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Introduction 
 
We are often asked ‘how many testers do we need for 
usability testing?’. The answer is ‘it depends’ - are you 
trying to: 
• Unearth all the usability issues on a site? 
• Identify the ‘big’ usability issues that stop users 

having a good user experience? 
• Do an academic or benchmarking study? 
• Inform a complete site redesign?  
• Develop a user centred organisational culture? 
• Persuade a senior manager that there is a major 

problem with the site – which he denies! 
 
It also depends on: 
• The budget and time available - inevitably there 

are always constraints on both 
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Organisations often seem concerned about 
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Firstly, it’s very difficult to know when you’ve 
found 100% of the usability problems – an add
tional tester will always find another problem 
Secondly, do you have the resources to fix every-
thing? Usually, organisationa
problems that can be fixed 
Thirdly, it is unrealistic to expect to fix everything
usability problems are often related - fixin

 
For the organisations we work with (large public and
private sector) the more sensible question is, “How 
many testers do we need to find the ‘big’ usability 
is

Nielsen (1998) reports on research by Molich & Gram 
that rated usability issues by severity. They found an 
average of: 
• 11 usability ‘catastrophes’ that prevented users 

from achieving their goals 
• 20 ‘serious’ usability problems which interfered 

but did not prevent goal achievement 
• 29 cosmetic usability problems which irritated 

users but did not stop goal achievement. 
 
 
20% of the problems account for 80% of the 

bad experience 
 
 
This study suggests that 18% of the known usability 
issues identified resulted in a bad user experience. 
This fits with our experience of undertaking user ex-
perience research on hundreds of websites: typically a 
relatively small proportion of usability problems ac-
count for the bulk of the bad experience. Whilst it is 
difficult to quantify ‘100%’ of the problems, and how 
‘bad’ a bad experience is, ‘Pareto’s theory’ seems to 
operate - 20% of the problems cause 80% of the bad 
experience. So finding and fixing the big problems 
will have a massive effect on the user experience. 
 
So, what do others say? 
 
Virzi (1992) found that c.80% of known usability prob-
lems could be surfaced with 5 testers, and that 3 test-
ers would reveal the most severe problems. Nielsen 
and Landauer (1993) also suggested that 5 users will 
surface c.80% of known usability problems, and that 3 
testers will reveal nearly 70% of these problems. Niel-
sen (2000) indicates that there is a law of diminishing 
returns – “the third tester will do many things that you 
have already observed with the first or second 
user…[and] generate a small amount of new
data…after the fifth user you are wasting your time by 
observing the same findings repeatedly but not learn-
ing much new”.  
 
This is certainly what we find - virtually all the ‘big’ 
problems surface in the first 3 or 4 testers. Nielsen’s 
work suggests that 15 users will reveal all the known 
usability problems in a design, but recommends a 
more effective spend of three iterative tests with 5 
users. 
 
Perfetti & Landesman (2001) suggest that more than 8 
testers are needed to detect all usability issues. But 
they do not suggest doing these all at once; rather, 
they advocate a programme of ongoing iterative test-
ing “bringing in a user or two every week”.  
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Woolrych & Cockton (2001) have undertaken a heuris-
tic evaluation of Landauer & Nielsen’s formula, which 
suggests that 3 or 5 testers are adequate where the 
variance for individual testers is low, but that more are 
needed to find all usability problems where tester 
variability is high – however, they don’t give a num-
ber! A recent feature on ‘How many testers are really 
enough?’ in the User Experience magazine reviewed 
the question from the perspective of various authors 
and studies, and again concluded that using small 
groups of representative users iteratively offered 
much better value, in all senses, to clients than large 
groups of testers. Rolf Molich, in an article for UI 11 
2006 Conference also states that “the number of us-
ers needed for web-testing depends on the goal of 
the test. I  you have no goal, then anything (including 
nothing) will do”. He suggests 3-4 users to “ sell’ us-
ability” into the organisation, 5-6 users to find “catas-
trophic problems” in an iterative process, and over 50 
users to find all usability problems in an interface. 
Faulkner (2003) has established that the variability of 
the testers can have enormous impact on the number 
of usability issues discovered: she found that different 
groups of 5 testers surfaced  anything from 55% to 
99% of ‘known’ usability problems. She concludes 
“test users must be representative of the target popu-
lation. The important and often complex issue, then, 
becomes defining the target population”. This is 
something we believe is absolutely critical i.e. defin-
ing the target audience and then recruiting and test-
ing accordingly.  
 
So, how many testers then? 
 
As we said at the beginning it’s a trade off between 
the research objectives, time and money available, 
user variability and strategic importance. Quality, not 
quantity, is the issue – the quality of the evaluation, its 
results, and the use to which those results are put. 
Better to test smaller numbers iteratively and fix the 
problems in between, rather than test large numbers 
at any one time. Often one large problem will domi-
nate and prevent testers progressing through the site 
– with large sample sizes clients will simply see testers 
fail repeatedly on the same task! 
 

Research without action is a waste 
 
Research without action is a waste: the outcomes 
need to have full commitment from the key organisa-
tional stakeholders in order to result in action, and our 
whole approach underpins this philosophy. We’re not 
the only people who think this: Mark Hurst (2003) 
writes “Changing the organization is the most difficult 
and most important part of user experience 
work…user experience only matters if it has real world 
results”.  
  

We, therefore, encourage clients to actively observe 
three testers in order to get experiential knowledge of 
the user experience: we may have done additional 
unobserved testing in advance, but we find that what 
they see has the biggest impact on the client stake-
holders – not what they read in a report. After the 
observed testing, on the same day, we facilitate a 
meeting with the client to drive out actions that they 
agree are relevant and actionable, and are framed 
within their constraints. Clients never say that they 
haven’t found enough usability problems (on the con-
trary!), and they gain significant insight into the user 
experience, and are committed to take action to make 
relevant improvements.  
 
Even one tester can make a difference 
 
Even one tester can make a difference. Many of our 
clients have brought in senior managers, content pro-
ducers or marketing communications staff to see just 
one tester, and have found that making them ‘walk in 
the user’s shoes’ can have a profound effect on their 
understanding of what makes an effective website.  
 
Further details of all our services can be found at: 
www.wupltd.co.uk.  
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