
 

 
Appendix: Tools of the Trade 
 
The following appendix details some of the more common research techniques, along with the goals they 
are likely to address, and the resources needed.  They have been divided into qualitative and quantitative 
methods.  Note that combining these two methods can be very effective, because qualitative research 
allows for deeper open ended exploration, while quantitative research provides and understanding of the 
pervasiveness of your findings. Often researchers will do qualitative research first to identify areas for 
further exploration, and follow up with quantitative, to determine the relative importance of the findings. 
It’s also possible to reverse the process: do quantitative to identify common trends, followed by qualitative 
to understand the underpinnings. 

 
Qualitative 

Name What Is It? What goals does it 
address? 

What benefits does 
it provide? 

What challenges 
does it pose?  

User Interviews Facilitated question 
and answer 
session 

Identifying and defining 
user problems and 
needs. Exploring goals 
and barriers, learning 
about the methods 
individuals use to learn 
about and make 
decisions about your 
product. 

Quick and relatively 
simple to do, creates 
contact with user 
goals as soon as 
project starts. Allows 
for discovery of 
unexpected avenues 
to explore. 

Subject to bias, which 
can be greatly 
reduced by utilizing 
trained interviewers. 
Difficult to synthesize 
data across 
respondents because 
each may discuss 
different topics. 

Focus Groups Structured group 
interview of multiple 
users at one time 

See interviews It is less resource 
intensive to gather 
data from a single 
group than from 
single respondents. 
Provides insights 
into which issues 
impact multiple 
respondents. 

Group pressures can 
prevent some 
individuals from 
voicing their true 
opinions. It may 
difficult to keep the 
group focused and 
moving through the 
questions at a good 
speed. 

Usability Testing Structured one-on-
one interviews that 
observe users 
performing tasks 
with product 
prototypes or live 
sites. 

Identifying interaction 
problems and stop 
points that prevent 
access through an 
interface. 

Allows respondents 
to express their 
reaction to the site in 
their own words 
while they are 
experiencing it. 

Requires a working 
prototype; if the 
prototype does not 
have full functionality, 
users may respond to 
these limitations 
rather than to 
features of the site 
itself. 

The material contained in this document is proprietary and confidential to Molecular. Copies are made available on the basis that use is limited 
to the sole purpose of evaluating the Molecular services. It is not permissible to use, modify, copy or disclose any information contained herein 
for any other purpose without the express written permission of Molecular. If you are not the intended recipient of this material you are requested 
to take immediate steps to destroy it. 
 

Copyright © 2010 Molecular.  All Rights Reserved.    |   www.molecular.com     |     Linked by Isobar 



 
 2   Copyright © 2010 Molecular.  All Rights Reserved.    |   www.molecular.com     |     Linked by Isobar 

 

Name What Is It? What goals does it 
address? 

What benefits does 
it provide? 

What challenges 
does it pose?  

Contextual Inquiry 
and Task Analysis 

Observation of 
users as they 
conduct tasks, 
solve problems, try 
to meet goals . 

Defining user problems 
and needs. 

Reveals 
unconscious or un-
self-aware actions 
and unstated goals 
of users. Allows for 
the development of 
mental models. 

Can be resource 
expensive; users 
generally only use 
and discuss tools 
they are familiar with, 
rather than 
brainstorming new 
ways to solve 
problems. 

Digital 
Ethnographic 
Research 

Observation of 
behavior and 
interactions of 
people in chat 
rooms, social 
media, etc.  

Understanding the 
online behavior of 
customers and 
potential customers. 

Provides an 
opportunity to hear 
unscripted, 
unprompted 
conversation about 
your product, its 
competitive space, 
and your customers’ 
needs and 
challenges. 

Vendors such as 
Communispace can 
create highly effective 
spaces focused on 
your product, but they 
are quite expensive; 
legal issues around 
privacy limit the 
amount of data that 
can be gathered in 
public online spaces. 

Quantitative 

Name What Is It? What goals does it 
address? 

What benefits does 
it provide? 

What challenges 
does it pose? 

Surveys A large sample is 
drawn from the 
population and all 
members are 
asked the same 
(mostly close-
ended) questions.  
Surveys can be 
conducted by 
personal 
interviewers, using 
pencil and paper, 
or online – 
computer surveys 
are becoming 
increasingly 
popular. 

Surveys can assess a 
wide range of 
behaviors, beliefs, 
attitudes, goals, and 
challenges, and can 
provide estimates of 
their prevalence in the 
population of interest. 
Surveys can identify 
areas of greatest 
opportunities, or 
provide profiles of 
users and potential 
customers. 

Statistically 
significant sample 
size allows for 
projection of survey 
results onto the 
entire population. 
This permits 
estimation of 
attitudes, needs, and 
challenges in the 
population beyond 
the sample, as well 
as examination of 
differences across 
subgroups. 

Survey data are 
subject to the biases 
of self-report: 
respondents’ answers 
may be affected by 
their moods (happy 
people report fewer 
problems), by the 
desire to appear more 
socially acceptable 
(respondents may 
report more 
responsible behavior 
than they actually 
engage in), or simply 
poor memory.  

Usage Logs and 
Customer Support 

Analysis of Web 
server logs to 
analyze actual 
visitor behavior on 
a site. 

Identify specific areas 
on a site that are 
particularly effective or 
problematic. 

Utilizes already 
existing data (no 
need for additional 
collection). Allows 
for accurate 
assessment of 
visitor behavior. 

Cannot provide 
insight into why 
customers respond 
the way they do to 
specific pages. 
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Name What Is It? What goals does it 
address? 

What benefits does 
it provide? 

What challenges 
does it pose? 

Customer Support 
Logs 

Analysis of phone 
calls and emails to 
customer support. 

Identify common 
problems and areas of 
confusion. 

Utilizes already 
existing data (no 
need for additional 
collection). Allows 
for accurate 
assessment of 
visitor behavior. 

Only a small 
proportion of users 
contact customers 
support, and they 
may not be 
representative of all 
users. 

User Profiles Target audiences 
are turned into 
thumbnail 
descriptions of 
users.  Data for 
User profiles can 
be collected via 
surveys, Web use, 
or other means. 

Basic descriptions of 
users and potential 
users; identify 
differences between 
pre-determined 
groups. 

Relatively quick and 
inexpensive method 
to develop an 
understanding of the 
audience. 

Important features 
are chosen by the 
analyst, who may not 
identify the most 
relevant ones. 

Personas Similar to User 
Profiles, but based 
on segmentation 
data; rather than 
deciding a priori 
what factors 
differentiate 
groups, 
Segmentation 
analysis is a purely 
data driven 
technique that 
allows for the 
identification of the 
most important 
features. 

Identify groups of 
users who have similar 
goals and needs; 
these groups can be 
assessed in a number 
of ways, including 
potential value, cost of 
retention, likelihood of 
churn, etc. 

Captures essential 
data about desirable 
user segments, Can 
uncover unexpected 
segments that may 
be profitable. 
Slotting models can 
allow for quick and 
easy identification of 
persona 
membership, 
allowing better 
targeting of 
important customers 
or prospects. 

Analysis is time-
consuming and 
sometimes 
counterintuitive. It 
requires someone 
with a deep 
understanding of 
multivariate statistics, 
and someone with 
strong business 
intelligence. Ideally, 
these should be the 
same individual; at 
minimum they should 
be able to 
communicate 
effectively with one 
another. 

Multivariate testing Real time testing of 
various features of 
web pages to 
determine which 
feature or features 
lead to the 
strongest results. 

Optimization of web 
page. 

Allows for 
identification of 
specific web assets 
that are most likely 
to lead to sales, 
conversion, 
increased loyalty, 
etc. 

Requires specialized 
software and a 
trained programmer 
to insert tags.  For 
sites with low traffic, 
gathering sufficient 
data may take a long 
time (up to several 
months for very low-
traffic sites.) 
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