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Abstract

Usability testing is an important technique in the
design process. However, most existing research takes
usability testing as a research method, not as the
research topic itself. This paper explores the
relationships and the interpersonal dynamics between
participants and researchers during usability testing. In
this study, we use interviews and observations to
uncover interpersonal dynamics that might be hidden in
the complex multilevel structure of the testing process.
Our findings suggest that interpersonal dynamics
impact the testing experience and results: participants
in a nervous or tense atmosphere may not perform as in
real life or conceal their real thoughts. To improve the
usability testing experience and results, we developed a
framework of opportunities for improving interpersonal
dynamics through gamification.

1. Introduction

Usability testing, a well-known technique in the
design process, is an activity that focuses on observing
users working with a product, performing tasks that are
real and meaningful to them, with the goal to identify
possible problems of the system [1]. This can be seen as
an irreplaceable usability practice since it provides
direct input on how real users use the system.

However, the quality of the testing experience and
results might be affected by different factors, such as
whether the tasks and the questionnaire design are
reasonable, and whether the participants can perform the
task in a real-life manner [1]. In addition, due to funding
restrictions or other reasons, many companies don’t
have enough user researchers, so in the real field, many
usability testings are conducted by designers [4], who
possibly lack expertise in the user research aspect.

Consequently, we will use the terms “designer” and
“participant” throughout this paper. The “designer” is
the person conducting the usability test, while the
“participant” is the user who is invited as the testee.

Most existing research takes usability testing as a
research method [2], [3], not as the topic to investigate.
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The research about the method improvements usually
focused on different aspects, such as testing tasks [5],
[6], or the application of the method in the enterprise [7],
[8]. There is some existing research about psychological
and emotional aspects of usability testing, for example,
Kara [9] has investigated the conversation with
participants during usability testing. Still, research on
interpersonal dynamics between designers and users is
scarce. One of the main goals of this paper is to study
whether interpersonal dynamics are a factor that might
affect the experience and results in usability testing.
Therefore, our first research question is:

RQ 1: How do interpersonal dynamics between
designers and participants impact the quality and
experience of usability testing?

To answer this research question, we conducted
interviews with professional designers and observed an
exemplary usability testing process.

The second goal of this paper is to develop a
framework that summarizes different possibilities to
improve interpersonal dynamics during usability testing
through gamification. The concept of gamification
refers to the use of game elements in non-game contexts
[10]. Gamification 1is still in the process of
methodological verification and academic validation,
but it has raised much interest in the industry [11]. And
its unique “gameful” experience can increase
enjoyment, freedom, collaboration, and engagement in
the real-world experience. We assume that some of its
features are suitable for improving interpersonal
dynamics. Therefore, our aim with this study is to
investigate how gamification could enhance the
usability testing method while keeping the original setup
of this method intact. Here arises the second research
question:

RQ 2: How can we improve the interpersonal
dynamics between designers and participants during the
usability testing by gamification?

To answer this research question, we first tried to
identify opportunity areas within the usability testing
process. Then, we matched the potential game elements
with different improvement goals. Our results are
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summarized in a framework that can guide designers to
create their own game activities to improve

interpersonal dynamics in usability testing.

2. Literature Review

To answer our first research question, we started by
conducting a literature review using relevant keywords
and concepts. We divided the identified sources into
three categories: literature on “usability testing”, on
“interpersonal dynamics” and on “gamification”.

The first section “usability testing” includes the
background research of the usability testing method
itself and some existing tools that support usability
testing. The section “interpersonal dynamics” includes
the definition of interpersonal dynamics from a
psychological ~ perspective. ~ The  section on
“gamification” includes the basic concepts of
gamification, existing toolkits or frameworks of
gamification, and some existing gamification designs
with similar goals as ours.

2.1. Literature on Usability Testing

Usability testing is an activity that focuses on
observing users working with a product or system [1].
The literature distinguished between in-person usability
testing and remote usability testing [5]. In this research,
we only discuss the interpersonal dynamics in in-person
usability testing.

The goal of usability testing is to evaluate the
product or system by observing how users use and
interact with it. The core elements in the in-person
usability testing are the facilitator, the tasks, and the
participant [1],[5]. As mentioned before, in this research
we will use the terms “designer” instead of “facilitator”
or “researcher” for the person conducting the usability
testing throughout this paper.

During the usability-testing process, the designer
asks the participant to perform tasks, usually using
specific user interfaces or a product system. While the
participant completes each task, the designer observes
the participant’s behavior and listens for feedback [1].
The participants are usually real or exemplary users of
the product or service being studied. In usability testing,
they are often asked to perform tasks and think out loud
(called the “think-aloud method”). These are typically
tasks that the participants might perform in real life with
the product. In this way, the designers can understand
the participants’ behaviors, goals, ideas, and
motivations to find critical points and potential for
improving the product or system [5], [6].

The question of whether the participants can
perform the task in a real-life manner will affect the

quality and credibility of the testing and results.
However, today's usability testing is usually carried out
by designers or even non-designers [4] rather than user
researchers who have expertise in user research. There
are many reasons for this phenomenon. For example, the
companies don’t have (enough) user researchers or
designers who want to participate in the testing process
of their own designs.

Most existing research takes usability testing as a
research method, not the topic. The research about the
method improvements usually focused on different
aspects such as testing tasks [5], [6], or application of
the method in the enterprise [7], [8].

There is some existing research about
psychological and emotional aspects of usability testing,
for example, Kara's research about the conversation
with participants during usability testing, which
proposed three techniques (echo, boomerang, and
Columbo) for interrupting or answering users while
facilitating a usability test or other behavioral research
study [9].

In summary, the literature shows that the
relationships and interpersonal dynamics between
participants and researchers during usability testing may
affect the process and results of the testing. At present,
research or design for this direction is scarce, which
warrants our goal with this paper to contribute to this
field.

2.2. Literature on Interpersonal Dynamics

There are two different meanings of dynamics:
structural dynamics and temporal dynamics. Structural
dynamics, introduced by Freud, has a rich history in
psychoanalysis. It is described as the “play of forces in
the mind” [12]. Temporal dynamics, stemming from
systems theory, is described as the “unfolding of
behavior over time” [13].

The interpersonal dynamics in usability testing can
be classified as temporal dynamics. It is at a smaller
timescale, people engage in many distinct interactions
over a case of an event, and each individual’s
interpersonal behavior varies in important ways across
these interactions [14]. The authors present an example
of the interpersonal dynamics between the client and the
therapist during a psychotherapy session.

The social interaction between individuals reveals
the dynamics of interpersonal relationships. According
to [14], there are some models and frameworks that can
be used to evaluate these moment-to-moment patterns in
social interactions.

We chose one of these models that may be more
suitable for the process of usability testing to analyze the
relationship between designers and participants. The
model was proposed by Brewin in 1988 [15]: the
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interpersonal  circumplex. This model is for
conceptualizing, organizing, and evaluating
interpersonal behavior, traits, and motivations. As
shown in Figure 1, the interpersonal circumplex is
defined by two orthogonal axes: a vertical axis and a
horizontal axis. Therefore, each point in the
interpersonal surrounding space can represent the
temporal interpersonal dynamic.
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Figure 1. The interpersonal circumplex

We used a simplified version of the interpersonal
circumplex model in our studies to help designers
describe the type and degree of the experienced
interpersonal dynamics in their usability testing (as
described in Section 3).

2.3. Literature on Gamification

Gamification is generally defined as “the use of
game design elements in non-game contexts” [10].
Even though gamification is still in the process of
conceptual definition, methodological verification, and

academic validation, it has raised much interest in the
industry as a new way of making work more fun and
motivating [11]. As the understanding of gamification
has been solely based on the act of adding systemic
game elements into services, Hamari [11] proposed a
gamification understanding from the perspective of
service marketing: a process of enhancing a service with
affordances for gameful experiences in order to support
the user’s overall value creation. This definition
emphasizes the experiential nature of games and
gamification instead of the systemic understanding,
which is from the user’s perspective.

In our study, we can use both definitions of
gamification to understand our goal: usability testing
can be considered as a core service, and we are trying to
design a gamified service to enhance this core service
and improve interpersonal dynamics; by implementing
game design elements in usability testing (i.e. non-game
contexts), the participants are directed towards a more
“gameful” experience, which leads to an experience
with increased enjoyment, freedom, collaboration, and
engagement.

Most of the existing gamification approaches are
limited to either motivational or educational aspects.
However, there exist some gamification studies and
designs with a similar goal as ours. For example, there
is research from SAP’s central user research team that
wanted to enhance method literacy and empathic
involvement in multidisciplinary teams [7]. Therefore,
they introduced an emotional component into the
process by applying slight modifications to user
research methods by using game principles. Another
research focuses on improving the -collaboration
between team members to deliver optimal outcomes in
teamwork [16]. They present a framework to assist in

Table 1. Potential game types and game elements

Possible Game Types

Apply in Usability Testing Scenario

Quiz games

A quiz game can be useful for helping participants understand the usability testing methods before they start the formal testing.

Role-playing games

understand others’ feelings.

By exchanging the roles, participants and designers can not only get closer, but they can also rethink usability testing from the perspective of others and

Icebreaker/Warm-up

An icebreaker or warm-up game can be useful for helping designer and participants get to know each other before the formal testing.

Cooperative games : °
P g cooperative behavior.

As the name suggests, cooperative games stress cooperation over competition. It can be useful for guiding designers and participants with game rules towards

Adventure games

An Adventure game can be used to connect the entire usability testing. Participants and designers need to complete the task together to unlock the next stage,
which provides attractive activities and cooperative environments.

Possible Game Elements

Apply in Usability Testing Scenario

Rules can control and ritualize player activities, positively affecting their experiences -- guiding

Rules Quests Hints Road Maps Sz?;z‘;:ng designers and participants with game rules towards cooperative behavior.

Objective Levels Points Leaderboards Achievements An Objective can strongly influence player's interest, commitment, and desire -- activities can
be designed with multiple linked goals, which can influence participants’ or designers’ pleasure
when they are doing tasks.

. 2 Players need to be aware of their activity options and the rewards /feedback they will obtain --

Reechack RENEICS Badges Scorcs Loz lian design more fast, frequent, and clear feedback during the usability testing for both designers and
participants

Social T Teams Social graph Goods Pla_\'_er's emotions in social conrexr_actfvitiex are ggnen_zlly more intense qnd pleasurablc_’ -

interaction Exchanging Provide different ways of communication, expression, interaction for designers and participants
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the analysis and gamification design of teamwork
situations.

Based on existing research on game element
categories and game types [17]-[19] and research on
most used game elements in gamification [20], we
selected some game types and game elements that have
the potential to improve the interpersonal dynamic in
usability testing. Table 1 shows a preliminary analysis
of how they might apply in usability testing scenarios.

Our analysis suggests that gamification could be
useful for improving interpersonal dynamics in usability
testing in three ways. First, it can structure the process
with goals and guide players with game rules towards
cooperative behavior. Secondly, it can make it easier for
participants to generate positive emotions, such as
feedback and meaningful outcomes. Thirdly, it can help
designers and participants to establish emotional
connections faster, such as teamwork and social
interaction.

3. Methodology

3.1. Qualitative Interviews

For our interview study, we selected six
professional designers with more than two years of
experience in user research and design, and two junior
designers with less than two years of experience.

The questions of the interview were designed into
three parts: (1) description of interpersonal dynamics,
(2) effect of interpersonal dynamics, and (3) space to
improve, in order to gradually understand the current
interpersonal dynamics in usability testing.

Separated . , Extroverted

Hostile - Friendly

Introverted Connected

Submissive

Figure 2. Simplified interpersonal circumplex

We tried to use the interpersonal circumplex model
in interviews to help interviewees describe the
interpersonal dynamic in an easier way and express their
true experience more accurately. Since the concept of
interpersonal dynamics is not familiar to people, they
might not be able to accurately summarize it. We
simplified the interpersonal circumplex [15] by deleting

specific points and descriptions in the circle. The
simplified model (Fig. 2) only has four axes with
descriptions of each direction and three concentric
circles representing increasing degrees. This
simplification made it easier for the designers to
describe their experienced interpersonal dynamics using
this model. In the beginning of the interview, the
designers were asked to describe the interpersonal
dynamics from their usability testing experiences in
their own words. Because designers might have
observed different interpersonal dynamics with
different participants, we asked them to draw those
different interpersonal dynamics as dots on the
interpersonal circumflex, and to draw a range to
represent the interpersonal dynamics they have
experienced in general. This process resulted in
qualitative insights expressed verbally by the
interviewed designers, and a set of eight diagrams
depicting a range of interpersonal dynamics they had
experienced.

3.2. Observation

To triangulate the data from the previous step with
an additional data source, we observed one of the
interviewed designers during an actual usability test. We
obtained consent from the designer and four participants
to observe the entire testing process. The designer
recorded the testing process with a camera. During the
observation, we sat next to the designer and observed
and took notes on our observations. Whenever designers
or participants made noteworthy behaviors or their
facial expressions showed some emotion during the
testing, we immediately wrote down the scene and their
behavioral expressions. After they completed the entire
usability testing, we conducted brief interviews with the
designer and the participants based on our observation
notes to better understand their thoughts and moods at
the time. Then we contacted the designer and got the
corresponding screenshots of the video taken by the
recording camera at that time to show those noteworthy
moments.

4. Results

4.1. Results of the Interviews

Based on the interview structure, we divided the
results of each interview into three main parts: (1)
description of interpersonal dynamics, (2) effect of
interpersonal dynamics, and (3) potentials for
improving interpersonal dynamics. We listed the key
insights with interviewees' quotes from each part. The
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Table 2. Result of the interviews

Interviewees | Experience | PartI. Part II. Part III.
Description Effect Improvement
No.1 3 years as ““ 1 feel like I was ‘“‘Sometimes I worry that they(participants) I think the open-ended stages such as
Professional UX designer | provide them with will be too scrupulous and afraid to express, Feedback stage needs more improvement.
designer services, like a robot.”’ so the results will be not objective or critical Sometimes participants are not that willing
enough.” to talk and don’t give too much feedback.”’
No.2 5 years as ““We don’t ‘“ The participants usually want to be helpful, ‘‘Because we won’t have too much
Professional UI/ux communicate much, like | so they will be too cautious about each steps, | interaction and communication during the
designer designer teammates who afraid of giving us wrong results...they’re not | test stage, the feedback is important. We
complete their tasks confident about their decisions. ™ can receive more useful feedback and
separately.”’ inspiration from more active participants.”’
No.3 3 years as “‘I sometimes feel I'm ““ Tusually put my position as a tutor,like ‘* The testing stage needs to be improved
Professional UX designer | the tutor..like leading leading the participants to do tasks...but I most, because I think our behaviors will
designer the students do some think this somehow gives the participants have influence on their performance.”
activities.”” stress and they they will try to do the Right
things. *’
No4 4 years as ““ T always feel I'm ‘“‘Sometimes I will worry that if atmosphere ““ I think the introduction stage needs to be
Professional Ur/ux asking them for a is too casual or relax, might make the improved most, cause this is the beginning
designer designer favor,so I will try to be participants feel that this is not formal. We to build our emotional connection and
more friendly.” want them to think that what they do is communication with participants. *’
valuable so that they will take this test
‘ process seriously.”’
No.5 2 years as ““ Businesslike - I will ‘‘Some participants will tell/do what you ““The preparation stage, the way we select
Professional UI/ux try to show my want to hear/see, especially when you pay the participants might affect the
designer designer professional side.” them for testing.” interpersonal dynamics. It always depends
| on people.””
No.6 4 years as ““‘Sometimes I feel that ‘I think we sometimes prefer to see the ““The ‘think-aloud’(testing) part needs to
Professional UX designer | as an observer, I will outcome we want, and the participants can be improved, so that participants can
designer give them a sense of feel our preferences during the testing, so express themselves more naturally and
oppression, like I am they will just lie to us.” consciously, without being nervous
invigilating an exam.”’ because of our observations.”’
No.7 1 years as | ““Tfeel like we are “‘I'am also nervous to communicate with ““I think the introduction stage needs to be
Junior Ur/ux asking for a favor from participants, because I don’t know what state improved, because that’s when i feel
designer designer the participants, they are | and emotions I should use to communicate awkward and don’t know how to
helping us. ™’ with them, so I always maintain a relatively communicate with participants.”
[ distant communication.”’
No.8 1 years as ““Most participants are “‘Once, a participant kept saying ‘ I'm ‘“ The introduction stage. I think a good
Junior UI/ux very friendly and try to sorry ’ and showed anxiety. Under this kind begin is very improtant for the testing next.
designer designer be helpful...sometimes of observed situation, some participants are I think if I build a good connection with
we can even become afraid of making mistakes, so they will be participants from the beginning, they can
friends after testing.”’ nervous and unable to do the task as in daily feel more relax in the testing.””
situations.”’

results of the interview with the eight designers are
summarized in Table 2.

In previous interviews, we used a combination of
inductive and deductive analysis approaches. We used
the interpersonal circumplex model as a structure to
guide the interviewees' responses, but we were also
open to emerging new insights from the responses.
Since each designer and different participants may have
different interpersonal dynamics, the designers first
described some memorable interpersonal relationships
they have experienced and then tried to conclude the
dynamic in general. The following are several common
interpersonal dynamics described by designers:

Friendly: All designers had the experience of
friendly interpersonal dynamics with participants. Some
designers said they tend to be more friendly in the
testing because they felt they are asking for help from
participants, and if they build a more friendly
atmosphere the participants will provide more feedback.

Dominant/Guiding: Four designers have felt that
they were in their interactions with participants. One

designer sometimes thinks she 1is just guiding
participants to finish tasks like a teacher.

Connected: Three designers have felt they had a
good connection with participants. One designer said if
he can build a good emotional connection with a
participant at the beginning, the participant will be more
active and might provide more feedback.

Distance/Separate: Two designers expressed the
experience of keeping distance to participants. One
designer who also felt that he was like a ‘tutor’ in the
interactions with participants, said that he tried to keep
distance after he realized that he was too dominant in the
test. He thinks that keeping distance is more
professional because it can reduce their impact on
participant choices.

In summary, the interpersonal dynamics most
designers described are friendly’ and ‘dominant’. We
found that the designers themselves are in fact also not
sure how they should communicate with the
participants, or what kind of relationship they want to
build with participants: to be like professional testers
and mentors, or rather being like asking for a favor.
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Most designers claim that they are swinging between
these dynamics and want to find a better balance
between “friendly, connected” and ‘“dominant,
separated”.

Mapping these insights from the interviews and the
drawn interpersonal circumplexes, we can distinguish
between “positive impact” and “negative impact” of
interpersonal dynamics.

The positive impact is basically related to the
communication atmosphere and can bring more insights
or feedback:

e Designers think when they have a friendly
interpersonal dynamic, participants are more likely
to share more feedback so designers can get more
inspiration from their communication.

e When the participants could feel more relaxed in
testing, they can follow their own selection in the
testing without worrying about making mistakes.

The negative impact is mainly that the participants’
behavior and feedback in the testing might be unable to
reflect their real thoughts:

e When the participants feel stressed, they will be too
nervous in testing and afraid of being wrong or
making mistakes in testing.

e In addition, when the designers provide too much
guidance in the test, the participants won’t be
objective or critical enough.

e Designers also found that if in a too formal
atmosphere, the participant may “pretend” or “lie” in

the test— doing what the designer wants to see or

hear, because they think this is helping the designer

complete their work.

By analyzing the current interpersonal dynamics and
their impact, we can see that improving the interpersonal
dynamics during usability testing is relevant:

Most designers are now swinging between
“friendly/connected” and “separated/serious” dynamics
and want to find a better balance between them.

Both interpersonal dynamics can have a positive
and negative impact on the testing results: The “friendly
and connected” interpersonal dynamics can positively
affect participants to share more feedback. But it can
also cause participants to be not objective or critical
enough: do/say what the designer wants to see or hear.
The “separated and serious” interpersonal dynamics can
help participants remain objective in the testing. On the
other hand, it can cause participants to be too nervous

and afraid of making mistakes.

4.2. Results of the Observation

Drawing on insights from the observation of the
four participants’ usability testing, we were able to
separate the usability testing process into five core
stages: (1) preparation, (2) introduction, (3) testing, (4)
feedback, and (5) post-stage. This procedure allowed us
to better show the results on a timeline. Then we
summarized the key interaction points in different stages
and listed the designer’s and participants’ noteworthy
behaviors and feedback corresponding to the stage at the

= Designer
Participant
: Recelveand . Review on testing = Share contact information
#Welcome  Self-introduction PR : finish the tasks : * with participants so they
wCh + participants into H . art the forma H . nduct short * can follow up on progress  Share more feedback
' P;Is:imm ! testing place # Self-introduction : Usability Testing 1 Give parh:Lpanls Share thoughts | o ive more feedback
+ Parti : i H H : testing tasks . : :
: : . Agree with recording # Basicintroduction © i testing ainshihe + and questions #Update the result of the
wAskif participants  of testing project : < testl H : testing lhow the project
minvite ree with recording | H ; ; testing stage §Free talk with i willimprove) with par-
* Participants H :  participants : ticipants.
PREPERATION  INTRODUCTION TESTING FEEDBACK POST
STAGE STAGE STAGE STAGE STAGE

.l

Abby

= Jan Louis Max Max Nora
Professional designer Participant A Participant B Participant C Participant C Participant D
In the introduction stage, it's hardto "I have to say | was quite nervous When she was doing the testing tasks, He was looked tangled for a while, then I didn't say much in feedback stage, “In the feedback process, | was trying

build a connection with participants. |
need to be professional and also like a
school teacher: guiding the participants
through the test process, explaning the
thing that they don't understand

at the beginning because | don't
know what | need to do. | asked the
designer many silly questions...but
the designer is really nice and explain
everything to me!

she checked the designer’s reaction
from time to time--"1 feel a bit nervous
when the camera or the designer was
around me. | considered a lot before
every step to avoid doing it wrong.”

approached the designer for help--
There’s one task that | was not sure
about, so | asked for help. But | felt
that they didn't really want to tell at
first...I don't know if they want to see
me doing something wrong, | felt a bit
uncomfortable at that time.”

because | don't know much about
design and | also don’t know what
they expect. And | didn't want to be a

picky’ person with so many problems

and questions.”

Figure 4. Results of the observation

to give more positive feedback
Everyone prefer positive feedback,
right? It's like when they seems happy
with my feedback, | was also glad that
| helped them with their work.”
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bottom of the timeline. The results of the observation of
the four participants are shown in Figure 4.

In the next steps, we use this 5-stage timeline to
identify opportunity areas for introducing gamification
elements. This process shall lead to the development of
our “framework of opportunities for improving
interpersonal dynamics during usability testing” which
we will present in the next section.

5. Framework of Opportunities to Improve
Interpersonal Dynamics

To answer our RQ 2: How can we improve the
interpersonal  dynamics between designers and
participants ~ during  the usability testing by
gamification?, we developed a framework to help
designers improve the current interpersonal dynamics
and find a balance between the “friendly, connected”
and “separated, serious” interpersonal dynamics.

5.1. Mapping of Problem Space and Solution
Space

We first identified opportunity areas and
improvement space to be included in the framework.
Then, based on the potential game types and elements
table created in the literature review, we go through the
insights from interviews and observations to match
those game types and elements with different
improvement goals.

In our observation result, we have divided the
usability testing process into five core stages:
preparation, introduction, testing, feedback, and post-
stage. As we can see in Table 3, we list the potential
improvement space based on the interview results. Then
we use stars to indicate how many designers mentioned

potential improvement directions (“friendly, connected”
or “separated, serious”) in interpersonal dynamics at
different stages.

Based on this table, we summarized six goals that
designers want to achieve in these five stages to improve
the interpersonal dynamic:

1. Help participants understand what’s usability
testing for

2. Remain neutral and do not interfere participants

3. Support participants to express their real
thoughts

4. Establish good connections with participants

Have a comfortable communication atmosphere

6. Keep connection with participants to follow up
more easily

Then we go through the goals and the insights we
have from the previous research, to match the game
elements or game types with those improvement goals.

For goal 1 we have found out that participants feel
nervous and afraid to make mistakes because they think
this testing is to evaluate their performance and they
assume designers will prefer the positive result. To help
them understand the goal of usability testing is to
evaluate the product, not participants, the game types
such as ‘role-play’ and ‘quiz’ can be useful to help
participants understand the usability testing method in a
more interesting and attractive way.

For goal 2 and 3 we have found out that some
designers already realized they might subconsciously
show their own presets for the results or give
participants too much guidance. However, during the
real testing, they may still show a preference for the
participant's choice due to the subjective view of their
own design. The game elements like ‘Rules’,
‘Rewards’, and ‘Teams’ can be useful to help create
some activities with goals and positive reward to remind

(9}

Table 3. Opportunity areas

Stages of Potential improvement space Improvement direction of
usability testing interpersonal dynamics
Friendly & Separated &
[ connected serious
Preparation Some designers think how to select and reach out to the participants might affect the first *x
Stage impression and the interpersonal dynamics. It’s also important to let participants
understand the meaning of this testing.
Introduction Many designers said that the introduction stage is very important to build emotional %k ok ok ok ok
Stage connection and a good communication atmosphere with participants. Also can be useful to
provide an explanation both on the topic and the method. And there is indeed more space
for improvement at this stage.
Testing Stage In this stage, there will be different forms depending on the project. Most of the designers | * Hokk ok
realized that it’s important to support participants express their real thoughts, but they
need to be reminded sometimes to remain neutral and not interfere with participants.
Feedback Stage Designers want to have a good communication atmosphere with participants in this stage, ok k *k
but it is difficult because they lack communication and interaction in the testing stage.
Besides, they also need to be neutral in the conversation.
Post Stage In this stage, designers said if they can keep their connection with participants, the * kK
participants will be more willing to follow up on the project or give more feedback.

Page 741



Potential Problem Space

Stages Preperation Stage Introduction Stage | | Testing Stage | | Feedback Stage | | Post Stage

Improvement Help participants understand Establish good connections Remain neutral and do Support participants to Have a comfortable Keep connection with participants

Goals what's usability testing for with participants not interfere participants express their real thoughts communication atmosphere to follow up more easily
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Figure 5. The framework of opportunities for improving interpersonal dynamics during usability testing

designers to be neutral regardless of whether results
meet their presets.

For goal 4, 5, and 6 we learnt that if designers and
participants feel comfortable and have emotional
connections with each other, they might perform better.
Game types like ‘warm-up games’, role-playing’ and
‘adventures’ and game elements like ‘teams’, ‘progress
bar’, and ‘avatar’ are more helpful in creating a fun and
comfortable atmosphere.

5.2. The Framework

Based on our previous analysis of improvement
goals and potential solutions (game types and game
elements), we suggest a framework that designers can
use to create their own gamified activities to improve
interpersonal dynamics in usability testing.

The framework we suggest is shown in Figure 5.
There are two main categories in the framework:
‘Potential Problem Space’ and ‘Potential Solutions’.

The selection of the first category ‘potential
problem space’ is divided into two rows, which can
determine the general direction of the result.

First row is ‘Stage’: according to the testing
environment or the stage that the designer thinks need
to be improved, they can select one or more stages.
Second row is ‘Improvement goal’: one or more
improvement goals can be selected according to the
testing stages and the actual situation.

The second category is ‘potential solutions’, which
is divided into two big rows. The offered choices all
have a highlight area with different colors. According to
the color of the goal, designers can find the choice with

the same color highlight as a suggestion for creating a
potential solution to this goal.

First row is ‘Game type’: one or more types can be
selected according to time and budget.

Second big row is ‘Game elements’ with four types
of game elements: rule, objective, feedback, and social
interaction. It is recommended to select at least one
game element in each row.

The way to use this framework is to select
appropriate options from top to bottom in each row.
First, select ‘potential problem space’, and then select
‘potential solutions’ based on the selected improvement
goals with the color code suggestions. Then, combine
the selected game elements in the selected game type to
create a gamified activity. Consider your individual
situation (such as budget, time limit, etc.) to arrive at an
appropriate solution for your usability testing goals.

5.3. Exemplary Design Solution

To show how to use this framework in real
scenarios, we tried to create one exemplary design
solution in usability testing.

Potential Problem Space

Figure 6. Exemplary solution space identified with
the developed framework (black highlight)
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We first selected the potential problem space from
the framework, then we selected the potential solutions.
The result of our selection process is shown in Figure 6.

Based on the combination of the game elements and
game types, we designed a prototype with the role-
exchange cooperative game setting.

Exchanging Role Cards

rask 1

A Recording poq

Testing Bag

Figure 7. Exemplary design solution

As illustrated in Figure 7, the developed game
consists of task cards and rewards (in the form of rubber
stamps) within a box. In the introduction stage,
designers and participants need to follow the
instructions in the box to finish a role exchange game:
participants and designers exchange their roles and
simulate the simple version of usability testing with
some classic design interface to win the rewards
together. In this activity, they need to cooperate and can
see the usability testing method from the respective
other's perspective. Participants and designers will
receive rewards no matter what result they get in this
testing, that way participants can understand there's no
right or wrong in the testing and be encouraged to
express their real thoughts in the formal testing. In the
post-stage, they will use the rewards (stamps) they won
in the role-exchange game to co-create an eco-bag for
the participant as a gift. The stamps depict some
usability-related symbols and cartoons to create a fun
and memorable souvenir.

6. Discussion

6.1. Contribution

The work presented in this paper explores
interpersonal dynamics between participants and
researchers (in this case designers) during usability
testing. Based on the interviews and observations, we
explored possible solutions to improve current
dynamics by gamification. To be specific, we suggested
a framework that will help researchers identify
opportunities to improve interpersonal dynamics to
receive more objective results in usability testing.

6.2. Feedback and Iteration

To obtain designers’ opinions on this framework,
we shared it along with an exemplary design solution
with five designers we had interviewed before. Most of
them think the framework has a lot of potentials and
there is space for further development.

All five designers expressed very positive
feedback. They appreciate how this framework can
adapt to different test scenarios. They also like how it
provides designers with possible solutions while leaving
room for further design. One designer said that the
exemplary design solution we developed using the
framework is interesting. She found this example very
attractive and would like to apply it to her own future
usability tests to get the optimal solution.

At the same time, some designers also pointed out
some aspects that we can further develop in the
framework. For example, the game elements and game
types we currently provide are not rich enough, they
wonder if there are more game elements that can be
used. In addition, the framework lacks definition,
explanations, and instructions for each game element or
game type.

6.3. Limitations

The work presented in this paper has some
limitations. Because our research and interviews began
at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, people just
started to work remotely. Therefore, most of the
designers we interviewed had only an in-person
usability testing experience. Hence, our research is only
based on in-person usability testing. Research on remote
usability testing, which is increasingly common, was not
part of our study. The next step of this research will need
to focus on interpersonal dynamics in remote usability
testing. Only then we can improve and develop our
framework further.

Another limitation lies in the fact that we only
validated the framework based on one exemplary
solution. Additional configurations that the framework
allows have not yet been explored. Further research is
needed to investigate these configurations with different

participants and in different contexts.

6.4. Future Work

Based on the positive feedback we received, we
believe that this framework has the potential to be of use
for other researchers and designers. However, for future
development, there are some aspects we think could be
improved.
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We envision an interactive framework (for
example, a web page), that can suggest ‘potential
solutions’ according to the selection results in ‘potential
problem space’. The digital application would allow
clicking on each game element/type to view its detailed
definition and usage suggestions. Optional game
elements and types could also be continuously added
and updated. Moreover, based on some related literature
regarding well-established methods like focus-groups
[21]. We think we can optimize our solution and try to
integrate it with these established social psychology
research methods in our future work.

7. Conclusion

In this paper we introduce a novel framework
outlining the problem space of interpersonal dynamics
during usability testing and a possible solution space
including several gamification elements. The
framework was developed based on an extensive
literature review and qualitative interviews and
observations of actual usability tests.

Our findings suggest that interpersonal dynamics
have an impact on the testing results: participants in a
friendly atmosphere will give more insights and
feedback, while participants in a nervous or tense
atmosphere may not perform as in real life or may not
conceal their real thoughts in the interview or feedback
stage. Hence, improving the interpersonal dynamics in
a usability test may contribute to better research results
and better-designed products and services.

By mapping the potential problem space with
potential gamification element solutions, we provide a
framework of opportunities to improve interpersonal
dynamics during usability testing.
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