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IAKM60104: Usability 1 

Business Justification for Number of Participants  
in Usability Study 

  



What we’re studying: 
Our company needs to make changes to the web site before peak sales season 
is upon us. Our Analytics team has found that customers are leaving the site on a 
particular page 80% of the time as they try to add items to their shopping cart. 
We know that changes need to be made, so the Usability team has been tasked 
with conducting a usability study with a selection of our customer base. 
 
Our assumptions going into the study:  
Each of us has an opinion as to why there are so many customers abandoning 
carts before purchase. Among these reasons are:  

• The price is too high and customers leave. 
• Once shipping costs are shown, people abandon the cart. 
• The product image is bland, so customers abandon it. 
• The button needs to be bigger so customers can see it. 

Our objective for the study: 
• To find the major issues our users have trouble with that cause them to 

abandon their shopping carts before point of purchase. 
• To find these issues quickly. 
• To conduct the study within a reasonable budget. 

 
Our recommendation for number of participants: 
We recommend that this usability test be conducted using 8 participants. 
 
Justification:  
Finding significant results in usability testing is an entirely different endeavor than 
putting together a successful market research project.  The current practice in 
the usability field is to conduct quick, budget conscious studies with between 3 
and 10 users. The theory behind this practice comes from a set of studies by 
Robert A. Virzi, an expert in the usability field. 
 
Virzi’s study evaluated the number of subjects in a usability study in relation to the 
proportion of usability issues that were found during the study. These are Virzi’s 
most significant findings:  
“(a) 80% of the usability problems are detected with four or five subjects,  
  (b) additional subjects are less and less likely to reveal new information,  
        and  
  (c) the most severe usability problems are likely to have been detected  
        in the first few subjects. Ramifications for the practice of human  
        factors are discussed as they relate to the type of usability test cycle  
        employed and the goals of the usability test.”  
        (Virzi, R. A. 1992. Refining the test phase of usability evaluation: how many  
         subjects is enough?  Human Factors, 34(4), 457-468). 
 
  



Won’t more users find more issues?  
We might be tempted to bring in 20 or 50 users to test the site in order to uncover 
as much data as possible, but an interesting dynamic comes into play in user 
research that makes the economical decision of fewer users also the most 
productive decision.  

 
 
This chart explained in the article “Why You Only Need to Test With 5 Users” by 
Jakob Nielson, “Elaborate usability tests are a waste of resources. The best results 
come from testing no more than 5 users and running as many small tests as you 
can afford. 
In earlier research, Tom Landauer and I showed that the number of usability 
problems found in a usability test with n users is: N (1-(1- L ) n ) where N is the total 
number of usability problems in the design and L is the proportion of usability 
problems discovered while testing a single user. The typical value of L is 31%, 
averaged across a large number of projects we studied.”  
(Nielson. 2000. “Why You Only Need to Test With 5 Users”. 
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/why-you-only-need-to-test-with-5-users/) 
 
The data from these two articles have withstood the test of time, even as tasks 
performed on the web have evolved in complexity over the years. Even usability 
experts who advocate larger user pools for research endeavors recommend 
several small studies with limited users spread over longer periods of time when 
time and budget on a project allow. One of these experts, Christine Perfetti, 
suggests the following, “Because web sites undergo many incremental, 
seemingly small design changes in between drastic redesigns, there’s always 
new fodder for testing.” (Perfetti. 2001. “Eight is Not Enough”. 
https://articles.uie.com/eight_is_not_enough/). 
 
Since our company doesn’t have this kind of time before the busy season, we 
suggest a single usability study with 8 participants to account for as many user 
issues as we can uncover with the current budget, and in the allotted timeframe. 
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