Research and Evaluation Techniques

Designers and market researchers often evaluate existing products in order to identify what makes them successful or unsuccessful in the market place. By finding out what consumers like or dislike about existing products it is easier to design new products to suit individual users needs.

Different evaluation techniques allow you to evaluate how a product performs with respect to different design factors. It is possible for a product to be easy to use and good at performing its function but not appeal to consumers due to its appearance or because it is too expensive.

The following table describes common evaluation techniques that are used to evaluate a variety of design factors.

	Evaluation Technique
	Description
	Design Factors 
	Presenting Information

	Questionnaire
	A series of questions about people’s opinions on a product. Answers are given on a scale and there should be opportunity for people to give comments to explain their answer. 

A questionnaire works best with people who have used or are familiar with the product being evaluated.
The more people you get to answer your questionnaire the more valid your results will be.


	Function, ergonomics, aesthetics, costs, value for money.
	Information from a questionnaire can be presented in a bar graph to show averages for answers or as a pie chart or spider web diagram to show more detailed results. Graphical information should be accompanied by written explanation which could include people’s comments.

	User Trip/Trial
	During a user trip someone uses a product and records their impressions. There could be a pre determined series of issues that information is going to be gathered for.

	Function, ergonomics, fitness for purpose, value for money, safety.
	Information is generally presented in written format in separate sections which may be divided into design factors or more specific issues. 

	Comparison
	The product being evaluated is compared to one or more similar products by someone who uses them all to perform the same tasks. The products should be evaluated against the same performance criteria.

Some websites and companies specialise in comparing products and are widely available.


	Function, ergonomics, fitness for purpose, aesthetics, costs, value for money, safety.
	A good way of presenting information for a comparison is in a table. This way it is easy to see how one product performed against another.

	Testing
	A product can be tested to destruction in order to assess how durable it is and how long it would be expected to last. Testing can be used as a way of finding specific information about a product (i.e. how quickly does it heat up). It is also possible to find out what materials a product is made from by performing certain tests (Burning, scratching, sound tests).

	Function, durability, materials, safety.
	Information from testing is generally displayed in a table showing the results to specific tests. This table would be accompanied with written explanations and conclusions.

	Observation
	Designers often give products to other people to use. They ask them to perform various tasks and will watch or film them performing them. By watching someone else using a product you can see what difficulties they are having. Sometimes people don’t realise they are having the problems that are identified.

	Function, ergonomics, materials.
	Information gathered from an observation can be displayed in written format or as a verbal commentary accompanying the video footage.

	Test Rigs
	These are mechanical systems that are designed to perform the same operation repeatedly over a period of time. This allows designers to check how many times a button can be pressed or how often a hinge can be opened and closed before it will break.

	Durability, materials, value for money.
	Information gathered from test rigs will be presented as a table of figures.


When presenting the information that has been gathered during a product evaluation it is important to give a numerical value (for instance a mark out of five) so that people can easily and quickly see how a product is performing compared to an ideal or to other products.
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