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The 
challenge: 
“tell me 
now”

“Please look at this ...”
(page, application, form, etc)

Answer required immediately
We know the ‘right’ answer is 
testing
But…

There isn’t any time
There isn’t any budget
We’re supposed to be experts 
anyway

So, what to do?
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5 steps 
for
a user-
centered 
expert 
review

The 30-minute version

How do you review a product 
for usability, but make that 
review user-centered?
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Step 1: Don’t look at it

You only have one chance to see it for the first 
time…and to think about it like a user
If you look at it before you try to use it, you’ll see it 
differently

Time so far: 1 minute for discussing this point
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Step 2: Write a story

Also known as a ‘persona’
(but we don’t have time for full persona development)

The story
Who is using this product?
Why are they doing it? How do they feel about it?
What do they expect to happen?

Are they different from us, right now? 
If so, how different?
Are we confident we really know these people?

Time so far: 5 minutes
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Try it

We’ve been asked to look at a web page for a 
state motor vehicles office.
Working with your neighbour:

Who is using this site?
Why are they doing it?
How do they feel about it?
What do they expect to happen?

Are they different from us, right now?
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Step 3: Try to use it

Why are they using the site?
If they are looking for information, try to find it (or find 
the first step you would take)
If they are trying to do something, try to do it (or find 
the place to do it)
What else do they want to know? Can they find the 
information they need?

Time so far: 15 minutes
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Step 4: Now look at it

Look for relationship problems:
What are the users goals?
What are the business goals?
Are these in alignment?

Look for conversation problems:
Are the headings, text and images meaningful?
Can the user find good “first clicks”?

Look for appearance problems
Does it look tidy and attractive?

Time so far: 25 minutes
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Step 5: Reporting

We’ve got 5 minutes left from our budget
Not enough time to report everything
Suggestion: pick examples of different types of 
problems

relationship
conversation
appearance

Include at least one positive comment
Your aim: get more time

A bit 
more 
about 
being 
user-
centered

What we’ve just described is 
really a “persona-led heuristic 
inspection”
The user story – the persona 
and goal – guides the review.
Your knowledge of usability 
and good design help you 
understand the problems “the 
persona” encounters.
Heuristics (guidelines or a 
checklist) can help you keep 
critical points in mind.
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Using personas to guide the review keeps 
us grounded in the user experience

You may have
A well-developed set of personas (or information 
about users in another format)
Almost no information besides common sense and 
your own assumptions 

But you can still create a user story and base the 
review on that story.
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Case study: At the Open University, we use 
personas to review new designs

Open University
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We ask how each persona will start their 
journey on the site
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Case study: A review of a county council 
web site.

Our personas
Jenny, a young 
mother
Amir, a shopkeeper
Dennis, recently 
retired
Gina, just moving 
into the area
Darren, a teenager
Edna, an elderly 
resident
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Case study: A comparative review of 
technology shopping sites
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If you have assumptions, state them clearly

This makes it possible to understand the context 
in which you make a recommendation
You can acknowledge constraints (business or 
design requirements) you had to take into account
You can adjust your opinion more easily if you 
learn something new
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A good review considers more than just a 
checklist

Checklists are useful to help you remember points 
to think about
The activity of looking at the site from the 
perspective of a user story helps you focus on the 
user experience.

Put them together…and you have a user-centered 
expert review

What if 
you’ve 
got more 
time?

The two-day version

Add more depth and breadth 
to your view



Whitney Quesenbery |  whitneyq@WQusability.com | www.WQusability.com

Caroline Jarrett | caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk | www.effortmark.co.uk

21

Get a second opinion

More people means
More insights
Less chance of getting fixated on a minor issue

For best results: real users
But you can also work with another expert, 
business (SME) experts or other surrogates
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Look at the competition

What other sites or products do your users see?
Who else asks similar questions?
Are there any conventions that you should be 
exploiting?
How are those sites organized?
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More comprehensive reporting

Wider coverage of tasks and people
Include more users, especially those that contrast
Include more user goals

Wider coverage of problems
Aim to discuss details of every question 
If the client likes a particular severity scale then use it

Make the report easier to use
Include more screenshots / call-outs
Edit to focus on most important messages
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Let’s try it with more than one story

Jason has taken a year off after high school before 
continuing his education. He wants to know how to 
apply to the Open University.

Margaret has taken several courses, following her 
interest in creative writing and literature, but she 
would now like to find a course on photography.

Martin is a busy business consultant looking for a leg 
up as he moves into management. He’s like an MBA. 
Does the OU have a program for him?
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Case 
study

The Oxfordshire Gateway

How we reviewed a 
prototype for a site with an 
index to all government 
services in a local area
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Step 1: Don’t look at it

Actually, did have to look at it (briefly) to check 
that the prototype was working
Tried to avoid more than a glance
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Step 2: Write a story

Jenny: a young mother
Jenny is 20. She’s married with two children under 4. They live on 
a three-bed semi on a big estate. She likes to get out but it’s hard 
struggling with the kids. She left school after secondary school and 
is now a full-time mum. 

She used the Web a lot at school, but these days it’s mainly for 
shopping.

She doesn’t encounter local government services very much, just 
gets annoyed if the rubbish isn’t collected and she’s been 
researching schools as her elder child will soon be starting nursery 
and she’s also thinking ahead to primary school. 



Whitney Quesenbery |  whitneyq@WQusability.com | www.WQusability.com

Caroline Jarrett | caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk | www.effortmark.co.uk

29

Step 3: Try it - Why is Jenny looking for a 
government service?
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Step 4: Now look at it

Let’s compare our observations
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Step 5: Get a second opinion

Combined review:
both of us

Recommended usability testing
and they did do it

Recommended accessibility review
and they did do it

Risks

Client becomes over-
confident

resists doing usability testing

Consultant becomes over-
confident

knows less about these users 
than she thinks she does

Heuristic methods known to 
be rather poor at predicting 
actual problems
What do you think?
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What if 
you’ve 
got more 
time?

The five-day version

With five whole days…the 
answer is simple. Go find 
some real users.
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Luxuries are available

Run a proper usability test
Watch staff using the data

Typing it in (if paper forms)
Retrieving it (for any forms)

Track a batch of forms through the process
Look at a sample of data

Easy if you have paper forms
A bit more challenging for other forms
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How to make a review user-centered

Think about 
People first
Then, what they want to do
Finish with guidelines
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