Assignment 6b:  Observational Research

Goal of the assignment

· Learn how to set up and perform observational research

Assignment

· Start with the results of the use cue assignment (assignment 6a)

· Set up an observational research experiment

· Perform the experiment

· Process the results
· Present your results and reflect
Literature

the article “Observational Research” 

Product usage research is done to find out what people do with a product, what problems they experience and what causes those problems. Is experience with other products a possible hindrance? Or are problems related to physical factors, such as hand size or how strong people are? 

When researching the usage of a product, a variety of reasons for improving the design may come to light. 

A product can be made easier or more pleasant to use. You may also find there are risks in using a product.

Usage research should be conducted as naturally as possible, in order to find out, on the basis of a few simple assignments, what people actually do with products.

Assumptions

Due to the story board (assignment 6a) you will have ideas about the possible use of the product. These ideas effect the way you observe. Thus you need to make these assumptions explicit before you start you observation. 

The assumptions could be categorized into three categories:

· First of all you look at the user. Does the user have specific characteristics that might influence the product use? Like the size of the hand, force, vision, or motor skills.

· The environment in which the product is used may play a role as well. Do you need sufficient light to use the product or should you be able to use it in the dark as well? Do you use the product indoor or outdoor (when it might be raining or freezing)?

· What assumptions are there based upon the use cues? 

You already listed the third group of assumptions (about use cues) in assignment 6. 

Make an overview of the assumptions of the first and the second category as well.

Research questions

So far you have explored your expectations about the way users will handle the product. Now it is time to start looking what they do in reality. To do so you will have to set up observational research. Like any good research this starts with the research questions. These are the questions you formulate as a researcher. Answering these questions based on the research should give you an indication of possible redesign options. 

The research questions have to be based upon your assumptions!
Research questions must be concrete. 

Limit the number of research questions to a maximum of four.

· The first question is always something like, ‘What do users do with the product?” 

· Formulate a question about the role of user characteristics if you expect they play a role in product use

· If the environment plays a role formulate a question about this

· Select (effective, missing or false) use cues you have specified you want to verify whether they help or not and why. Formulate (a) related research question(s)
Planning your research 

Now draw up a research plan based on the following points:
· What task/tasks exactly will the test subjects be given? 

· Is there any chance of order effects? If there are, what have you done to counter them? 

· What instructions are to be given to the test subjects? (Write the instructions down word for word in spoken language, keeping it short and simple.) 

· To what extent will you be furtively or secretly observing? 

What will be done to enable you to observe furtively or secretly? 

Is there any reason for ruling out furtive or secret observation? 

· Will you be using the ‘think aloud’ technique (self-reporting by the test subjects) and, if so, why? 

· Follow-up discussion. You will almost certainly talk over with the test subjects afterwards what it was like using the product or why they thought certain things happened during the study. Let this be an informal chat, with room to listen to the trials and tribulations that were experienced. Write down some points for consideration for this discussion beforehand. Don’t prepare a list of questions.
· Record your observations. If you use video, you should remember that analysing the tape is time-consuming and requires at the very least a good distribution of workload among group members. Taking photos is recommended. It is interesting to use photos to show differences in what test subjects do. Always quote a number in the caption to indicate which test subject was involved. 

· Do a pilot study. Report what changes (if any) are made in the research plan.
· Recruit test subjects. How many subjects are needed? For this small-scale observational research involve 
5 test subjects in your research. Are they selected? Based on what (experienced users, inexperienced users, age group, gender, education etc). Link these selection criteria with your assumptions and research questions (f.i. ‘We expect that inexperienced users will have problems with….’).
N.B. do not smuggle in any new assumptions. 

Results

· Tasks. Present your results. Make a clear overview of this data per participant and task (you can use a scheme or table or other visualisation). Don’t forget to indicate the relevant user characteristics per participant (as used as selection criteria). Illustrate the results with striking images (photos or stills from video)!!
· Follow-up discussion. What points did/did not come up in the follow-up discussion?

   
Quote any salient comments made by the test subjects, in their own words as far as possible. If you asked about experience, how did you do this?

Answering the research questions
Now reflect on your research questions. Support your answers with your (textual/visual) data. Say how many test subjects did or did not do something. Do not fantasise: stick to the observations and describe them, so that another researcher could copy what you have done. 

Noteworthy phenomena: was anything surprising observed, such as accidents or near accidents, or test subjects denying what they really did or did not do, or wanting to make them selves look smarter, or using the product in unusual or handy ways?

Evaluation of the research

Summarize your key findings. How do you interpret your results?  What might be explanations for your findings?

Also, describe doubts or weaknesses in relation to the results and explain their implications.

Furthermore, reflect on your research set-up. How did the research go? Were changes made while the research was being done? What, on further inspection, was unfortunately not covered or not adequately covered? 
What would you do differently if you had the opportunity to repeat this usage study? 
(For example, other research questions, fewer/more test subjects, other resources, observation versus doing interviews). Give reasons why.

Redesign

Present at least one redesign proposal. Present this in sketches with a short explanation. 

For each redesign proposal say which finding(s) from the usage research led to the proposed change, and what improvement your proposal would bring about. Also indicate whether (on further examination) your design proposals might have other possible disadvantages.

