
U S A B I L I T Y

When to Conduct a Usability Test
and What to Look For 
Careful planning will help target usability testing 
for maximum return on investment.

Issue 3

In previous issues of InSights, the process,
reasons, and benefits for focusing on the

usability or user-friendliness 
of a survey system were discussed. Key
reasons for conducting usability testing
include cost, data quality, program 
credibility, and respondent self-sufficiency.
Now that the importance of usability 
testing has been established, it is necessary
to consider when to test and what to look
for in the usability evaluation.

Progressive business leaders typically want
to determine where and when to target
their efforts to maximize return on their
investment. A review of the usability 
literature, and our practice experience in
web surveys, has identified several themes
that survey owners and practitioners
should consider as they ponder the 
“when to test?” question.

1. Test early and often. Early testing is 
a best practice in user-centered design.
Early testing yields valuable feedback
about the match of system features and
functions with user needs. It also builds
buy-in and support. Early testing tends
to be more cost effective because the 
relative cost to make design changes 
is generally much lower early on in the
process, and problems can be caught
and fixed before they affect a large num-
ber of users. Similarly, testing repeatedly
throughout the development and even
through the deployment processes helps

to uncover issues earlier which allows
for more time to fix them.

2. Test when making survey-system
changes. Certainly this is a judgment
call that must consider the number and
scope of the actual changes involved.
However, key changes can include the
introduction of a new survey system or
when major features or functions are
added or enhanced within an existing
system (e.g., on line report ordering is
added to an existing 360-feedback
administration system).

3. Test when the user population changes.
Different users typically have different
levels of experience and competence
with any given software system. A key
approach of usability testing is to profile
the users who interact with the system.
When the user population changes sig-
nificantly, it is prudent to re-evaluate the
usability of the system.

Along with knowing when to test, it is
necessary to know what to test for. �ere
are more than a dozen major issues in the
what to test for consideration set. �ese
four are especially crucial when examining
web-based surveys and survey systems. 

1. How easy is it to learn the system?
How easy or difficult is it for users to
get started and to learn new features? 
In addition, how well can people retain
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The first and second issues of
InSights provided an introduc-

tion and overview of linkage
research. Linkage research creates
models that show cause-and-effect
relationships among critical organi-
zational metrics (e.g., employee and
customer opinions, productivity,
financial output). �ese models
serve as virtual roadmaps and help
organizations understand where 
to concentrate efforts in order to
impact those metrics and other
longer-term outcomes. While each
study is unique, there are some 
common “readiness factors” that
will help increase the probability of 
success and at least seven essential
steps to consider when conducting
linkage research.

Readiness Factors

Clear objectives. Linkage
research can be time-consuming
and is much more likely to
succeed if there is some up-front
understanding of the ultimate
objective(s). For example, is the
purpose to decrease employee
turnover, improve customer
loyalty and profits, or something
else? Although the objective(s)
may change over time, linkage
efforts can easily get bogged
down if there is no agreement 
on the basic goals of the project
from the onset.

Internal expertise. It is better for
those who actually conduct the
linkage research to have a good
understanding of statistical
principles, research methods, 
and the ability to use different
analytical tools (e.g., correlation,
regression, structural equations
modeling). If that level of expertise
does not exist in-house, it may be
necessary to seek outside help.

Familiarity with history and best
practices. Linkage expertise isn’t
necessary, but familiarity with the
history of linkage research can be
helpful. �is historical perspective
will help the linkage team
anticipate potential roadblocks
and make the best use of their
time and effort.

Availability of data. Although
organizations routinely collect a
lot of information, not all of that
data will be included in the linkage
model. Developing a conceptual
model (a best guess of “what
causes what”) early on will prevent 

the linking team from force fitting
unnecessary or extraneous data.
Also, in some cases, new metrics
may need to be created.

Appropriate units of analysis.
It is also important to think about
the units of analysis that will be
depicted in the model. While most
linkage studies have used location
(e.g., store, branch), there are
alternatives (e.g., functional areas,
job types, geographic region). (See
InSights , Issue 2 for a discussion
of how many units are needed).

Linking Steps

1. Form linking team.Because data
must be obtained from multiple
functional groups (e.g., account-
ing, HR, Marketing), it is a good
idea to form a cross-functional
linking team made up of represen-
tatives from each functional group.
�is team helps facilitate the data
integration process and ensures
that multiple perspectives are 
considered.
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Each study is unique but there are some 

common “readiness factors” that will help 

increase the probability of success.
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