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When Usability Testing Gets Personal: 
Facilitator Role Slippage in a Community 
Project 
Michelle Cowan 
 

Introduction 
Usability testing facilitators are human, and most humans naturally seek to connect with the 
people around us, including our study participants. Some usability professionals advocate for 
completely sterile, neutral, and objective facilitation, but few people are able to successfully 
embody the neutral observer persona. And should they? 
 

Navigating the facilitator/participant relationship 
When conducing usability tests, the facilitator/participant relationship can be tricky. Ericsson and 
Simon’s methods for obtaining verbal feedback from participants [1] have been followed closely 
by practitioners for decades. They insist on the maintenance of distance between facilitator and 
participant and call for silence from the facilitator unless absolutely necessary. In fact, many 
practitioners believe the only way to avoid unwanted influence by the facilitator is to have no 
human facilitator at all; usability tests that are entirely automated can not only help researchers 
avoid the evaluator effect, but also allow participants to relax [2].  
 
Another way to circumvent relational issues in usability testing is to use co-participation 
methods [3][4], where two participants (often an expert and a novice) work together on a set of 
assigned tasks. Participants guide each other instead of the facilitator. Co-participation often 
works best if the facilitator leaves the room entirely, further cementing the idea that traditional 
test facilitation can negatively influence usability testing results.  
 

Special circumstances 
But what if your usability study is low on resources or having trouble recruiting enough 
participants? What if the user population expects to be able to voice their concerns about the 
product to another human being, because the product is a community resource? What if your 
client’s mission, in addition to improving its product, is to build relationships with its user 
community, from which the study participants have been selected? 
 

My experience 
I found myself in this situation in a spring 2019 usability study I conducted for the Lubbock Public 
Library in Texas. As part of a graduate-level course in user testing, I conducted two rounds of 
usability tests to evaluate the Lubbock Public Library’s online resources. Because the library’s 
services are free community amenities and because many of the participants were recruited 
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from organizations dedicated to supporting the library, the dynamics of the usability tests were 
markedly different from those conducted for consumer products with participants who might be 
totally unconnected to the company requesting the testing. I even found the public library 
dynamic to be distinct from that of the local university library, where services are restricted to 
and paid for by university students. The community- and relationship-oriented nature of the 
public library positioned me as a liaison between the library and its patrons, a role that 
sometimes conflicted with my role as test facilitator. As someone who had worked for several 
years as a usability and content professional—whose usability tests were entirely online and 
usually anonymous—before enrolling in graduate school, I initially found this more personal 
relationship disconcerting.  
 
This conflict could have been avoided (at least somewhat) by getting someone else to facilitate 
the sessions while I handled all the planning, recruitment, administration, and possibly even the 
initial session greeting and orientation. But as I conducted these studies, it occurred to me that 
the role slippage I experienced might, in fact, be an asset in that particular situation.  
 

Acknowledging the tricky situation 
Some scholarship acknowledges the natural slippage of roles and advocates more natural 
communication approaches to ease the challenge of navigating the facilitator/participant 
relationship [5][6]. These approaches, which come from theories of speech communication and 
the like, position the facilitator as “an active, attentive dialogue partner for the user” [6]. Care 
must be taken not to disturb the rigor of the session protocol, but relationally-sensitive 
approaches acknowledge the benefits of addressing the participant with more openness and 
spontaneity. 
 
In light of this research, I considered more deeply the widespread inability of test facilitators to 
act with consistent rigor [7]. And I began to explore my dual roles as test facilitator and 
community/library advocate.  
 

Case-specific complications as opportunities  
I want to specifically address the qualities of the library study that complicated the usability 
sessions, particularly ones that could be true when conducting usability tests in a variety of 
contexts. Methodologies exist to counteract these complications, and those are discussed below, 
but I also want to point out the benefits of encountering each complication in a very human, 
relational context. 
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No. Complication Traditional Solution Potential Benefit 
1 The goal of the library was 

two-fold: 1) to test the 
usability of its web services 
and 2) to get general 
feedback from library 
patrons about how online 
and in-person services 
could be improved.  

Focus exclusively on the 
usability tests to avoid 
qualitative skewing of 
data. Perhaps conduct 
general feedback sessions 
separately.  

Using the sessions to 
conduct usability tests and 
get more general feedback 
enabled me to give the 
library much more 
feedback much more 
quickly than if usability 
testing had been the sole 
focus. 

2 All participants in the first 
phase of the study were 
recruited through Friends 
of the Lubbock Library, an 
organization that supports 
the library through regular 
events and book sales. The 
participants were all highly 
invested in the library.  

This circumstance might 
generally be okay, but 
some practitioners would 
suggest using a broader 
demographic in the first 
round of testing to better 
reflect the online services 
population.  

The experienced library 
patrons helped me 
understand what the 
primary issues for patrons 
are, which helped me craft 
a better testing protocol 
for less experienced users. 
They were also very open 
to talking and helping me 
understand their 
expectations. 

3 I came into the study as 
both a learner and a 
consultant. Although I was 
there to help the library in 
a professional capacity, I 
was also there as a 
graduate student. 
Participants were sensitive 
to my status as a student.  

Because I do have 
professional experience in 
UX, I could have framed 
myself as a professional 
rather than a PhD student.  

I felt less pressure to 
perform “perfectly” 
because the participants 
knew I was learning. My 
status as a student also 
seemed to increase 
participants’ willingness to 
volunteer their time for 
free.  

4 Participants tended to 
share personal stories of 
their experience with the 
library without prompting. 
When they introduced 
these elements, I felt 
compelled by the second 
goal of the study—and by 
my natural instincts as an 
interviewer—to follow up. 

Follow a scripted prompt, 
such as, “Very interesting. I 
will ask you more about 
that once this task is 
complete,” and inform the 
participant ahead of time 
that I might respond this 
way to avoid skewing the 
results.  
 
 

By engaging with 
participants in the 
moment, I was able to get 
more information than I 
otherwise might have. I 
initially tried not to 
engage, sticking with my 
scripted responses and 
prompts, but in the cases 
where that did not work, I 
ended up getting excellent 
information from 
participants. Patrons 
expected to be able to ask 
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me questions, and 
abruptly ending 
conversations might have 
erected a barrier between 
me and the participants.  

5 The usability tests were 
sandwiched between the 
initial greeting/orientation 
and a final set of interview 
questions. Moving 
between interview mode 
and testing mode proved 
difficult for both the 
participants and me. 

Stick to the exact greeting 
script every time and avoid 
engaging in digressions 
before the session starts. 
Alternatively, have one 
person greet the 
participant and interview 
them, and have another 
person facilitate the on-
task testing.  

The participants seemed at 
ease and comfortable. 
They all opened up and 
gave very honest feedback 
once we established 
rapport. I think I would 
have turned off or 
confused participants had I 
behaved more coldly. I felt 
as though I was able to 
form a relationship with 
each person. 

6 Community members feel 
ownership of library 
services and know that it 
potentially lacks adequate 
funding. They hesitated to 
criticize elements that they 
interpreted as being 
beyond the library’s 
control and were unsure 
how much they could ask 
of the library.  

Follow scripted prompts 
encouraging participants 
to speak freely, and 
remind them that all 
feedback is good feedback. 
I also could have 
positioned myself as more 
of a neutral third party, 
rather than a library 
representative.  

The hesitation of 
participants allowed me to 
ask more questions related 
to their feelings about the 
library. I was better able to 
understand what 
connected them to the 
library and what they 
understood to be the 
library’s purview. 

7 The library itself is a 
community- and 
relationship-oriented 
institution. The space of 
the library itself seemed to 
encourage conversation 
between me and the 
participants. 

Conduct the usability tests 
in a space unassociated 
with the library.  

Conducting usability tests 
in the library itself 
deepened the connections 
participants felt to the 
library. It was also a known 
location I could use at no 
cost. 

 
Although there was some confusion about my role as facilitator and how I was connected to the 
library, conversations about my role and the participants’ roles led to a greater depth of 
information sharing, which served the library well in this small study. In larger studies, where 
clients already know a great deal about how their customers use their services, my approach 
might not have been appropriate. But in situations where a community organization not only 
wants to improve, but wants to understand its users better, a smart usability tester can leverage 
participant relationships to maximize the information gathered in each testing session.   
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Conclusion 
Issues around establishing relationships with study participants need to be discussed in more 
detail in the technical communication and usability communities, particularly in the context of 
service learning in technical communication classrooms. The multiple roles we ask students to 
inhabit in service learning projects can make the purpose of the study—and their position in it—
murky. Even as we conduct usability testing at the professional level, we need to acknowledge 
our natural, human desires to establish rapport with participants. Perhaps more training can be 
done to help people new to usability testing understand when critical boundaries have been 
crossed and to examine the facilitator’s effects on the study, no matter what the situation might 
be.  
 
Although most articles on usability testing implicitly acknowledge that facilitator and participant 
do, in fact, have a relationship, the dynamics of this relationship are rarely investigated at length.  
Scholarship shows that usability practitioners often do not adhere to protocol [5][7], but it does 
not probe the relational reasons for these deviations. We need more discussions about when 
these deviations are appropriate and how practitioners can learn to identify opportunities for 
deeper learning without compromising the rigor of their carefully crafted studies.  
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