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How to Test 
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the Usability of Your 
Website
(with zero budget)



ABOUT ME

Luis R. Merino

Digital Communications

Front end design and development of websites

Graphics and multimedia on all channels

     lmerino@dcccd.edu           @LuisRMerino



WHO ARE YOU?

▪ Designer?

▪ Developer?

▪ Multimedia or video producer?

▪ Project Manager or Marketing Director?

▪ Advertising Coordinator? Digital marketing?

▪ Social Media?

▪ Writer?

Multiple-hat wearer?





Social 

networking 

component to 

Gmail

Tested well 

with 20K 

people

2010-2011

Ultimate failure





“Google miscalculated when it assumed that everyone you email is 

someone you want to share things with, and that you might want 

those people connected to one another. 

In a work setting, this might be true… But the outside world is much 

messier.

Even testing with friends and family might have exposed the 

problem… though there are probably some biases in that sample 

because of their association with Google employees. However, they 

are not Google employees – which is one step closer to typical users. 

—Dana Chisnell, UsabilityWorks.net



HOW DOES THIS 
HAPPEN?
▪ People assume that others share 

their beliefs and will behave similarly

▪ Also assume only those who are very 

different from them would make 

different choices

False Consensus Effect



WHAT TO LEARN FROM GOOGLE 
BUZZ:
▪ Large samples do not always 

generate quality data

▪ Look outside yourself (and your 

company)

▪ Don’t make assumptions about 

your users

▪ And know …



You are not 

your user.



I am not 

my user.



WHAT is Usability Testing?

WHEN can we test?

WHO should we test with?

WHAT do we test?

HOW do we test?



WHAT 
IS 
USABILITY 
TESTING?



“Watching people try to use what 

you’re creating/designing/building, 

with the intention of making it easier 

for people to use.”

−Steve Krug, ROCKET SURGERY MADE EASY



Real users

Specific tasks

Carefully 

observed



BENEFITS OF 
TESTING

▪ Makes your product better

▪ Helps you add new customers

▪ Lets you know who your users are

▪ Brings your team closer together



AREN’T ANALYTICS ENOUGH?

▪ Analytics tells you WHAT things 

people are doing

▪ Usability testing helps you 

understand WHY people are doing 

things



Do 
Usability 
Testing. 



WHEN 
TO
USABILITY 
TEST?











Test early.

Test often.





Paper

mockups

Card sorts
Hi-fi 

mockups

Working sites 

and pages





Test early.

Test often.



WHO TO 
USABILITY TEST 
WITH?



WHO TO USABILITY TEST?

▪ Your users

▪ Identify target audiences

• Create personas profiles to 

symbolize your audiences





“THE NON-CONSUMER”

Aaron Banes
35 years old

“THE TRADITIONAL STUDENT”

Kira Hernandez
18 years old

“THE RETURNING STUDENT”

Crystal Jones
28 years old



HOW DO WE FIND OUR 
USERS?



WITH A BUDGET…

▪ Hire a firm to screen and recruit

▪ With decent enough incentives you 

could schedule participants on your 

own ahead of time





WITHOUT A 
BUDGET…

▪ Go to where your users are…



THE RETURNING STUDENT

A public park



THE NON-CONSUMER

Community outreach 

organization



THE TRADITIONAL STUDENT

Partner with a local 

high school



CURRENT STUDENTS

One of our college campuses



ANYONE

Remote testing



HOW MANY SHOULD WE 
TEST WITH?



HOW MANY SHOULD WE TEST?

▪ 3-5 participants

▪ Qualitative study, not 

quantitative



“The vast majority of your user research should be 

qualitative — that is, aimed at collecting insights to drive 

your design, not numbers to impress people in PowerPoint.

“The main argument for small tests is simply return on 

investment: testing costs increase with each additional 

study participant, yet the number of findings quickly reaches 

the point of diminishing returns. There's little additional 

benefit to running more than 5 people through the same 

study

−Jakob Nielsen, Nielson Norman Group



JUST ASK THEM AND HOPE 
THEY GIVE OF THEIR TIME?

AND HOW LONG SHOULD 
SESSIONS LAST?





WITHOUT A 
BUDGET…
▪ College merch: t-shirts, sunglasses, 

mugs, USB sticks, etc.

▪ Partner with an instructor to reward 

extra credit

20-30 min.



WITH A BUDGET…

▪ Gift cards

▪ Movie passes

▪ Free food

▪ Cash

60 min.



WHO
?

WHA
T?



WHAT 
TO 
USABILITY 
TEST?



WHAT TO USABILITY TEST?

▪ Which products/channels?

• Website (desktop, tablet or mobile)

• Native mobile app (tablet or mobile)

• Email layouts



WHAT TO USABILITY 
TEST?

▪ Top 10 most important things?

▪ Which specific 
screens/layouts/components?

• Home page, specific landing page?

• Navigation?

• Internal search?

• Footer?



WRITING QUESTIONS & TASKS

▪ After identifying the WHAT:

• Build scenarios/tasks around that

• Keep note of what of the research 

objectives of the task

▪ 5-10 tasks per participant



Research objectives

How are users accessing needed 

college info? 

• College website? District website? Google?

Does main navigation help users find 

what they need? Homepage design?

Was internal search used? What terms?



You are current student at North Lake and 

have been interested in pursuing a career in 

filmmaking. A friend has told you that North 

Lake has a Video Technology program and 

you are now very curious about it.

By using any website, search engine or online 

tool that you are most comfortable with, find a 

list of classes included in Video Technology 

program at North Lake College?



Research objectives

What is their primary route to 

find content if they start on the 

home page?

• Main navigation? Footer navigation? 

Internal search?

Are page titles and content clear?



A classmate mentioned that there 

is a fitness center at North Lake. 

You are interested in becoming 

more active and would like to know 

if it fits your budget and schedule.

Starting from the home page, find 

out what the fees and hours are for 

the fitness center at North Lake.



WRITING EFFECTIVE TASKS

Tasks should be written in a way that forces participant to think about 
the problem they’re trying to solve.

▪ Bad: “Go to the Student Life section. Click on Student Clubs. Find a 

list of clubs at your college.”

▪ Better: “You are new to your college and would like to meet like-

minded students. Show me how you might go about finding student 

organizations that share your interests.



DON’T USE WEBSITE KEYWORDS

Using site keywords will tip participants off to what you want them to 

find without allowing them to find it themselves

▪ Bad: “Using the Browsable Class Schedule, search for Flex Term 

classes for the Fall.”

▪ Better: “You want to take an 8-week class in the Fall. Show me how 

you would find a list of classes that fit those requirements.”



QUESTIONS IN USABILITY TESTING

▪ Clarifying questions can be asked

▪ But questions about how to find things or navigate should not 

be answered

▪ Make a note of deeper probing questions until the end



AVOID BIASED QUESTIONS

▪ Biased: 

• “You liked that experience, didn’t you?”

▪ Less bias: 

• “Tell me how much you liked that experience.”

▪ No bias: 

• “Tell me how you feel about the task you just completed.”





HOW 
TO 
USABILITY 
TEST?

▪ Prepare

▪ Set up

▪ Moderate

▪ Observe

▪ Debrief



1. HOW TO PREP FOR 
TESTING



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT
GIVE BACKGROUND

▪ Who are you? Why are you there?

“As representatives of the ______ web team, 

we are continually looking for ways to 

improve our websites for prospective and 

current students. We are here because we 

want to find out how well it may (or may not) 

work for real users – people like you. “



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT
TESTING THE SITE. NOT THE USER.

▪ Don’t use words like “test” or “evaluate” 

in conjunction with participant. Make 

sure they don't feel like they're being 

evaluated

“Though we call this “usability testing” we are 

not testing you. You are helping us to test 

the usability of our websites.”



I am not testing 
the user. 

I am testing the 
website.



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT
‘MISTAKES’ ARE OKAY

▪ Emphasize that it is absolutely ok to 
‘make mistakes.’

▪ They will appreciate having their voice 

heard

“There are no wrong answers. In fact, 

anything you say or do is in actuality, the 

correct answer.”



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT

BE AS HONEST AS POSSIBLE

▪ Honest, authentic answers are KEY to 

effective usability testing

“Please be as honest as you can -- we 

promise you won’t be hurting anyone’s 

feelings here. Your honest feedback and 

insight are what we are here to learn.”



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT

THINK OUT LOUD

“Something you can do that will really help us as we go through the 

session today, is if you could think out loud as you navigate and 

scroll pages. By that, I mean while you are working with the website 

could you to tell me what you’re thinking as you go along. For 

example, if you are looking for a specific phrase or title within a page, 

say “I’m scrolling down this page looking for somewhere that says 

‘Apply Now.’” 



WRITING THE 
SCRIPT
WHAT THEY CAN EXPECT

“Today, we’ll be working through some simple scenarios on the computer. 

“As you go through each of these scenarios, navigate and scroll the web as if 

you were completely on your own. Though we will be right here, we might not 

be able to answer your questions as they relate to performing the task outlined 

in the scenario. 

“When you feel you have found what you are looking for and have completed 

the task, simply say “I’m done.”



PREP FOR TESTING

▪ Make any signage that could help

• “Help us make a better website, get a 

free t-shirt”

• “Get a Free Lunch! Ask us how!”



PREP FOR TESTING

▪ Recruit observers

• Who should?

• Anyone… developers, designers, managers, 

marketing, even executives

• How many?



MODERATOR PARTICIPANT OBSERVER(S)

A B

1 observer

C

2 observersNo observer



MODERATOR PARTICIPANT OBSERVER(S)

D

3+ observers



PREP FOR TESTING

▪ Prep and print task lists

• One task per page

• Do not number tasks

• Copy for observers and moderator



PREP FOR TESTING

▪ Run pilot test

•  Uncover potential pitfalls

• Confusing wording, missing anything

• With someone unfamiliar with the 

product

• Practice intro, script and tasks



Keep it simple 
enough to be 
sustainable.



2. HOW TO SET UP 
TESTING



SET UP TESTING

▪ Gather equipment:

• Laptop (webcam? microphone?)

• Mouse

• Screen capture or screen share service/software

• Power strip

• Extra monitor

• Notebook

• Pens



SET UP TESTING

▪ Possible venues:

• Library study room

• Cafeteria

• Classroom

• Student Center

• Office

• Outdoor public area



3. HOW TO MODERATE 
TESTING



MODERATING

Participant is the most important person in the 

room.

▪ Be friendly, welcoming and personable

▪ Start with asking questions about them, such as 

“how has your day been so far?”

▪ Tell them upfront how long they can expect 

session to last and never keep them longer



MODERATING

▪ If needed, remind them to 

"Please remember to 

think out loud."



MODERATING

AVOID BIAS AND LEADING RESPONSES



4. HOW TO OBSERVE 
TESTING



OBSERVING

▪ Taking notes:

• Actively observing

• Watching behavior

• Focus on actions and quotes (what they do, what they say)

• Avoid thinking about analyzing or potential fixes

▪ Only moderator should be asking questions

▪ Ask observers to note 3 most serious usability problems with each user







5. HOW TO DEBRIEF



DEBRIEFING

▪ Do it as soon as possible so it’s still fresh

▪ Include all observers

▪ Identify themes and patterns

▪ Make a list of the observed most serious usability problems

▪ Prioritize the list top a top 10



DEBRIEFING

▪ Write the list of top 10 with space to make notes 

about how to fix them

▪ Work down the list until you feel like you’ve 

committed all the resources

▪ Keep fixes as simple as possible 



Keep solutions as 
simple and 
incremental as 
possible so that you 
actually do them.



REPORTING USABILITY TESTING

▪ Full usability almost never get read

▪ Quick summary reports show what was found and what the 

team intends to do about it

• Sometimes just a set of screen shots of the interface with problem 

areas circled and called out. 

• Participant quotes always resonate well with people









CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS 
WE’VE MADE

▪ BETTER INTERNAL SEARCH RESULTS



CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS 
WE’VE MADE

▪ NAVIGATION ITEMS



CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS 
WE’VE MADE

▪ REDUCING THE HEIGHT OF THE HEADER



CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS 
WE’VE MADE

▪ THE FIRST FOUR QUESTIONS

• What Can I Earn?

• Can I Find a Job?

• How Long Will I Train?

• How Much Will I Spend?



CHANGES AND IMPROVEMENTS 
WE’VE MADE

▪ “DCCCD THIS WEEK” vs “STUDENT NEWSLETTER”



UX MYTH #14: YOU ARE LIKE YOUR USERS

When designing a website, it’s easy to assume that everybody is like 

you. However, this leads to a strong bias and often ends in an 

inefficient design.

You evidently know a lot about your services and your website; you’re 

passionate about them. Your users, on the other hand, are likely to not 

care that much. They have different attitudes and goals, and just want 

to get things done on your website.

To avoid this bias, you need to learn about your users, involve them in 

the design process, and interact with them.



I am not 

my user.



Do 
Usability 
Testing. 



Test early.

Test often.



Keep it simple 
enough to be 
sustainable.



I am not testing 
the user. 

I am testing the 
website.



Keep solutions as 
simple and 
incremental as 
possible so that you 
actually do them.



ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

▪ Steve Krug’s Usability Test Demo 

• https://youtu.be/QckIzHC99Xc

▪ How Many Test Users in a Usability Study?

• https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/

▪ UX Myth: You Are Like Your Users

• https://uxmyths.com/post/715988395/myth-you-are-like-your-users 

https://youtu.be/QckIzHC99Xc
https://youtu.be/QckIzHC99Xc
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
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https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-many-test-users/
https://uxmyths.com/post/715988395/myth-you-are-like-your-users
https://uxmyths.com/post/715988395/myth-you-are-like-your-users
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QUESTIONS?

Luis R. Merino

     lmerino@dcccd.edu           @LuisRMerino

Download slides here: 

luismerino.com/taccm2018
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