
Usability Testing and Debriefing Best 
Practices

Joanne McGovern, CUA
USA.gov Content Team Leader

Co-Captian, GSA's First Fridays Testing Team

Office of Citizen Services and Innovative Technologies



What We'll Cover Today

● First Fridays 101 
● How to conduct a simple usability test and debriefing session
● How to identify the most serious usability problems participants 

encountered
● Tips for debriefing session success
● A case study on creating solutions that can be fixed in 30 days
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Government Sites Tested

USA.gov
NSF.gov 
DOL.gov 
m.gobiernoUSA.gov
DOI.gov 
Advisory Council 
on Historic Preservation
m.usa.gov 
publications.USA.gov
USA.gov Search
medlineplus.gov (mobile)

Travel.state.gov
FCC.gov
DOT.net
Weather.gov
Data.gov
Apps.gov/NOW
Pueblo.gsa.gov
OnGuardOnline.gov
HowTo.gov
ready.gov
IRS.gov/retirement
GSA CHRIS



First Fridays 101

● One Morning a Month!
● Choose a site
● 3 customer participants perform tasks with a facilitator
● Observers watch and take notes
● Lunch debrief and identify three serious problems + fixes
● Two page report and copy of test recordings
● Follow–up call on quick improvements 
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Do-It-Yourself Testing

● Better customer service for 
taxpayers & citizens

● More testing because 
“Anyone can do it”

● Expanded professional 
UX opportunities & 
facilities
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● More inexperienced 
practitioners

● UX “magic” revealed
● More time spent coaching
● Fewer comprehensive 

tests & studies?



The Debrief: Step by Step

Part 1: Identify Problems
● Let people grab lunch before starting (working and 

eating is ok)
● Go over ground rules first

○ Aim for a one-hour meeting 
○ Prep observers to offer top 3 observed problems 

- they don't have to be unique, we'll ask them for 
their top 3 across participants

○ Let observers know they have 1-2 minutes 
during debrief to share their top 3 - enlist timer 
person to help you

○ Facilitators don't offer top problems
Office of Citizen Services and Innovative Technologies



The Debrief: Step by Step

Part 1: Identify Problems (...continued)

● Observation room manager opens a blank word 
doc and projects it for the room to see

● Each person identifies three usability 
problems 

● Problems must be ones that you observed during 
the test

● Keep in mind that the largest usability problems 
are ones that interfere with top tasks, so a poor 
label is more important than an incorrect font

● Solutions are addressed in Part 2 of the processOffice of Citizen Services and Innovative Technologies



Identifying the Most Serious Usability Problems

● Stick to what you observed
● Focus ruthlessly on the most serious usability problems
● Does the problem interfere with a top task?
● Will a lot of people experience this problem?
● Will it cause a serious problem for the people who’ll 

experience it, or is it just an inconvenience?
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The Debrief: Step by Step

Part 2: Identify Solutions

●  Focus only on the top 3 problems
● Only discuss what can be done to improve the 

problem in 30 days
● Estimate the number of hours and resources 

required to fix each issue
● Assign a person who will be responsible for the fix 
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First Fridays Final Report
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First Fridays Final Report
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Top 5 Problems We See
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Top Tasks Hard to Find

● Make top task “starting points” stand out
● Place top tasks at center or left and above the fold

Too Many Words

● Cut content by 50%
● Remove outdated content

Confusing Jargon

● Use common terms and customer language; avoid 
acronyms

● Put technical terms in parentheses
Irrelevant Search Results

● Make top task content appear at top of search returns
● Move search filters to left or top of screen

Navigation Ineffective

● List nav tabs or links from left to right, top to bottom, in 
order of use

● Re-write links



Tips for Debriefing Success

● The facilitator is impartial, but in control of the meeting
● Manage time, manage the flow of the session
● Constructive criticism only
● A good idea is a good idea, no matter who offers it 
● Have the right people in the room
● Be sure to have buy-in from the people that have to do the 

work
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Case Study:  GSA InSite 
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Building Capacity Across GSA - and Government

1. Fix problems
2. Train and mentor
3. Raise awareness 

If you’d like to participate in First Fridays Product Testing, contact FirstFridays@gsa.gov. 
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Any questions?

Thanks!
 

Joanne McGovern, CUA
joanne.mcgovern@gsa.gov
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