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Plan to talk to your research participant for at least an hour. You should 
spend about half of this time in an interview, followed by a product 
demonstration on the second half. 

You can adjust this ratio based on your participant’s time and availability, the types of questions you 
might have, and the method in which you are conducting this research (e.g. in person vs. over the 
phone). You might find that just the interview, or just the demo, will be sufficient for your needs. 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Start your session with an introduction of your team and your company, 
as well as the goals and expectations for this session. 

Here’s a sample intro: 

 
Thank you so much for your time and participation. I’m here on behalf of Widget-X, a company that 
manufactures widgets that are used for x and y widgeting. We’re looking to redesign some of our 
widgets, so we’re interested in learning about how they currently fit into your workflow to identify any 
potential areas of improvement. 
 
This isn’t an evaluation in any way, so please don’t feel self-conscious. It’s important we get a sense for 
how you really use this widget, so please don’t modify your environment, process, or behavior in any 
way. Please share your honest opinions, as well. Because we’re looking to create a better product for 
you, we really need to hear what’s wrong or not working currently. 
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2. Background information 
 

Kick off the interview by asking your participant some basic background 
questions. Getting these questions out early in the process will help set 
the context for the rest of the discussion. 

With this information, a lot of the things your participants will say will make a lot more sense to you, 
and you’ll be better informed to ask questions and direct the conversation. And when you’re analyzing, 
this information will help you group your users and identify patterns. 

 

•   If appropriate, ask a couple of demographic questions. Age range and level of education are 
usually most salient. You could also ask these ahead of time in a survey. 

•   What is your current occupation? 
•   Could you briefly describe your role and responsibilities? 
•   How long have you been in this industry? Using these types of software applications? 

 

If your participant uses your product as a function of his or her job, include questions related to the 
company that they work for. This, too, can be very revealing when identifying patterns across your 
users’ responses. 

 

•   Compared with the industry, how would you classify the size of your company? 
•   How long has your company been in operation? 
•   What sets your company apart from its competitors? 

3. Interview 
 

The interview portion should be used to discuss your participant’s overall 
goals, overarching workflow where your product fits in, and any 
perceptions about your product and its usage.  
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•   What are the things you are ultimately trying to achieve by using this product? 
•   Is there anything unique about the way you approach these tasks or use this product? 
•   In addition to this product [or competitor’s product], what other software or tools do you use? Why? 
•   What is your impression of this product? How about compared with the other (competitor’s) 

products? 
•   What features do you use the most? Which ones do you use the least? Why? 
•   What are some of the things you feel you struggle most with when using the product? 

 

4. Product demonstration 
 

A product demonstration is a great way to identify particular behaviors 
that wouldn’t come through in an interview. 

A demo also allows you to potentially observe the root cause of some of your users’ pain points (e.g. 
maybe they don’t “get” the labels, or the product doesn’t align to their workflow). 

Ask your participant to show you how they use the product, whether it’s your product or a competitor’s 
product. Pay close attention and follow-up with any questions if you notice they struggle with 
something, or if any interesting behaviors come up: 

 

•   Did you have any trouble doing x? Why do you think that was the case? 
•   I noticed you used x feature but not y feature, why is that? 

 

If possible, try to observe the participant actually using the product (for a real world task) vs. simply 
walking you through its features. Ask the participant to “think aloud” as they describe what they’re 
doing and why. 
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5. Wrap-up 
 

Follow-up at the end with a couple summary questions. 

The answers to some of these might’ve become clear over the course of the conversation, but this is a 
good opportunity to have your participants re-iterate some of these points. 

•   What are some of your favorite features with this product? 
•   What are some of the things you dislike the most about this product? 
•   What are some of the things this product doesn’t help you with? 
•   Knowing I’m looking to improve this product / this user experience, is there anything else you’d like 

to tell me? 

 

Additional considerations: 

 

While putting together your discussion guide and then later moderating these research sessions with 
participants, keep in mind the following: 

•   If possible, conduct some or all of these in person. Non-verbal communication tells you a lot about 
what’s really going on, and it might also be easier for someone to open up and be honest when 
they’re face to face with you. 

•   Bring someone else to take notes, and figure out a structured way to capture all of the notes (such 
as an excel spreadsheet that’s broken down by question). This frees you up to manage the 
discussion, and then later provides you with a partner to analyze all the material. 

•   Don’t go through your discussion guide verbatim. Make sure to keep important points highlighted, 
but let the conversation flow organically. The most important part is to get the discussion going. 

•   Don’t take anything for granted -- ask questions even if they seem naive or obvious, the answers 
might not be what you think. 

•   You can’t stress the importance of honesty enough. If needed, anonymize your participant’s 
responses and let them know they will not be directly tied back to the feedback they provide. 


