, 
designers’ “intuitions about what will make a system useful 
and useable for the people who will use it are, on average, 
poor” [4]. Interestingly, the novice designers relied on their 
own opinions even when usability data that made the same 
point was readily available. Thus, it appears that for this 
group, evidence of opinion, and not evidence of data, was 
perceived as more persuasive. Therefore, the novice de-
signers relied, perhaps strategically, on putting forth their 
own opinions for persuasive means.  

Additionally, the final versions of the documents created by 
the novice designers were very well received by both the 
stakeholders and by the public, and the documents them-
selves won international awards by the Society for Techni-
cal Communication. Thus, it appears that using user-
derived data to argue for or against a particular design deci-
sion is not necessary in order to create successful docu-
ments.  

Use of Usability Findings by Professionals 
It may be alluring to think that the reason the novice de-
signers relied so heavily on personal opinion and shied 
away from data was due to the novice designers’ lack of 
experience and professional savvy in both the arena of us-
ability testing and in the decision-making space. However, 
the initial findings from a subsequent study of professional 
designers shows that the patterns of evidence used by de-
sign professionals is quite similar to that of novice design-
ers.  

In order to determine how professional designers made 
decisions, I observed and recorded the meetings of a group 
of professional designers at a top tier design firm as they 
were mulling potential solutions for a client’s proprietary 

medical device. I embedded with this team for a week and 
observed over 40 hours of workplace interactions and re-
corded 17 hours of discussions over nine meetings. This 
group was highly dedicated to persona-driven design.  

In the weeks prior to my arrival, the team had done several 
weeks’ worth of field work, which consisted of conducting 
interviews with stakeholders and observing how various 
people interacted with the current version of the device. 
Based on those findings, the designers developed 8 perso-
nas to guide them as they prototyped. The five members of 
team had varying amounts of design experience, ranging 
from two years to two decades.  

While thorough analysis of this data is still ongoing, prelimi-
nary analyses suggest that the kinds of evidence employed 
by this team of professional designers were similar to the 
kinds of evidence employed by the novice designers—with 
appeals to user data, authorities, storytelling, and designer 
opinion being used with great regularity. The only major 
difference in the kinds of evidence resided in the appeals 
through storytelling. While the novice designers told hypo-
thetical stories to support their evidence (“We don’t want to 
use that typeface because we don’t want to offend our 
readers”), the professional designers told anecdotal stories 
to support their evidence (“I remember working on this pro-
ject where we were supposed to put everything in reverse 
type and everyone hated it”).  

In addition to using similar kinds of appeals in the decision-
making sessions, the breakdown of the types of appeals 
used for persuasive measures appears, at least in prelimi-
nary assessment, to mimic the usage findings of the novice 
designers. Indeed, the experienced professional designers 
appear to invoke their data-driven personas less often in the 
decision-making meetings than the novice designers invok-
ing their usability data. Furthermore, the professional de-
signers appear to invoke their own personal opinion more 
often than the novice designers.  

Like the novice designers, the professional designers also 
received excellent feedback on their prototypes and later a 
member of the project team informed me that the final arti-
fact was well received by the stakeholders and users.  

Discussion of the Use of Usability Findings by 
Novices and Professionals 
If these two groups were strictly adhering to the principles of 
UCD, then every design decision would be able to be attrib-
uted to a particular data-point from usability testing or a 
particular aspect of a persona. However, it appears that less 
than 20% of the decisions made within these two sets of 
decision-making meetings incorporated user data. Despite 
the lack of user-data in the decision-making sessions, these 
groups were able to create documents and products that 
were usable and well-liked.  

Therefore, it may be that a strict adherence to UCD which 
provides an “objective record of what users do un-
der…various circumstances,” is perhaps not needed to cre-
ate useful, usable, and desirable products [5]. However, I 
am not suggesting that UCD methods are a waste of time or 
altogether unnecessary. It may be that these team mem-
bers share a deeply connected common ground that allows 
more formal aspects of argumentation to be omitted. In or-
der to establish that common ground, these designers must 



take part in the testing or the persona creation so that the 
argumentation gaps that are left open are filled in appropri-
ate manners.  

Furthermore, it may be that some information gathered in 
testing or in persona creation may be tacit knowledge—
knowledge that is highly individualized, highly complex, and 
difficult or impossible to articulate [6]. For these groups, it 
may be that it is difficult or impossible for those who con-
ducted the testing or the interviews to accurately convey 
critical information to their colleagues, but they individually 
have the information at their disposal.  

Finally, the act of UCD and usability may be useful for de-
signers since, at the very least, gives the designers a sense 
of audience [7]. It may be that these novice and profes-
sional designers gain critical knowledge related to human 
behavior and design that will aid them in the creation of their 
artifacts, even if the designers themselves never utter the 
specific results of that research in the decision-making ses-
sions.  

Future Research Related to Usability Findings 
These two studies present several questions that may in-
form future studies in the use of usability findings by de-
signers. First, if these designers rely on sources of evidence 
other than usability or user-derived data (such as storytel-
ling and their own opinion), are they truly operating within a 
UCD framework? I believe that these two groups of design-
ers put forth a good faith effort to keep users at the forefront 
of their design; therefore, I am reticent to say that they are 
not conducting UCD. Nonetheless, significant decisions 
about each design were made without the benefit of user 
data. Is there a threshold at which decisions must be made 
in order for the designing process to be deemed UCD? 
Does the act of doing usability testing or developing perso-
nas inherently make a design process UCD, regardless of 
whether the data from the fieldwork is ever invoked? Is a re-
evaluation of the definition of UCD in order? 

Second, previous research has suggested that corporations 
develop better artifacts when UCD processes are observed. 
However, both groups were able to create artifacts that 
were well received by the stakeholders and the intended 
audience, despite using user data less than 15% of the time 
to drive design decisions. Do the outcomes of products and 
artifacts truly suffer if the designers rely on their opinions 
rather than on usability findings? 

Finally, I suggested earlier that even though user data is not 
always or even often made explicit, value still exists in the 
implicit aspects of the user data. Additionally, it may be that 
competing values subordinate the importance of the adher-
ence to UCD protocol. It may be that these groups place 
importance on expedience, and therefore sacrifice invoka-
tions of user data for speed [8]. Or, it may be that these 
groups value politeness (in Brown and Levinson’s definition) 
and fear that repetition of previously discussed user data 
may be viewed as impolite by their colleagues. Therefore, it 
may be while UCD is valued, other aspects of communica-
tion are valued more.  

REPORTING OF USABILITY FINDINGS 
Another aspect of usability that has gone under-researched 
is how usability evaluators analyze and report their findings 

from user-centered studies. Any given usability session can 
produce dozens of potential findings, yet usually not all of 
those findings are reported. How are certain findings given 
preference over other findings? How do evaluators select 
which findings are included and excluded? Do biases filter 
the findings in the transition from raw data to reported us-
ability finding? 

Novice Evaluators Reporting of Usability Findings 
In order to answer these questions, I compared the lan-
guage used by usability study participants in a think-aloud 
testing session to the language used by the novice design-
ers in their oral reports about those sessions [9]. The novice 
designers were the same novice designers from the previ-
ous study regarding the persuasion of usability findings in 
decision-making meetings.  

In this discourse analysis study, I found that only about a 
quarter of all potential findings were reported to the group. 
Additionally, of all the findings that were reported to the 
group, 16% had no basis in the usability testing. In other 
words, the designer might report that a participant “really 
liked the chart…said that it made him feel confident in the 
document,” yet there was no point in the usability session in 
which the participant mentioned confidence or anything 
positive about the chart. Additionally, of the 84% of the find-
ings that did have some basis in the usability sessions, 
nearly a third seemed to inaccurately describe what hap-
pened in the session. For example, a designer reported that 
a participant liked a particular chart, which was, indeed, the 
initial statement of the participant. But later in the same 
session, the participant state, “Wow, it looks good, but now 
that I’m trying to, ya know [make a decision with it], it’s kinda 
confusing.”  

Additionally, it appears that certain biases affect what the 
novice designers choose to report. These novice usability 
evaluators appeared to seek out confirmation for issues that 
they had identified prior to the usability test. Further, these 
usability evaluators never presented a finding to the group 
that ran counter to an opinion or a claim offered by the 
evaluator prior to the usability test, although they had ample 
opportunities to do so. These biases, be it intentional or 
unintentional, may indicate that despite evaluators best (and 
perhaps not-so-best) efforts to remain objective and critical 
during usability testing, subjectivity and selectivity creeps in 
as the evaluators transform the raw data into reports and 
recommendations.  

Professional Evaluators Reporting of Usability 
Findings 
Again, like the usage of usability data, it is tempting to say 
that the less than ideal analyses of the data can be attrib-
uted to the fact that the observed usability evaluators were 
novices, and that more experienced professionals assess 
data with a more objective and less biased eye. However, a 
very small pilot does not seem to necessarily support this 
notion.  

For this preliminary study, I was given the captured video of 
a usability test conducted by two different evaluators at the 
same company. I was also given the usability statement 
each evaluator wrote for that test. (In this company, a brief 
one page statement was written after every test and then a 



comprehensive report was compiled after the round of test-
ing was completed. Each round consisted of 4-5 tests.) Af-
ter analyzing the results, I had a brief interview with each 
evaluator.  

In this study, the evaluator with less experience (2 years) 
had 10% of the overall findings that seemingly had no basis 
in the session she conducted, and of the 90% that had 
some basis in the usability test, only 15% seemed to inac-
curately describe what happened during the session. Both 
of these percentages indicate that she relied on the usability 
data in her reporting more than the novices.  This evaluator 
made extensive use of time stamping in her report and, in 
her interview, indicated that she tried to not interpret the 
results too much until she was ready to aggregate the entire 
report.   

The second evaluator, who had more experience (15 
years), had strikingly different results. Approximately 40% of 
the overall findings seemingly had no basis in the session 
she conducted, and of the 60% that had some basis in the 
usability test, 15% seemed to inaccurately describe what 
happened during the session. The 40% of the reported find-
ings that have no basis in the test far exceed that of her 
colleague and the novice evaluators. In the interview, the 
experienced evaluator indicated that her job is to find “the 
problems with the software,” and that she has “been doing 
this long enough to know what is going to be a problem 
even if they [the user in the usability session] don’t have a 
problem.” In other words, the experienced usability evalua-
tor routinely includes her own anticipations into the usability 
report along with the findings stemming directly from the 
usability session.  

Clearly, a bigger population is needed to determine if the 
findings from these sessions are commonplace or idiosyn-
cratic.  

Discussion and Future Research on Usability Re-
porting 
Although more research is needed, these two studies indi-
cate that mitigating factors affect how findings from usability 
sessions are reported. For the novices, it appears that they 
will highlight in their reports findings that support claims they 
personally had made previously, while they will omit entirely 
findings that run counter to claims they had made in a pre-
vious meeting. For at least one professional, personal ex-
perience caused the professional evaluator to infuse her 
report with perhaps valid notions, but ones that were out-
side the realm of the usability test that she conducted. 
These results indicate that making reports and recommen-
dations from raw data is not a particularly simple task and 
that important aspects of the testing can be dropped and 
personal preference can be included.  

Several potential lines of research come out of these stud-
ies. First, do the evaluators themselves detect any problem 
in their analyses or in the analyses of others? If the evalua-
tors are unable to detect these problems, then it is not sur-
prising that they use verifiable and unverifiable findings in 
their reports. Do the evaluators see themselves as objective 
reporters of data, or do they envision themselves in another 
way? 

Second, what considerations do evaluators consciously 
take into account when reporting on a usability session? Do 

they discount data that they know the stakeholders or oth-
ers on the project team would object to? Do they filter the 
results through other considerations, such as the participant 
was not entirely an ideal candidate?   

Finally, what is the role of heuristic evaluation and expert 
review in usability testing reporting? The experienced pro-
fessional I interviewed stated that she would report potential 
findings, even if the user she observed did not have a prob-
lem with aspect she was reporting on. In her role as an ex-
pert on usability, she felt comfortable and even compelled to 
report the issue in the subsequent usability statement. Niel-
sen and others have indicated that heuristic evaluation is a 
valid part of usability assessment [10]. But should usability 
evaluators make a distinction between findings that come 
from data and findings that come from experience? Is a 
usability report following user-based usability testing a 
proper place to put expert evaluations, especially when 
there is no demarcation between findings that are user-
based and findings that are evaluator-created? 

THE FUTURE OF USABILITY EDUCATION 
Both of these tracks of research lend themselves to future 
considerations as to how we, as academics and educators, 
teach user-centered design and usability testing to our stu-
dents.  

Best Practices of Analysis 
Usability and user experience testing have become stan-
dard aspects of technical communication and design. Yet 
little is known about how evaluators analyze data for report-
ing purposes. Textbooks and professional guides tend to 
have a major focus on the acts and tasks of doing usability 
and user experience research with little instruction or guid-
ance on how to practically analyze the result and incorpo-
rate those findings into the design solution. It is easy to say 
that these guides should include instruction for novice 
evaluators as to how to carefully interpret their findings into 
meaningful recommendations and contributions. However, 
Molich’s Comparative Usability Evaluation (CUE) studies 
have shown that most evaluators approach analysis from 
different angles and produce sometimes wildly differing us-
ability findings [11]. With many different approaches to us-
ability and user experience analysis, it is difficult to ascer-
tain what might be an idealized way to assess the data, 
which also makes it is not surprising that these professional 
usability and user experience guides give relatively short 
shrift on how to do analysis.   

Therefore, in order to provide our students with the most 
helpful and practical instruction on how to analyze usability 
data, more research needs to be conducted to determine 
how data is indeed analyzed in situ. By analyzing how all 
evaluators assess data, a better determination of what is 
useful in reports and what is irrelevant can be ascertained. 
Further, only once a set of best practices is determined can 
we begin to assess whether “good” usability analysis inher-
ently leads to “good” outcomes, or whether outcome is un-
related to the quality of the data assessment.  

Data-Centric Design 
While most previous studies examine usability effectiveness 
through the success of outcomes, these studies have paid 



particular attention to language used by the evaluators in 
their usability sessions, their reports, and their decision-
making sessions.   The language in these studies has 
shown that designers and technical communicators use all 
kinds of appeals and evidence to support their design deci-
sions, including appeals to authority, appeals through story-
telling, and appeals to their own personal opinions. In the 
academy, we have traditionally taught our students to use 
data-driven user-centered design to drive their decisions. 
Yet, these “real world” ethnographic studies have found that 
user-derived data is but one of many resources to be used 
by the designers for persuasive ends. Are we doing our 
students a disservice by enforcing data-driven designs in 
the classroom, only to ship them into a professional envi-
ronment where such a strict approach to design might be 
considered inflexible or even obstinate? Do our students 
have to go through a period of “re-learning” once they leave 
the classroom to adjust their expectations of what it means 
to be a professional? 

Additionally, given that these studies show that personal 
opinion does have a place (whether warranted or not) in the 
decision-making space, should we be helping our students 
identify when opinion is useful and when it should be 
avoided? Since some prominent designers have openly 
criticized an over-reliance on data, including user-derived 
data, should we help our students cultivate their experi-
ences into opinions in ways that allows them to present 
opinions in justified, rather than haphazard, manners [12]? 
Or, would allowing our students to present solutions based 
on opinion rather than on user-derived data, are we no 
longer teaching UCD? Should we teach the strictest inter-
pretation of UCD (designs driven solely by user data), 
knowing that interpretation is likely to be diluted once the 
student enters into the profession? 

CONCLUSIONS 
This paper has reviewed ongoing research regarding how 
designers and usability evaluators assess and use findings 
from usability and user experience testing. These studies 
have found that designers routinely use appeals other than 
appeals to user-derived data to support their claims in deci-
sion-making sessions, and that evaluators allow mitigating 
factors to alter their usability recommendations. In other 
words, these studies suggest that, no, usability evaluators 
are not, in fact, doing what we think usability evaluators are 
supposed to be doing.  

Therefore, we as a field must do more research on how 
evaluators truly behave in usability analysis settings in order 
to more fully inform our students and to provide them with 
the best practices of usability and user experience data 
assessment. While there may never be a truly definitive set 
of best practices, identifying that there are many different 
usability and user experience paths possible that can lead 
to successful design solutions may enable our students to 
be better prepared for the challenges they face as design 
and usability professionals.  

REFERENCES 
[1] Gould, J.D. and Boies, S.J. 1983. Human factors challenges 

in creating a principal support office system: the speech fil-
ing system approach. ACM Trans. Office Info. Syst. 1, 4 (Oct. 
1983), 273-298.  

[2] Friess, E. Designing from Data: Rhetorical Appeals in Sup-
port of Design Decisions. J. Business and Technical Comm. 
24, 4 (2010), 403-444.  

[3] Krug, S. 2010. Rocket Surgery Made Easy: The Do-It-
Yourself Guide to Finding and Fixing Usability Problems. 
New Riders, Berkley, CA.  

[4] Landauer, T.K. 1995. The Trouble with Computers: Useful-
ness, Usability, and Productivity. MIT Press, Cambridge, 
MA.  

[5] Olson, G.M., and Olson, J.S. 1991. User-centered design of 
collaboration technology. J. Org. Comp. 1, 1, 61-83. 

[6] Polyani, M. 1967. The Tacit Dimension. Routledge & Paul, 
London, UK. 

[7] Sullivan, P.A, and Porter, J.E. 1990. How do writers view 
usability information? A case study of a developing docu-
mentation writer. ACM SIGDOC Asterisk J. Comp. Doc. 14, 
4, 20-35. 

[8] Friess, E. 2011. Politeness, Time Constraints, and Collabora-
tion in Decision-Making Meetings: A Case Study. Technical 
Communication Quarterly. 20, 2 (April 2011), 114-138.   

[9] Friess, E. (2011). Discourse Variations Between Usability 
Tests and Usability Reports. J. Usability Studies. 6, 3 (May. 
2011), 102-116.  

[10] Nielsen, J. 2005. Heuristic Evaluation. 
http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/. 

[11] Molich, R. 2011. Comparative Usability Evaluation. 
http://www.dialogdesign.dk/CUE.html. 

[12] Bowman, D. 2009. Goodbye, Google. 
http://stopdesign.com/archive/2009/03/20/goodbye-
google.html. 



 

 
 

Method Madness: A Usability Testing  
Pilot Research Case Study 

Heidi Decker-Maurer 
University of Wisconsin-Stout 

415 13th Avenue E. 
Menomonie, WI 54751 

deckerhe@uwstout.edu 
 
 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
This case study was created to analyze the methodology 
and procedures used during a pilot study on mobile usability 
and preferences conducted at a small Midwestern state 
college. The pilot study set forth to test features of the pre-
redesign University of Wisconsin-Stout website as seen 
through the screen of a mobile device and then ascertain 
what students wanted to see in a redesigned version of the 
mobile interface.  

The findings of the pilot study were less surprising to the 
researcher than the problems encountered during the re-
search itself. Future researchers would be well advised to 
attend to passing trends in mobile technology, as well as 
avoiding limitations on sample size caused by choice of 
delivery method and choice of user pool. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
A.0 [Conference Proceedings]: Usability – Symposium on 
Usability, Information Design, and Information Interaction to 
Communicate Complex Information.  

General Terms 
Design, Experimentation, Human Factors, Theory. 

Keywords 
Usability, testing, user experience, mobile technology, mo-
bile interface, web to mobile design, mobile design. 

INTRODUCTION 
Today’s technology continues to blaze forward at lightning 
speed, and one of these fast-growing trends is mobile inter-
net access. Smartphones and other devices have enabled 
people to do things that were unimaginable just a few years 
ago. Phones are being used for everything from texting, to 
searching the web, to making movies. The more uses that 
people find for these devices, the more integral they be-
come. They have changed the way we think about society, 
community, and even education [12]. Studies show that as 
of 2010, ninety-two percent of undergraduate students are 
wireless users – whether through laptops or cell phones. 
Ninety-six percent of undergrads own a cell phone and 

sixty-three percent of them use their cell phones over the 
internet [11]. 

The amazing rise in the use of mobile devices has had an 
impact on campuses around the country, including the sub-
ject of this case study: the University of Wisconsin-Stout. 
The campus had recently undertaken a complete redesign 
of its website. At a presentation updating faculty and staff 
on the status of the redesign, the executive director of en-
rollment management stated that online mobile computing 
had risen 800% in the preceding year on campus. She also 
reported that updating the campus’ mobile presence was 
one of the next items on the redesign list. 

Since the information included in a mobile presence is usu-
ally derived from a “parent” websites, mobile landing 
screens are a good example of the need to pare complex 
information down to the barest of bones. In order to stay 
simple and easy to use, web developers must distill all the 
ideas and tools from a website down into a limited number 
of the most important. Depending on the mobile interface 
design, there is room above the fold for either approximately 
twelve icons, or eight menu bars on a mobile interface.  

In the instance of a mobile interface for the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout, 70,000 pages will need to have been 
pared down to a handful of the most important features that 
students will want to see first on a mobile landing screen. 
This is an incredible feat, and one not to be taken lightly. 
Surveying students to find out what they deem most impor-
tant is paramount to having a successful mobile presence. 
This pilot study was a first step in the process. 

This three-part pilot featured in this case study was created 
to gather information regarding student usability of the then-
current University of Wisconsin-Stout website on mobile 
devices, and to ascertain students’ opinions on features, 
organization and layout possibilities for a future mobile inter-
face based on the upcoming redesign.  

First, the pilot study asked users to perform scenario-based 
tasks to test the usability of some of the functions of the 
current University of Wisconsin-Stout website before the 
redesign was undertaken. Second, the pilot set out to de-
termine what features were most important to students 
when asked their opinions concerning a redesigned mobile 
interface for University of Wisconsin-Stout. Third, the pilot 
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gave students the opportunity to examine and rank other 
universities’ mobile web presences to discover their prefer-
ences in regards to information organization and overall 
attractiveness of the interface.  

Although the pilot study yielded answers to the research 
questions, the outcomes of the study itself are less impor-
tant than the lessons learned during the execution of the 
experiment. This case study was undertaken because so 
many things went wrong during the pilot. An analysis of 
methodologies and procedures was warranted because the 
pilot could be further developed for actual use at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin-Stout.  

This case study reviews some of the literature that pertains 
to mobile usability testing and how it affects higher educa-
tion, the pilot study methodology, the problems encountered 
during the pilot, and suggests alternate methodologies that 
could have made the pilot more relevant. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Mobile usability is not a new concept. Studies like those of 
Coursairs and Kim (2011) track 100 empirical studies of 
mobile usability all the way back to the year 2000. Although 
not as sophisticated as today’s devices, personal digital 
assistants (PDAs) met their qualifications for study of mobile 
devices. They set forth a plausible framework for future us-
ability studies that take into consideration contexts of use as 
well as usability dimensions.  

Kukulska’s (2007) work outlines many of the limitations of 
mobile technology and some of the current approaches 
researchers have used to overcome some of these obsta-
cles including consideration for  context and content 
adaptability.  

Pawson and Greenberg (2009) shed light on a research 
approach called Extremely Rapid Usability Testing which 
uses the context of a trade show to test functionality for a 
company’s product. This method has potential for testing 
usability within educational contexts.  

In their study of comparing usability testing in a lab to field 
testing, Kaikonnen et al. (2005) discovered that the same 
problems were identified by both sets of participants. In 
other words, context did not affect testers’ ability to perform 
the tasks asked for in the experiment.  

Molich (2010) debates Macefield’s assertions about accept-
able sample sizes for mobile studies. The study differenti-
ates between usability testing for functionality and finding 
errors, as opposed to sample size for statistical data collec-
tion. 

Studies show that there is a growing desire for training us-
ing mobile devices. Norman (2011) lays out the benefits 
which include the ability to work on studies during down-
time, enhanced content retention, convenience, and im-
proved confidence in users.  

O’Bryan et al., (2010) tell us that in order to design an effec-
tive mobile interface, designers must understand their audi-
ence and how mobile users employ their devices. However, 
according to El-Hussein and Cronje (2010), those put in 
charge of deciding on designs are often basing their ideas 
on what they experienced in an environment rather than 
what the users themselves need.  

No study of usability would be complete without mention of 
Nielsen’s concept of discount usability testing, which is 
given a more current treatment in Ghanam and Maurer’s 
(2007) update on contextual uses for the methods.  

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURE  

Product Tested 
The pilot study was designed to test features of the then-
current University of Wisconsin-Stout website as seen 
through the screen of a mobile device. The product being 
tested was the web software; however, Apple iPhones and 
iPod Touches were the hardware through which the inter-
face was tested. There are many different software systems 
being employed on the University of Wisconsin-Stout web-
site. Knowing their compatibility for use on a mobile inter-
face is a must as the university moves forward with new 
initiatives to keep up with evolving trends affecting student 
users.  

Background and Objectives 
As students come to rely more and more on mobile devices, 
the importance of examining student use and preference 
increases. For this study, students were asked to partake in 
a usability test of the then-current University of Wisconsin-
Stout website – in its pre-redesign form – on iPhones or 
iPod Touch mobile devices.  

Since the University of Wisconsin-Stout was redesigning its 
website during the time of the pilot study, and the redesign 
team stated that they were going to redesign the school’s 
mobile interface, the pilot was also designed to find out, 
hypothetically, what types of information would be most 
important for students to be able to access. In addition, the 
pilot set out to determine what type of interface University of 
Wisconsin-Stout students preferred in terms of information 
organization and aesthetic.  

Target Users and Demographics 
For the pilot study, the user pool was initially planned to be 
graduate students who owned iPhones or iPod Touches. 
Rather than provide users with a device they were unfamil-
iar with, they used their own devices, which eliminated the 
technology barriers inherent in testing on an unfamiliar de-
vice [8].  

The reasoning behind the choice was the fact that, as an 
undergraduate laptop campus, the students who were more 
likely to use mobile interfaces would be graduate students 
who almost universally live off campus, and who were not 
furnished with laptop computers as a part of their tuition.  

Methodology Overview 
The pilot study being reviewed in this case study included a 
screener, a pre-test questionnaire and a post-test question-
naire; however, the main sections containing the questions 
to be studied were separated out into three different sec-
tions.  

First, usability testing was conducted using an iPod Touch 
or iPhone mobile device, in order to learn about users’ ex-
periences and perceptions using the then-current, pre-



redesign University of Wisconsin-Stout website. This was 
actually the only portion of the experiment that truly adhered 
to the tenets of usability testing, although the results of the 
next two areas were more relevant for the future of the mo-
bile interface at the institution.  

Next, surveys were used to identify which features students 
wanted to have included on a new mobile version of the 
University of Wisconsin-Stout website. As previously men-
tioned, the site has tens of thousands of pages. Asking us-
ers what is most important to them is the first step in making 
the complex tangle of these pages into a usable interface 
that caters to the needs of the users, whether experienced 
or not. 

Finally, participants were shown paper prototypes of five 
different universities’ mobile websites to pinpoint their or-
ganizational and aesthetic preferences in the context of a 
higher education mobile website interface.  The five sample 
sites were chosen for their variety of layouts: some with 
icons, some with lists, etc. The purpose was to ensure stu-
dent respondents had a wide enough variety of interfaces to 
choose from. In summary, the components used for the pilot 
study were comprised of: 

 Screener, administered via e-mail and in person, to 
find qualified iPhone or iPod Touch users. 

 Pre-test questionnaire administered at the beginning 
of the in-person test to determine device usage and 
experience. 

 Usability testing to determine usability of the pre-
redesign University of Wisconsin-Stout website as ac-
cessed by an iPhone or iPod Touch, and establish the 
need for improvements when the site goes mobile. 

 Survey to determine which information sets/features 
are most important to students so those features can 
be included on the mobile version of the website. 

 Paper prototyping combined with surveys to deter-
mine which other universities’ mobile websites have a 
desirable organizational structure and attractive ap-
pearance. 

 Post-test survey to rate the experiences using the 
current site and exploring possible future sites, as well 
as capture any impressions not covered in the adminis-
tered questions. 

FINDINGS 
It is said that even the best-developed plans are bound to 
run into problems upon execution [9]. Although the pilot 
study was able to get answers to the questions asked by 
the hypotheses, this case study focuses on the methodo-
logical obstacles that were discovered during the course of 
the pilot. These include sampling problems, miscalculations 
about distribution channels, and unnecessary technological 
constraints. 

Sampling 
Initially, 100 graduate students were e-mailed a screener 
which would qualify them for the pilot. There were five re-
spondents, none of whom qualified because they did not 
own iPhones or iPod touches, although they did own differ-

ent devices. As there was such a low response rate, a new 
mail list was requested and the screener was sent to all 
graduate students enrolled at the University of Wisconsin-
Stout. There were no more responses to the e-mailed 
screener.  

The pilot was conducted as the final project for a graduate 
course, so there were time constraints that created urgency 
that prompted the next decision. 

Due to the lack of responses, it was decided to open the 
pilot up and expand the user pool to both graduate students 
and undergraduate students. Changing the participant pool 
from the Institutional Review Board’s approved group 
(graduate students), rendered the results of the study itself 
unusable due to IRB regulations. After the decision was 
made to open the pilot participant pool, it was then adver-
tised using signs posted in one of the academic buildings – 
Applied Arts – announcing the incentive and giving students 
contact information for the pilot. 

The aid of faculty within the Applied Arts building was also 
enlisted and they were able to send a few students to the 
testing lab to participate.  

In all, there were seven qualified respondents. When taking 
into account that the campus has 8,000 students, the final 
sample size of seven was insignificant for gaining a sense 
of what students would want with a new mobile web site. A 
more robust sample would be more statistically significant 
and better represent the population as a whole rather than 
the few recruits who were mainly gathered from one aca-
demic building and reflected the aesthetic of those being 
trained in the Fine Arts. 

Distribution Channels 
Other constraints inhibited a rich response rate for the pilot. 
First, the study was designed to have respondents come to 
the testing site. Second, during the time that the study was 
conducted, most students on campus were beginning their 
own final projects as well. Making the students come in to 
the test site interrupted their day and wasted time.  

As the respondents trickled in, they were directed to the 
testing center. In a one-on-one setting, students were 
greeted, introduced to the purpose of the study and were 
given an overview of what was being asked of them. They 
were told that they would be able to ask the moderator 
questions at any point during the study.  

All participants who qualified for the pilot ended up filling out 
the screener at the same time as they filled out the rest of 
the study materials. Participants were left to perform the 
tasks and fill out the questionnaires at their own pace, with 
minimal interruptions. All students employed all the methods 
stated in the survey.  

All respondents were given designated space within the 
academic building to perform the tasks and answer the 
questionnaires.  

Students were given their choice of an eight-ounce bag of 
candy to compensate them for their time. Two students de-
clined compensation due to dietary restrictions. 



Technology Choice 
Perhaps the most egregious oversight made during the pilot 
was the insistence that Apple products were used as the 
hardware on which to perform the tests. Technology is a 
fast-moving target. Those who do not heed the trends will 
be left in the dust.  

Not only was the pilot carried out during one of the peak 
weeks of activity during the semester, it was also conducted 
during the outbreak of the Android operating system fad. 
The experimenter’s familiarity with Apple products was the 
driving force for the choice of hardware.   

As designed, the pilot had no Apple-specific directions or 
exercises. Although peripherally aware of the Android over-
ture into the mobile market, failing to connect that techno-
logical advancement to the execution and success of the 
pilot was shortsighted and severely limited the results. 

Consequently, the study participants were comprised of 
University of Wisconsin-Stout undergraduate and graduate 
students who owned iPhones or iPod Touches.  

DISCUSSION 
This pilot set out to test the usability of the then-current, pre-
redesign University of Wisconsin-Stout mobile web inter-
face, rank student preferences for topics to be considered 
for a future University of Wisconsin-Stout mobile site, and to 
gather student opinions regarding different choices when it 
came to information organization and appearance. 

Although answers were found for all of these questions 
posed in the pilot, further study with a larger sample should 
be conducted to challenge or affirm the current findings.  

In addition, the pilot was conducted as part of an assign-
ment for a class, within the timeframe of an academic se-
mester. With a classroom context as the background, rather 
than a planned need for the research results, there were 
different expectations and criteria than if the study were 
actually being conducted in earnest. Many of the time con-
straints would probably not be of concern to researchers 
conducting the study for information’s sake rather than for a 
grade. 

If a future study were conducted, I would recommend the 
following to future researchers. 

Sampling 
The proper number of participants to provide a statistically 
significant number of participants in a usability study is hotly 
contested [4], [7], [9]. Nielsen tells us that 85% of usability 
problems will be found by as few as five users [9]. For the 
portion of the pilot that involved usability testing of the then-
current website on a mobile device, that number could well 
have provided the information needed to improve the tested 
functions. The pilot, however, featured two additional sec-
tions that asked student opinion on future features and de-
sign for a new mobile site.  

Consequently, one of the first difficulties to address is en-
suring that the sample size is large enough and is represen-
tative of a wider variety of students – both graduate and 
undergraduate. Restricting the potential user pool to a frac-
tion of the campus, while well reasoned, was an unneces-

sary constraint and made the pilot much more challenging 
than it needed to be. 

In addition, during the course of an academic semester, 
timing is important when it comes to recruiting participants. 
Delivering the pilot earlier in a semester, when students 
aren’t under their own deadlines, could be a better choice. 
Earlier creation and delivery of at least screeners, if not the 
whole pilot, would have increased the chances that students 
would take the time to engage.  

If researchers were to experiment with a new method, the 
Extremely Rapid Usability Testing [10] mentioned in the 
literature review is one of the methods that could adapt very 
well to the academic environment. Whether at a booth dur-
ing orientation, at on-campus job fairs, or other campus 
activities, this type of testing could be extremely beneficial 
for sampling. When students attend these events, they are 
there because they want to be, they are focused on the 
event, and don’t have other immediate concerns that would 
prevent them from participating in the study.  

Delivery Method 
The pilot could have been delivered electronically, but it was 
reasoned that the study would be more authentic if the sur-
veys were delivered in-person in a monitored environment. 
Since no part of the pilot involved an interactive testing 
method (think aloud, card sorting, etc [4].) there was no 
reason to have participants come to the lab. Students would 
have been far better served to have been allowed to partici-
pate via electronic means. 

In addition to convenience for the participant, the use of 
electronic delivery – when using survey software – allows 
for easier collection and interpretation of results. Not only 
would the study possibly attract more participants, there 
would be less hand-tallying and less room for human error 
when ascertaining which features were most important to 
them, and which design they liked best. 

The whole point of usability testing is to focus on the user 
experience [9]. If researchers are to gain the knowledge 
they seek, they must make sure to focus on the experience 
of the users during the testing phase as well. 

Technology Choice 
Mobile devices are continuously being updated and im-
proved to keep up with market demand. Designers face the 
challenge of taking complex information usually spread out 
on a series of web pages and making them usable, legible, 
and attractive to users of mobile devices. They are faced 
the constraints of small screens, a small number of input 
controls, and different operating systems. They are also 
under time constraints that demand they turn out innovative 
new products faster than their competitors [2].  

This speedy evolution has important implications for those 
conducting studies of mobile devices. Researchers who are 
studying usability – especially of quickly developing tech-
nologies – would be remiss to not be especially observant 
of the trends around them. Expanding the criteria to include 
all types of mobile devices, instead of limiting the devices to 
Apple operating systems, would have prevented limitations 
on sample size, and would have been technologically re-



sponsible. Other systems are gaining in popularity and re-
searchers would be negligent to not include them. 

Investigating trends in technology on the many websites 
that are dedicated to these issues would be of use prior to 
the creation and delivery of the study. In addition, being 
more inclusive of the different types of devices as a whole 
would be prudent for a healthy and representative sampling. 

CONCLUSION 
This case study investigated the methods and delivery of a 
pilot study that gauged the usability of the University of Wis-
consin-Stout’s then-current website, and also surveyed stu-
dent choices regarding a future mobile presence. 

There were many challenges faced and overcome during 
the course of the pilot. Most of them were preventable. 

From a usability standpoint, the most relevant portion of the 
pilot was the first section of the study wherein students 
tested the functionality of the then-current University of Wis-
consin-Stout website through the medium of the device 
hardware. Although the information was interesting, it was 
less significant than the portion that asked student prefer-
ence for future features.  

By allowing students to express their opinions, the devel-
opment team would have been given answers to the puzzle 
of how to distill the complex information, tools, and features 
contained within 70,000 web pages down into the dozen 
most important  to their users.  

If institutions of higher education are to embrace the task of 
creating a mobile interface that the students will respond to 
and use, they would be well advised to provide them with 
the means of expressing themselves and having their opin-
ions heard. This can only be done if future studies are de-
signed in a way that is successful and garners a significant 
representative sample of the student body. 
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To submit an entry, send your company name, web address or contact, city and state or province, 
and the titles of the openings you want to list. 

 ACM Career Resource Center - http://jobcentre.acm.org/search.cfm 
 Generic - http://computerwork.com/ 
 Usability News - http://www.usabilitynews.com/default.asp?c=2 
 UPA - http://www.upassoc.org/usability_resources/jobs/index.html 
 IEEE - 

http://www.ieee.org/portal/site/mainsite/menuitem.818c0c39e85ef176fb2275875bac26c8/inde
x.jsp?&pName=corp_level1&path=membership/benefits&file=careers.xml&xsl=generic.xsl 

 Software Contractor's Guild - http://www.scguild.com/ 
 JustTechWriterJobs.com - http://www.justtechwriterjobs.com/ 
 National Writers Union - www.nwu.org/hotline  
 
From Professor David K. Farkas, Dept. of Technical Communication, College of Engineering at 
the University of Washington — “our jobs database is the best way to reach our students.” See   
http://www.uwtc.washington.edu/careers/tcjobs/ 
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