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UX RESEARCH FOR INNOVATION IN HIGHER ED
CONTEXT
Research project completed as
part of Master’s thesis at
Georgetown University

METHODS
Focus groups
In-depth interviews
Affinity diagramming
Personas
Journey Mapping
Design thinking session

Focus group with Georgetown undergraduate students

QUESTION
How do undergraduate students use technology in their learning? To answer this
question, I conducted an open-ended qualitative exploration of students’ behaviors,
needs, and goals with regards to technology-enhanced learning.

METHOD
I conducted 11 in-depth interviews and 2 focus groups with Georgetown
undergraduate students. I transcribed and coded this data using grounded theory
methods and an affinity diagram, and conducted a design thinking workshop with
Georgetown faculty and staff in order to bring in other stakeholder perspectives.

Affinity diagram & student-developed prototype for a technology to support their learning

RESULTS
Based on my findings, I developed a set of recommendations for further exploration
and research, including both incremental innovations like finding ways to improve
PowerPoint as a content delivery tool, and radical innovations like improving alignment
between grades and learning to help incentivize student engagement.

LINKNYC: A SMART CITY FIELD STUDY
CONTEXT
Independent research project
and resulting article for
Motherboard magazine (VICE)

METHODS
Interviews
Contextual inquiry
Street photography

LINKNYC users interviewed as part of my field research

QUESTION
In January 2016, New York City began rolling out wifi-enabled kiosks to the streets of
Manhattan. Curious to learn more about who was using the kiosks and what they were
using them for, I spent an afternoon walking down 3rd Avenue from 57th Street to
14th Street observing, interviewing, and photographing users.
The same day my first article was published by Motherboard, the city shut down
browsing capabilities on the kiosks in an attempt to address the “inappropriate” use of
these kiosks described in my article. At Motherboard’s request, I returned the following
weekend to interview users about the change.

METHOD
During both field visits, my primary focus was on covering the broadest area of the city
possible in order to get a big picture view of how the kiosks were being used. I took
detailed field notes about each user, including what functions of the kiosk they were
using, general notes about their age, appearance, and behavior, and the specific
cross-streets of the kiosk they were using. This allowed me to do a rough frequency
count across the functions and types of users. Additionally, I conducted interviews and
took photos of a handful of users to get a richer qualitative narrative.

RESULTS
Through this field study it became clear how valuable these kiosks are for many of the
city’s underserved and underrepresented. The ability to charge their devices, use the
free wifi, and make free phone calls helped more transitory people and people without
access to personal devices to connect to the digital network many New Yorkers enjoy
as a kind of natural privilege.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF BROWSER DIARIES
CONTEXT
Social science statistics course;
self-designed data collection
and analysis project

METHODS
User diaries
Quantitative and qualitative
coding of video data
Statistical analysis

Measures of browsing behavior:
Site type: Captures the general content of browsing through a basic category
system. Each site visited is coded as one of 10 basic “site types”, such as
“webmail” or “social media”.
Site visit: Captures the structure of browsing behavior by counting the number of
times a site is visited. For instance, during a 20 minute session, the fourth time I
check my email inbox is coded as “4” for site visit. Overall, a new site visit was
recorded any time the URL changed, with a few exceptions.
Origin of tab: Captures the structure of browsing behavior by looking at where an
open tab comes from- for example, a new tab can be opened from a hyperlink on
an existing page, through a search within that specific site, or through an entirely
new browser search.
Departure type: Captures the structure of browsing by coding for what happens to
a tab when the user departs. For example, a tab can be closed, or a new parallel
tab can be opened while the previous tab remains and may be returned to
(“branch”), or it can be overtaken with a new link (“path”).
Duration of visit: Captures the structure of browsing through the duration of each
individual site visit. A unique SITE ID code also links each visit so that total time
spent on a site can be captured across multiple visits.
Codes used to analyze the structure of each user’s browsing behavior.

QUESTION
Does the structure of browsing behavior vary based on individual user or on intended
user task?

METHOD
To answer this question I designed a “browser diary study.” I asked 7 volunteers to
create video screen captures of themselves browsing online. Users were instructed to
create three, 20-minute videos of themselves doing three different tasks: research,
work/homework, and social media. Users were not required to remain “on task” for the
full 20 minutes, as I was interested in capturing behaviors that were as natural as
possible.
I coded each video according to 5 different measures of browsing behavior (see table
above for full descriptions), and conducted a statistical analysis in order to look for any
significant difference between browsing behaviors based on either user or task.
Although based on a small number of users, the unit of analysis for this study was the
site visit, for which n=531 across all users and all tasks.

RESULTS
Ultimately, I did not find any evidence of browser behavior varying significantly by
users, but univariate analysis suggested that that task does seem to have a noticeable
effect on browsing behavior. To discover this, I ran a regression analysis looking at the
effect of each task on user behavior as measured by the duration of site visit. Looking
across all 3 tasks, the Research task was the strongest predictor of a user’s behavior,
with .027 significance..

DESIGNING A RESTAURANT REVIEW APP
Error/Effectiveness Measure

Usability & Product
Design course - group
project.

METHODS
Personas
Heuristic evaluation
Task analysis
User testing

Number of Errors

CONTEXT

Competitor App 1

Competitor App 2

Partial results of user testing on two competitor apps.

QUESTION
How might we develop an app that allows users to search and compare restaurants
based on very specific criteria, like a specific dish or aspects of the dining experience
like ambiance or service?

METHOD
For this project, we went through one full cycle of the user-centered design process:
Empathize: Developed user personas based on existing market research
Define: Defined key user goals for our improved app; conducted an expert evaluation
of three competitor apps
Ideate: Based on user goals and benchmarks from existing apps, developed a detailed
set of user stories for three key app functionalities: search, compare, and review
Test: Conducted user tests on parallel functions in existing apps; recorded sessions
and coded for user errors, steps, duration, and subjective responses
Prototype: Led a design thinking session in which potential users generated basic
paper prototypes of an improved restaurant app

RESULTS
Based on our findings, we developed a set of recommendations for the developers of
this app in order to improve efficiency, effectiveness, and user satisfaction:
Efficiency: To accommodate on-the-go use, create a search results page that
emphasizes numerical rankings; to accommodate leisurely use, design an
image-centered browsing functionality.
Effectiveness: Limit written reviews to 140 chars, emphasize numerical ratings;
Remove restaurant information and features that aren’t essential
Enjoyability: incorporate “swipe” or “like”-based reviews for both dishes and
restaurants; order images on a given page based on upvotes to increase visual appeal
of pages.

DESIGNING A RESTAURANT REVIEW APP (CONT.)
EMPATHIZE

Our project focus on designing an app to improves the experience of finding a
restaurant. Our first step in this process was to learn more about our potential users
by drawing upon existing market research, and using this information to help craft
user personas.
For example, 42.2% of Yelp users are between 18-34, and 3 out of 4 searches on Yelp
are done on a mobile device¹. This led us to focus on young, on-the-go users as our
key user type.

DEFINE
One of three user personas generated based on existing market research.

Additionally, we conducted a
context analysis to assess which
variables may warrant further
monitoring in the design and
research process.

Some of the key variables assessed as part of our context analysis.

1.

Source: https://www.yelp.com/factsheet

For example, we noted that a key
user characteristic worth
monitoring is whether the user is
just a consumer or also an active
contributor on the platform, and
identified potential instability in the
physical environment as a key
variable to evaluate in our user
testing.

DESIGNING A RESTAURANT REVIEW APP (CONT.)
DEFINE
Based on our high-level goal of creating an improved restaurant app and the results
from our market research and context analysis, we defined three essential user
goals for this app:
1.
2.
3.

Find nearby restaurants: Use GPS to find nearby restaurants.
Review a restaurant: Quickly and easily review restaurants and meals.
Compare restaurants based on different criteria: Find and compare
nearby restaurants based on specific criteria of interest, (ie, dishes,
ambiance, etc.)

In order to begin defining more specific functionalities and user flows that would
help meet these goals, we conducted an expert evaluation of three different
competitor apps, looking generally at the function and design of the apps’ data
tracking systems, personalization and recommendations features, and entry to the
system. We also conducted a quantitative user test of the app’s efficiency,
effectiveness, and user satisfaction when completing the three tasks defined above.
Based on this expert evaluation of existing apps and their user flows and
functionality, we created a goal-functionality matrix for our new-and-improved
app. This helped us to identify which functionalities were essential, and which might
be discarded. For instance, this matrix helped us to identify written descriptions by
users as a feature of other apps that could likely be discarded, as it does not
obviously support any of the key user goals.

FUNCTIONS:

Location-based search

GOAL 1: FInd
nearby restaurants

GOAL 2: Review
restaurants quickly
and easily

X

GOAL 3: Compare
restaurants based
on different criteria

X

Keyword-based search

X

Subcriteria-based search

X

Ranked search results

X

X

Map of search results

X

X

Reviews capture user images

X

Reviews capture written description
Reviews capture rating for sub-criteria

X

Goal-functionality matrix based on functions and user flows identified in existing competitor apps.

DESIGNING A MEASURE OF PURPOSE
CONTEXT
Research Fellow at
Imperative working on
R&D for their “purpose
profile.”

METHODS
Survey design
Customized client
research

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, part of the theory underlying the Imperative “purpose profile.”

QUESTION
How might we develop an instrument that helps organizations to understand their
employee’s current sense of purpose and engagement with their work and allows
Imperative to provide concrete recommendations for improvement?

METHOD
This process began by researching existing instruments and academic literature
related to employee success, purpose and engagement, and the role of a career in our
lives.
Based on this literature and Imperative’s own foundational theory of purpose, we
developed an index that would effectively measure respondents’ current sense of
purpose and their underlying “purpose drivers.” I coordinated several rounds of testing
for the index with several hundred participants, and assisted with analyzing the results
in order to improve the survey’s clarity, ease of use, and achieve a robust and reliable
index.
In addition to this “R&D” work, I assisted with the research portion of several client
engagements, working with clients to understand what existing data they may already
have, what specific questions they were interested in answering about their
employees, and tailoring the survey to meet these specific client needs.

RESULTS
In addition to assisting with the “backend” research process, I collaborated with other
members of the team to develop and present our findings and recommendations to
individual clients.

