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Introduction

Traditionally usability testing is run in either a formal lab setting or an informal meeting room. A moderator in the room with the test participant facilitates the test by providing the tasks and encourages the participant to express their thoughts verbally, “think aloud”, as they perform the tasks. A typical usability test takes one hour to run through several key tasks. Contrast this to the hectic, noisy, cramped space of a trade show exhibit booth that exists for three days and could be visited by 500 people or more. The booth visitors are there for themselves because they are interested in your product and services. They certainly have not come expecting to participate in a usability test. However this easy access to a variety of customers and potential customers for participating in rapid usability tests is very attractive to an HCI team. But can usability testing be modified to be effective in such an environment?  Are there other evaluation methods that could be modified and combined with usability testing?  Extremely rapid usability testing (ERUT) is a concept that proposes using a combination of HCI techniques: questionnaires, interviews, storyboarding, co-discovery and usability testing to collect quality user feedback in environments such as a trade show booth. The ideas presented here have been trialed successfully in a busy photographic trade show.
A review of the HCI literature reveals several methods that others have developed when faced with the reality of time and resource challenges, (1,4,5,6, 9). Many of these simply evolved their methodology from existing HCI evaluation procedures to address the reality of their situation. However, none specifically have addressed running rapid usability tests in a busy trade show or conference exhibit hall booth. The author is aware of several in the HCI community running usability tests in such environments but published results are sadly lacking. A forum thread on IXDA.org did discuss Usability testing at Conferences but even this used such a venue as a way to recruit users for tests later in the day (11).  

Public input from the HCI community regarding their experiences in usability testing in such environments would be valuable in assessing the disadvantages and advantages of this methodology.

E.R.U.T. is a discount usability evaluation method. It is an informal method that yields subjective results only that provides insights into the usefulness and usability of the product. It is not a formal exhaustive usability evaluation of the product but rather is designed to run quick hits against pin prick targets in the product to identify major usability problems.  E.R.U.T is not a field method used to discover user needs and goals prior to design. It is an evaluation method designed for an existing product or a high fidelity prototype.  ERUT is designed for environments where the time to run a full test is considered generous if you have 20 minutes with a participant.

ERUT provides insights only into usability problems. The time constraints give it an intentional narrow focus with two objectives only:

1. Assess the usefulness of the core functionality of the product

a. Does the Unique Selling Proposition ( USP) of the product sell
2. Find major usability problems in that core functionality.

 It is not intended to replace full usability tests or other methods to assess the usefulness and usability of the product. To summarize best where it should be used, or better yet, why it should be used would be to paraphrase Karen Holztblatt (5). 

“When you cannot do anything, do something, it is better than nothing”

The Methodology
The methodology consists of recruiting participants within the booth, verbally asking them some prescreening questions, offering a choice of three core tasks, pairing participants to test and recording your observations using storyboards.
Recruiting

One of the advantages of ERUT is the ease of access to a broad brush of users in one place. They are in the trade booth willingly. There is no time spent having to send out requests or scheduling issues. They are simply there at your company event. Use a hook, “hallway methodology” (4) to grab their attention, chat to them and prescreen for your target audience. This is a natural thing to do at a trade booth since you are there to sell the product first and foremost; posters describing the product are an obvious method. If they have time invite them to participate in a short test. If they have no time then you can still demo the product to them and simply note their reactions. For example you can bring up a screen with core functionality and ask “what do you think this screen does?” Even this information can provide insights for the initial sales process and adoption learning process. 

Questionnaire

A good questionnaire should relate each question to a business and user experience goal (12). Since time is short the questionnaire should also be short. In fact you should be prepared to be flexible and leave some questions to the end or work them into probing questions during the test. There could be some participants who are turned off or feel they do not have the time to be asked questions and run a test. Accept this and concentrate on the test. The prime purpose of the questionnaire is to identify your target audience and to understand their one to three core tasks they need solved by the software. If their goals do not align with the product’s direction then you have just found a major issue regarding the usefulness of the core functionality of the product. The questionnaire helps in starting a conversation about these goals. If the goals are not in alignment with the intent of the product then you may find more value in simply continuing an informal interview rather than having them run the test. You will also find in a trade show booth the interview approach is more natural.  A questionnaire tends to have a robotic feel to it; an interview is more like a conversation.
Offer choice of core tasks

Offer the participant a choice of one task from three core tasks and note which one they choose. One of these tasks should reflect the heart of the products USP more than the others. Offering the participants choice builds on the insights that were captured in the questionnaire. Are they in alignment with the answers they gave on the questionnaire? How often was the core USP task chosen? These are some of the questions that shed valuable learning on the usefulness of the product. Ideally the product should be in a state where all three or more core tasks can be run. This however, may not be the case and there may only be one task to offer. In either case the task should resonate with the participant. This is not unique to rapid usability testing but given the narrow focus of the rapid usability test it becomes more important that the participant finds the task motivational in order to gather high quality feedback. If the participant does not identify with the task then they are only proving whether they can do the task with your product, not will they do it (10).  It also stands to reason that participants who are motivated by a task will verbalize their thoughts and feelings more as they work through the task. Creating this atmosphere is very important especially when observing participants working in pairs. 
Co-discovery

Where possible, pair up participants to work together to complete the test. If participants know each other, i.e. work colleagues, friends invite them to work together. Co –discovery elicits more verbal comments then think aloud. It is more realistic for the participants because they are working the problem together thus they are communicating for their own benefit as opposed to a single participant who is asked to think aloud for the benefit of the test facilitator (7). The participant’s comments may yield more insights into the strengths or weaknesses of the product than the test itself. And the comments to note are not just those made during the test but equally important are those made when they are offered a choice of tasks. Listen to their decision making process. One participant may favor a task over another. Why? With a single participant you will have to utilize more active intervention and probe why they chose the task they did. With Co-discovery you often don’t have to do much more than a quick briefing (Chauncey Wilson personal communication 2007).

Storyboards
Have hardcopy screenshots prepared in advance for recording results such as key mouse paths that the user took to achieve the tasks, task chosen, task success, and key comments.  This is a modification of an HCI discovery technique used by McQuaid etal (6) to record the story of library customers as they spent a day at the library. In that study the researchers were not allowed to talk to the customers but were allowed to shadow them throughout the library. They took pictures of the customers as they went through the library. They printed these pictures and overlaid acetate sheets to record their notes of what they observed. In a similar way the hardcopy screenshot with mouse paths and comments is the participants “story” of what they did in the test. An argument could be made for using usability test tools such as Morae for videotaping these sessions. This tool certainly has an advantage over the possibility of illegible hardcopy scribbling. It is a trade off between budget for these tools and the hours of video tape that then must be edited. A big advantage of paper is the immediacy of the result to show to your colleagues at the end of day debrief. Having to troll through hours of video tape after a long tiring day to prove a point to the business stakeholders is not effective. Paper storyboards, admittedly only if they are legible, can be pasted onto a wall side by side for all stakeholders to look at. In fact McQuaid mentions that this was very successful in displaying the problems to the stakeholders.
Post Test interview 

This is an optional step. Any previous questions that need further clarification could be asked at this stage. In addition there could be questions the business wants answered such as “would you buy this product”, “ how much would you pay” etc. If time permits these types of questions could be combined with a desirability survey (2). This asks the user to select from a list of adjectives that describes their feelings toward the product. 

Post Test Analysis
The analysis is an intentionally lightweight process that is designed to be done at the end of each day with the project stakeholders so the learning is achieved together. The analysis should be in line with the methodology. Both need to be quick in order to collect the user feedback and adjust the methodology, if necessary, for the next day. The artifacts from the day should be questionnaires, storyboards and optional desirability tests and post test questionnaires. It could be that throughout the day all stakeholders saw similar issues again and again and no further review of the data is necessary. However a few suggestions to generate discussion about the data are:
The answers to the questionnaires identify the core tasks the target audience needs solved and what their present methods are for solving it. These can be viewed as to how much they are in alignment with the products core functionality.  
The storyboards can be arranged by tasks on a wall. Then have each stakeholder take turns sorting them by similarities such as common paths taken to achieve the task, task success, or comments made. Each stakeholder should explain why they are sorting them the way they are. This is similar to building an Affinity diagram used in contextual design (5). This technique can lead to brainstorming of design ideas. These ideas and key usability problems should be captured by one member of the team acting as scribe.
Advantages of the Methodology
1. Light weight rapid gathering of good quality user feedback.

2. Narrow focus on business goals and core functionality produces valuable insights.

3. Easy access to broad brush of users

a. Credible

i. No one can argue you did not get the right participants or enough of them

b. No  “no show” participants

c. Easily collect user database for future tests

i. Collect business cards

4. Fluid –adaptable to change to suit the situation

5. Something is better than nothing before release
Disadvantages of the Methodology
1. Narrow focus

a. Not looking at the whole picture

b. Core tasks could be successful in isolation or they could fail in isolation. However the reverse could be true in context of the whole software and the user’s workflow.

2. Rapid hectic environment

a. Key observations lost from interruptions

b. Questionnaires and storyboards are reduced to scribbles

c. Participants answers are not fully thought out

3. Participants are not in their natural environment where they would use the product

a. Observations are not made in context of real work

b. Participants are in a trade show frame of mind. They are affected by the excitement in the booth

Summary

This is a valuable methodology to have in your toolkit when an event arises that your company will be exhibiting its products at. A broad brush of customers and potential customer are coming to your door of their own accord. Being able to get product in front of them for their evaluation is very attractive and for some companies may be the only chance to run usability tests. ERUT when used with other HCI techniques can be both effective and inexpensive. It can validate learning’s gained from rapid field methods such as contextual interviews. Thomas (9) found that quick informal usability tests combined with heuristic reviews were very powerful in evaluating product concepts. However, there is a caution in this method. As Thomas notes the results are “illustrative rather than definitive”. Another way to think of this is the canary in the mineshaft metaphor. This method can give you insights only into usability issues. The results are not gospel and thus you must guard against the project stakeholders who treat this as the only evaluation procedure, especially if the results are very positive. As mentioned in the disadvantages section a trade booth environment can generate its own excitement and this can give a false sense of a product being a huge success. Ideally the method will be employed due to the business opportunity of a trade show event and will simply be validating other usability methods that had been used along the product development lifecycle. As a rapid method to get in front of customers and elicit feedback on product direction it is excellent. However, some argue that these discount methods are doing more harm than good (3). These arguments are valid. ERUT should not be the sole methodology employed in the evaluation of the product and should be blended with other methodologies, or better yet used to improve the effectiveness of more formal methods. However, for many companies faced with the reality of budget, timeline or resource constraints doing formal studies is not an option. However, neither is doing nothing an option. Doing something is. ERUT is a valid option. Consider follow-up formal usability tests, or heuristic reviews to compliment the findings from the trade show if the opportunity arises. 
Finally, ERUT has an interesting side benefit. Anything the usability team can do that raises their profile in the organization and makes the business aware of the value they bring in building successful products is important. Using a customer focused event, such as a trade show, to deliver quick results which are aligned with business needs raises the team’s visibility for future support in committing time and resources to usability studies in future project schedules.
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