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Look Ma, No Lab
Remote vs. Lab UX Research 

and some other things, too

Me & B|P

Bolt|Peters Founded in 2001
163 user research studies
1,792 one-on-one interviews
Clients like Greenpeace, Autodesk, 
Washington Post, HP, Pandora, and Blue 
Shield
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(1998)
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Transform the personal, social, and 
cultural role of technology

- in a good way.

How we do it
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You

Ummm What is UX Research?

In-Person
Remote
Automated
Qualitative (and not Quantitative, for today)
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Video

Who cares?

Stop the arguing. 
Designers and Developers and Executives love to make decisions. Just not the same 
one, usually.

Achieve goals.
Thousands more donations to non-profits, millions of dollars more in sales, etc.

Unseen Behavior.
Blue Shield. Large Insurance Company. Harvard Business Review.
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My Customer Number?

“From this last B|P study, we learned that external 
users never knew what their assigned customer was, 
or what it meant. Blue Shield had assumed they 
knew, but customers had no idea. 

The number is printed on everything, but people 
never saw it. This changed more than just the 
website, because they realized it was a bigger 
problem than only online. Customers needed 
education to understand that this number was 
important & what it meant.”
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And Then…

Number was taken off the web interface, for 
now.

Customer service now knows to explain to 
customers or brokers what the number is.

Removed from voice recognition system

Process for Both Methods is the 
Same

1. Recruit
2. Observe
3. Analyze & Report

Wow.
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The Whole Remote Thing

Remote Research

Live Intercept
Technological Ecosystem
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Users live from 
the site
Authentic user 
interactions
Realistic user 
environment
Easy to set up 
and manage

(a) DHTML 
Pop-up 
Intercept

(b) Screener 
Questions

(c) Call 
Participant

Step 1: Recruit

User installs Ethnio 
plug-in, VOIP calls 
users
Screen sharing, 
audio capture
Note critical issues 
Behavior repeats 
over 
small sample

Step 2: Observe
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Video

Step 3: Analyze…
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... and Report

1. Here’s what we found.
2. Here’s what you should do.
3. This is the supporting data so you don’t 

argue.
4. Please fix it.

Measurable Gains 

Restoration Hardware sales increase: 216%
Legal Software site revenue increase: 325%
Large Insurance Company conversion increase 
25% (millions and millions of dollars)
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The Whole Lab Thing
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Let’s Compare
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$15k - $60k
4 – 6 Weeks

logistics, costfacial expressions, 
collaboration

In-person

no human 
involvement

facial expressions 
of users not visible. 
Only 10-15 users.

Cons Ballpark Costs & 
Duration

Pros

$10k - $30k
2 – 3 Weeks

large sample data –
1,500 users

Automated

$5k - $45k
1 – 4 Weeks

logistics, geographic 
diversity

Remote

Methods

More Comparisons
Peter Merholtz made this table
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Answer IA questions 
in a hurry

Can miss interactionSpeed, Large 
Sample

Remote Card 
Sorting

No human 
involvement. 

No facial 
expressions. Only 
small sample.

Cons When to UsePros

Large internal 
audience. Verify UI 
decisions

Large sample 
data – 1,500 
users

Automated

Not enough time for 
in-person, Deep 
insight

Logistics, geo. 
diversity, native 
environment

Moderated

And another comparison

Everything else
Anything live on the intertube. Dispersed audience. 
International
Fast timeline
“Technological Ecosystem”

Remote

Top Secret Testing Material. Everything at Google. Video 
games. Physical devices.
Collaboration, Rapport w/ Participants
Collaboration and Buy-In. Large audience for live sessions.

Lab

When to Use Remote versus Lab
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1. Everyone (well almost) is online!
1. Hard to reach samples

2. Catch users in their native environment
3. Travel for work sucks
4. No time for in-person ethnography
5. Rich interactions are possible (broadband 

penetration, audio, visual, AJAX/Flash)
6. Its less expensive

Why its time for Remote Methods

WebSortMindCanvas

Ethnio

Qualitative (Moderated)

Quantitative (Automated)

Wireframes Conceptual ArtifactsLive Sites / Apps Surveys

KeyNote

ClickTale
ClickDensity

UserZoom
RelevantView

SurveyMonkey

C
on

cr
et

e
C

onceptual

Offermatica

Web 
Analytics

UserVue

Remote Research Landscape
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Questions

boltpeters.com |   nate@boltpeters.com


