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Why UX Research?

At every stage in the design process, different UX research methods can keep business goals and 
product development efforts on the right track by helping to align product and business strategy 
with the true core needs and goals of users. What are some of the benefits?

¹Forrester Research. (2008). Report: “Rich Internet Application Errors to Avoid”
²Nielsen, Jakob. (2008) Usability ROI Declining But Still Strong.
³Forrester Research. (2013). Ibid.

● Avoiding rework and improving prioritization reduces development time 

● Understanding user needs improves user acceptance & adoption
(70% of projects fail due to lack of user acceptance¹)

● Can increase KPIs by as much as 83%²

● Companies who focus on UX perform better financially³
(Spend 10% to gain 83%)
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When does UX Research happen?

Anytime! 

You can include some type of research method at any point in the planning and design process. 
Most companies won’t have budget for exhaustive research at every point of development but it’s 
recommended to do the bulk of user research early in the project when it will have the greatest 
impact. Leave a smaller amount of budget for follow up research later on.



© WebMD Health Services Group, Inc. 4

What are the types of UX Research?

There are many types of research but let’s start by breaking them down into dimensions:

Behavioral vs Attitudinal
and 

  Qualitative vs Quantitative 
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So, what do the dimensions mean?

QUALITATIVE:
• Data is gathered directly by the researcher
• Researcher can ask follow-up questions, probe
   on behavior or beliefs, and possibly adjust the
   study plan as the session progresses
• Analysis of data is not usually mathematical
• Learnings: Why & How to Fix

BEHAVIORAL:
• Understand What People Do in a variety
   of contexts
• Learn what people actually do (vs what
   they say/think they do).

QUANTITATIVE:
• Data is gathered indirectly by an instrument
• Large amounts of data that can be coded and
   analyzed mathematically
• Learnings: How Many & How Much

ATTITUDINAL:
• Understand & measure people’s stated
    beliefs or attitudes - What People Say
• Often relied on heavily in marketing
    departments
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Let’s look at that as a visual.
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In WHS terms ...

How do users feel 
about the HA?

(Interviews) 

Why do users not 
complete the HA?

(field study) 

How do users rate the HA?
(System usability scale, net 

promoter score, intercept survey)

 

How many users 
complete the HA?

(Analytics) 
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How research types align to the dimensions.
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When to do what.

STRATEGIC
(Before planning)

OPTIMIZE
(During production stages)

Goals
• Understand user goals/tasks
• Improve/refine design
• Reduce execution risk

How shall we do it?
Tends to be qualitative
 • Participatory design 
 • Iterative design
 • Iterative qualitative 
    usability testing 
 • Desirability studies 
 • Ethnographic field studies 

Goals
• Inspire new ideas
• Discover opportunities
• Inform Strategy

What shall we do?
Can be qualitative or 
quantitative
 • Ethnography
 • Competitive Analysis 
 • Feature/Task Analysis 
 • Develop/Test Concepts 
 • Market Segmentation

ASSESS
(After Launch)

Goals
• Measure or compare 
   against self or competition
• Feedback into strategy

How well did we do it?
Tends to be quantitative 
 • Surveys
 • Online UX assessments
 • Usability benchmarks
 • Web analytics
 • Live (A/B) testing

Tip: It is best practice to conduct more than one type of testing at each phase of production 
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Who do we recruit for testing?
That depends ... what kind of data you are looking for?

QUALITATIVE QUANTITATIVE

Quantitative data seeks to generalize. 

Random samples of target population or 
user base in sufficient numbers.

Qualitative data seeks to describe and 
understand. 

Select participants based on key 
attributes. Personas are often used to 
guide participant types. 
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Where do we recruit from?

The Best Ways:

• Contact existing users (email, phone, support)
• Use a research recruiting firms to find participants that fit your personas or general user 

population.
• Use a known panel (DScout, TaskRabbit, UserTesting, etc.), but beware of “pro” participants
• Consider mall-, tradeshow-, or café-interceptions (offer a gift card or to pay for a meal/drink)

Using a convenience sample is often practiced. (Example: People you know or nearby participants, 
like co-workers or people from a nearby cafe). This is OK if you are piloting the study or if those 
conveniently recruited represent your target group(s). If not, your data will be lower quality and less 
reliable.

That depends ... who are your users?



© WebMD Health Services Group, Inc. 12

How many should be recruited?

QUALITATIVE QUANTITATIVE

With a 5% margin of error (MoE):
381 participants = 95% confidence
93 participants = 90% confidence 
7 participants = 70% confidence  

With a 10% MoE:
268 participants = 95% confidence
65 participants = 90% confidence 
5 participants = 70% confidence  

20 participants is the minimum acceptable with 19% 
margin of error (50% of the time, result is within 8% of 
the true mean) 

5 participants - Simple, qualitative user testing
6 participants - Eyetracking (39 for stable     
                         heatmaps)
15 participants - Card sorting

For best results, do iterative user testing and 
design. A good practice is 20 users, divided into 
4 rounds of testing.

That depends ... what kind of data do you need and how reliable do you want it to be?
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MoE, confidence levels, and more

Margin of Error:
How many percentage points your results might differ from the real population value. 
(For example, a 95% confidence interval with a 4 percent margin of error means that your statistic will be within 4 percentage points of the real 
population value 95% of the time.)

Confidence Level:
How confident you can be in your range calculation.

True Mean:
The true average of your population.

Geometric Mean:
The center of a data set is not always the average. The geometric mean indicates the central tendency 
of a set of numbers and is preferable, especially when handling “time” data.

Some definitions . . .
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Statistical Significance

What is Statistical Significance?
Whenever a statistical analysis is performed there is always a possibility that the results are purely 
by chance (random error). Statistically significant results are those that are understood as not likely 
to have occurred by chance. 

How does “chance” occur?
During UX Research, every single participant has their own personal context that will affect how 
they perform. When we collect data from users, we are collecting a lot of that “noise”. 

Once we have collected our data sets and start comparing them, how do we know if our data is 
showing statistical significance or just showing “random errors”?  
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MATH
We use a statistical-significance test (t-test) which returns a p-value 

(the probability that the difference is due to chance).
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Significant
Confidence intervals 

do not overlap

Not Significant
Confidence intervals 

included one in another

Need to t-test
Confidence intervals 

have some overlap
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WHS UX Research:
What we shouldn’t be doing
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Prioritizing changes that come from 
customer feedback or contact us.

What we shouldn’t be doing.

● Huge selection bias: it should not be considered a representative sample of your 
customer base

● Highly susceptible to the vocal minority
● It’s much weaker at detecting problems that are not easily customer-identified 

and/or self-reported

What should it be used for?

To expose new products or services to select customers and hear early feedback.
To catch bugs.
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Implementing client feature requests 
without gaining deeper insights.

● Like ‘feedback’, this has selection bias and should not be considered a 
representative sample of your customer base. 

● Accepting a solution without research, exploration, or prioritization of the need 
can produce an inferior product. 

● Rework and poor prioritization increases development time.

What should it be used for?

Understanding possible success gaps. 

What we shouldn’t be doing.
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WHS UX Research:
What we should be doing
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What we should be doing.

Strategic (Before Planning)
Before planning try to illuminate what you don’t know and better understand what people need so 
you can find out if it makes sense to do the project at all. 

‘Strategic’ testing could include:

● Field Studies* 
● User Interviews (In person)

● Diary Studies*

‘Strategic’ Goals

● Validate and discard assumptions
● Inspire new ideas

● Discover opportunities

● Inform Strategy

● Stakeholder Interviews

● Competitive Analysis 

● Review Customer/Client Feedback

*Likely difficult to implement for WHS
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What we should be doing.

Optimize (During production stages)
Understand the problem space, design scope, and address user needs. Then check designs during 
(and after) development to make sure systems work well for users.

‘Optimize’ testing could include:
● Iterative Qualitative Usability Testing** 

● Research informed Personas

● Task Analysis

● Journey Mapping

● Desirability Studies

● Prototype testing 

● Benchmark testing

● A/B Testing

● Eyetracking

● Card sorting

‘Optimize’ Goals
● Understand user goals/tasks

● Improve/refine design

● Reduce execution risk

**preferred research method
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What we should be doing.

Assess (After launch)
Pay attention throughout and after the ‘optimize’ cycle to help understand existing problems and 
to look for new issues. 

‘Assess’ testing could include:
● Surveys

● Analytics

● Feedback

● Intercept Interviews (if appropriate)

‘Assess’ Goals
● Measure or compare against self or competition

● Feedback into strategy
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Questions to drive UX Research
Don’t know what to ask? Here are some thought starters to drive UX Research. 
These questions are thought starters only and are not research questions. Refer to the UX team to develop appropriate question sets.

● Do Users Understand What They Want?

● Do Users Want Your Product?

● How Would Users Use Your Product?

● What Does Your Product or Idea Do for Users?

● What Struggles Do Customers Experience with the Current Solution?

● What Would the World Look Like If Your Product Didn’t Exist? (product value)

● What Is Preventing Users from Using the Product?



© WebMD Health Services Group, Inc. 25

Summary

● Conduct UX research to align product/business strategy with the needs of users

● Test at any time in the production cycle

● Keep in mind the four dimensions of testing: 

Qualitative/Quantitative and Attitudinal/Behavioral
● Align testing goals to production cycles: 

Planning = Strategic, Production = Optimizing, After launch = Assessing
● Use more than one type of testing to validate your data

● Recruit users who align to your personas or target groups

● Recruit the appropriate number of users based on the type of testing

● Be aware of the confidence level of your quantitative data 

● Verify statistical significance when comparing new data to previous data

● Use UX research best practices when creating question sets


