Idea Market Discussion on Statistics
Facilitator: Beth Loring, Bentley College Design & Usability Testing Center, bloring@bentley.edu
Questions posed to the audience:
1. Do statistics have a place in the typical usability practice?  If so, what is it?

2. It is misleading to present data as statistically significant for a test with only 8 participants?

3. Does reliance upon statistics improve the acceptance of usability methods by developers, designers, and project managers?  (i.e., does our use of statistics make usability seem more “legitimate” in others’ view?)

Summary of results:

The consensus was that the appropriateness of conducting statistical analyses depends on the situation, including:

· the type of study

· the goal of study 

· what’s at stake – small tweaks or huge design change

· whether or not the design team needs convincing

It also depends on the type of statistics in question (inferential stats versus descriptive stats versus non-parametric tests). 
Almost all of the participants used some sort of descriptive statistics in their analysis of usability test data, but very few have found the need to use predictive statistics such as t-tests and ANOVAs. Predictive statistics were considered necessary only when you are testing a hypothesis (such as in a comparison test, for example.) In the case of a typical usability test, however, where the goal is to uncover as many usability problems as possible, descriptive statistics, such as averages, are sufficient. Additionally, most types of predictive statistical analyses require a large sample size, which is often impractical when conducting usability tests. 

Participants pointed out that whenever we use statistics of any type, we must educate our audience, explaining what the results mean and what they don’t mean. Also, we need to educate our audience about why a small sample size is okay for most usability tests. Finally, participants agreed that you should not use statistics if you don’t know how. This raised the question of what statistics we should be teaching at the university level.
Below are additional arguments for and against using statistics, collected during the Idea Market session.

Arguments for using statistics:
· Statistics are necessary for hypothesis testing (e.g., comparative tests).

· Statistics are necessary if you need to generalize to the entire population (e.g. final validation testing).

· Statistics help make results more credible.
· Statistical analysis may be mandated by the client -- marketing folks especially tend to push for stats.
· You may have a political motivation.
· Statistics can help prioritize findings.

· Statistics are helpful for benchmarking – proving iterative design improvements.

Arguments against using statistics:

· You need a large sample size for most statistical analyses.

· Most people don’t understand statistics anyway.
· Trust between you and your client can carry more weight than any statistic.

· You shouldn’t be using statistics if you don’t understand them.
· People who might be influenced by statistics will challenge a small sample size.
· Statistical tests are expensive – is it worth it to spend your whole budget on one test?
· Simply attaching a number count (e.g., 3 out of 5 people failed the test) can lend credibility without involving statistics.
· Sometimes other evidence can be just as persuasive as statistics -- for example, video clips.
· If you see a strong trend with a small number of test sessions, then you don’t need a huge sample (Also stated as “you can find the big problems with small numbers of people.”)
· The word “significant” can be ambiguous.
· There is a danger that only part of your report will be used out of context, without sufficient explanation of the statistical analysis. 
