
User research course
Module 3: Other types of user research



Course outline
Module 1 – Why do user research?
Monday 6 March, online

Module 2 – Evaluative research
Tuesday 7 March, online

Module 3 – Other types of user research
Wednesday 8 March, online

Module 4 – Putting it all together
Friday 10 March, Iasi
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Previously…



Agenda: module 2
1. Planning a round of evaluative research

2. Recruiting participants

3. Writing a discussion guide

4. Preparing a virtual whiteboard for note-taking

5. Hands-on: Getting ready for a round of research

6. Moderating research sessions

7. Analysing the data and extracting insights

8. Researching in pairs: Why this is best

9. Hands-on: Analysing a round of research

10. Presenting your findings
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Previously…



Other types of user 
research
Now that you’re on your way to mastering evaluative 
research on prototypes, here are some other useful 
research methodologies.

From generative to evaluative, from qualitative to 
quantitative, from spontaneous to meticulously 
planned – there’s a methodology for every occasion!
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Today…



Agenda: module 3
1. Generative research methodologies

2. Personas and pen portraits

3. Documenting user needs

4. Guerrilla research and hall testing

5. Hands-on: Researching a target audience for a pitch

6. UX expert audits

7. Paper prototype testing 

8. Quantitative research 

9. Online tools for card sorting, IA testing and unmoderated research

10. Hands-on: Card sorting to find a user-centric IA

11. Working with analytics - a powerful combination

6



Generative 
research 
methodologies
Getting to know your users 
and what makes them tick.



Generative research
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• Generative research (also known 
as formative research) is done 
at the start of a project.

• It’s when you get to understand the 
context and needs of your users.

• The insights that you 
learn in generative 
research help the team to produce 
solutions that are in perfectly in 
tune with your target users.

• Because insights can help you see things 
differently, generative research is an 
essential aid to innovation.



Generative research: Why?
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• Let’s say that you are about to design an app or website that will help users with a process or 
task. Generative research can help you understand how they currently do it, and how digital 
can make the process more efficient or more pleasurable.

• Where are they when they do it?

• What kind of things to they struggle with?

• Where do they currently go if they need help?

• Are there any interesting workarounds that you can learn from?

• Are there any unnecessary steps in the process?

• Are there any unmet user needs?

• By examining the answers that different people give to these questions, you will gain useful 
insights about a digital solution could help.



Generative research methodologies
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There are a number of different generative research methodologies that you can use and each 
has its own strengths and weaknesses. 

• Secondary research – Quite often, research will have already been done on a subject. This is 
a good starting point for any generative research, then you use other methods to fill the gaps.

• Diary studies – These are particularly useful when the subject matter of your study is 
personal or intimate. But they take 4-8 weeks to run, so they’re not good for instant insight.

• Contextual enquiry (ethnographic research) – These are excellent when it’s important to 
understand how people perform tasks. Typically, you will shadow your participants for a while 
then ask them to explain how they’ve behaved.

• Impromptu user interviews – This involves going to a place where your users hang out and 
asking if some of them are prepared to speak with you.

• Competitor benchmarking – When there are several (usually digital) services available, this is 
a structured way of comparing them and finding out what you can learn for your service.



The main research methodologies

11

Generative Evaluative Launch

Secondary research

Contextual 
enquiry

Paper 
prototyping

RITE 
evaluation Surveys

Working with 
analytics

Competitor 
benchmarking

UX expert 
audit

Co-creation 
workshops

IA validationGuerrilla research 
& hall testing

Card sorting

Diary studies
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Personas and pen 
portraits

“If life were only like this”…



Personas and pen portraits
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• Once you’ve conducted your generative research, what comes next? 

• In the context of a single project, you might share your insights with the rest of the team and 
they’ll start to produce concepts based on those insights.

• However, you may want to document your understanding of users in a way that can span 
across multiple projects, or be used throughout a long project as a “manual” that the team 
can keep coming back to. 

• This is where personas come in. They are rich documents that capture the characteristics of 
different sub-groups within your target audience. Referring to them can help you make sure 
that you always take their needs and behaviours into account when you design for them.

• Pen portraits are “light personas” – usually based on what the team and stakeholders already 
know about the target audience, rather than thorough research. These are still useful if you 
don’t have personas!
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The power of personas



Example personas: Salad Finance

2020
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Documenting and 
tracking user needs

From user-centric 
requirements to tracking 
success



Documenting and tracking user needs
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• User stories are a great, user-centric way of breaking down the needs that you learn from 
your research into individual user requirements. They are also in a format that the whole 
team is used to using.

• But when you’re developing a digital solution, and when it launches, are you tracking how 
well those user needs are being met?

• Here are a few ideas, based on the work that I’m currently doing at DWP (the UK’s Department 
for Work and Pensions).
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Guerrilla research 
and hall testing

“Seat of the pants” research 
can be rewarding and fun.



Guerrilla research
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• In Guerrilla research you don’t recruit participants – you just set up to do conduct your 
research in a place where your target users are likely to be found and ask if they’d be happy 
to speak with you for a few minutes. 

• Since you’ll be interrupting participants from the whatever they’re doing, your research 
sessions need to be short – 15 minutes is probably the longest you’ll ever get away with.

• When approaching a participant, you will first have to “screen” them to make sure that they 
have the right profile for your research. If they do have the right profile, it’s only fair to offer a 
small incentive in return for a few more questions.

• For example, if your research is about a website for visitors’ travel in London, you 
might wait inside a tourist office and ask people if they are using public transport 
during their stay. If they agree to speak to you, a one-day travelcard would go down 
well as an incentive.



Hall testing
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• Hall testing is like guerrilla testing in that you don’t book people’s time beforehand, but it’s 
usually conducted using colleagues at your organisation who aren’t directly associated with 
the project. 

• Again, it’s best to politely check if they have time to speak with you and offer them a small 
incentive. A great place to hang around for this is the staff restaurant or games room –
places where people go when they’re not super-busy with work.

• This is most useful when the people you choose for your research have something in 
common with the demographic of your target audience. For example, hall testing was used to 
validate some early concepts for the Coke Stories app, whose intended target audience was 
16-25 year olds. All the participants who were approached were from the same age group and 
had to be “non-rejectors” of Coca-Cola.
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Don’t underestimate how long it will take!
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• It’s very tempting to assume that just because guerrilla research sessions are short, you can 
do loads of them in one day!

• In fact, most of the time, people will make excuses not to talk to you and you’ll find yourself 
spending a lot of time waiting around. You’ll also have to develop thick skin – no-one likes to 
be rejected!

• So it’s wise to assume that you’ll manage about the same number of guerrilla sessions in one 
day as you would with standard formal evaluative research.

• But you can maximise your chances of getting people to talk to you by looking official – a 
clipboard and a company badge can be persuasive. But the most important thing to arm 
yourself with is a tempting and relevant incentive! 



Now it’s your turn!
Researching a target audience for a pitch
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Brief: Researching a target audience for a pitch
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• Your team has just been given an RFP for a new potential client. 

• You believe that understanding their audience will help differentiate Endava from the 
competitors who are also pitching for the work. 

• The client is Dacia and in early 2024 they will launch Bigster, their new 4.6m long SUV. It will 
compete against the Land Rover Discovery Sport and the Volkswagen Tiguan.

• To generate excitement before the launch, they would like to create and build a mobile app 
which will allow users to configure and pre-order their Bigster. The winners of the pitch will be 
given the brief to create the app.

• Please note down some ideas on the Miro board about the type of research you would do to 
add some “voice of customer” to the pitch presentation and inform any design activities.



Please find a team space on the Miro board
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bit.ly/vj4miro

https://bit.ly/vj4miro


UX expert audits

Drawing on your experience 
to shape someone else’s.



UX expert audits
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• Sometimes you don’t have the budget or the time to do a round of research, but you know 
that there are some issues with a digital service. This might be the service that you’re planning 
to replace, for example. 

• On these occasions, a UX expert audit might be the solution. You draw on your experience 
as a user researcher to walk through the service as if you were a representative of the target 
audience, trying to complete tasks that the app or website is supposed to support, and 
making notes in a structured way. This methodology is called “cognitive walkthrough”, and 
it’s surprising how many issues can be identified in this way.

• This becomes even more useful when the technique is applied to a competitive landscape, 
so that you can see how well your client’s app or website performs when measured against its 
rivals. You’ll learn not only about issues, but also about additional features and content
enjoyed by competitors’ customers that you (and your client) could learn from.
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Paper prototype 
testing

For evaluating concepts 
before you invest time in 
design and development



Paper prototype testing
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• You don’t have to wait until you have a finished design to perform useful evaluative research 
– stimulus can be of any fidelity, including paper sketches!

• This may be useful if you have a bunch of concepts (say, from a design workshop) and you 
want to test which ideas resonate best with your audience.

• You will need to frame the research carefully to make sure that participants understand it’s 
ideas you are testing, not the quality of sketching. If handled carefully, this kind of early 
research can be rewarding – and fun!
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Quantitative 
research

You’ve found out what. This is 
to answer the question “how 
much?”



Quantitative research
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• So far, all of the research methods we have looked at have been qualitative, which is about 
understanding thoughts and experiences, leading to in-depth insights.

• Quantitative research is used to test theories and assumptions. The outputs from 
quantitative research are numbers and graphs, and the best quantitative research tools have 
built-in analysis tools, so that you can see the results of your research in real time. 

• Qualitative and quantitative research are often used together effectively. For example, if all of 
your face-to-face research is conducted in one city and you want to make sure that the same 
observations apply across the whole country, you might decide to perform some additional 
online quantitative research.

• In the next section, we will look at some specialist online (quantitative) research tools. But the 
most common and useful tool (because it’s so easy to set up) is the survey.



Quantitative research: Survey tools
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• Google Forms and Microsoft Forms are a great way to get started with surveys – and they 
are strangely alike!  

• You can easily compose multi-page surveys, customise the look and feel (a little), launch and 
send invitations from within the environment, monitor the number of respondents, and use 
the in-built analysis tools to query the data that comes back. If that isn’t enough, you can 
export the data as a .csv file and play with it to your heart’s content.

• If you want a step-up from the above, then Survey Monkey allows you to build surveys with 
sophisticated branching logic, powerful analysis tools such as sentiment analysis and 
reporting features such as exporting directly to PowerPoint or PDF.



Surveys: How long?
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• It’s very tempting to throw a huge number of questions into a survey, but this will affect your 
completion rate. Only people with a lot of time on their hands will complete your survey, and 
these aren’t necessarily the people that you want to hear from!

• If you are not offering an incentive for completing your survey, then you should aim for no 
more than 5 minutes completion time – most survey tools will estimate this for you. If the 
survey is designed to gather feedback on a live service, you can push the completion time to 
a few extra minutes – people will often spend time helping you improve a service that they 
have just used.

• However, if your survey is any longer than this, you will have to offer an incentive for 
completing the survey. A useful rule of thumb here is £15-20 (or €15-20) for 15-20 minutes.

• Incentivising a survey adds a few extra complexities though – for example, you have to 
closely monitor the number of completes and close the survey when you reach your target, 
or you’ll blow your budget!



Surveys: Dos and don’ts
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• You can keep the length of your survey down – and make it easier to analyse – by reducing the 
number of verbatims (free text boxes) in the survey script, and using multiple choice 
questions instead. 

• If you are planning to follow up your survey with more in-depth research, you can use your 
survey to build your own panel of participants. However, you must be very clear about how 
their personal data will be treated.

• Add a yes/no question towards the end of the survey asking respondents if they would be 
willing to participate in future research. If they agree to this, take them to a separate page 
on which you capture their name and contact details, along with any other information you 
might need for your future research, such as job role.

• Since you are now capturing personal information, any outputs from your survey should be 
password protected and stored securely. 



Survey script: Example
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Online research 
tools

For card sorting, IA testing 
and unmoderated research



Online research tools
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• There are several online tools that allow you to conduct remote unmoderated research on 
a quantitative scale. 

• Some are useful for testing specific aspects of the user experience, such as the 
navigation. Optimal Sort and Treejack, both part of the Optimal Workshop suite, are 
great examples.

• Others, such as Userzoom, allow you to set tasks for your respondents on a live site or 
prototype and analyse how successfully they have been able to complete them. 

• There are also online tools, like Hotjar, that record the interactions your users make 
and present them in heatmap form. 
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Card sorting to find a user-centric IA
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Now it’s your turn!



Brief: Card sorting to find a user-centric IA
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• A restaurant is about to open and they need your help categorising their wine list, which will 
appear on their website, mobile app, shop and wine menu.

• They are not sure whether customers will be able to find the wine they want best if it’s sorted 
by wine type, grape variety, country of origin, or some other categorisation. 

• Working as a team, let’s use Optimal Sort to see if we can develop the perfect taxonomy for 
the restaurant. 

• We will have a go at card sorting 20-30 wines and then we’ll analyse the results 
together, using Optimal Sort’s built-in analysis tools.



Wines to card sort
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Optimal Sort
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User research 
working with 
analytics
A powerful combination



User research working with analytics
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• As a user researcher, you’ll always find yourself working closely with the designers, product 
manager and BA on the team. But it’s well worth your while to cultivate a close working 
relationship with the data analyst.

• Together, you can work on a plan for measuring the success of the digital service once it 
goes live and continuously improving it when you identify aspects that aren’t working exactly 
as planned.

• For example, the data analyst might show you that there’s a high drop-off rate in the sign-up 
process and you can set up a round of research to determine exactly why. 

• Your experience of the target audience can also really help in setting up and interpreting A/B
and multivariate testing, meaning that the options tested are based on actual observations 
rather than wild guesses.
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Any questions?



Course outline
Module 1 – Why do user research?
Monday 6 March, online

Module 2 – Evaluative research
Tuesday 7 March, online

Module 3 – Other types of user research
Wednesday 8 March, online

Module 4 – Putting it all together
Friday 10 March, Iasi
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