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How do we measure and promote the ROI of usability activities?

Activator: Lori Anschuetz, Tec‑Ed, Inc.

A dozen or so participants dropped by this Idea Market station to share their insights, experiences, frustrations, and hopes with respect to the return on investment (ROI) of usability activities. They represented financial services, software manufacturing, usability consulting, academia, and more. My thanks to everyone who joined our discussion, whether as contributor, listener, or—as in most cases—both.

The state of measuring usability ROI

Participants seemed to agree that measuring and promoting usability ROI is a good thing to do, or not a bad thing—at least in theory. In fact, many of their companies aren’t yet interested in usability ROI and don’t require them to calculate it. 

One participant noted that usability “just makes sense” in his company, although other groups in his company do measure ROI. For example, each employee in one group earns $150K per year, but each brings in $5.5M of business annually. He wondered about the implications for the user research group of this practice.

Another participant, who is an external consultant, said he has worked mainly with executives who decided they needed to make a product easy to use. They didn’t ask him about the payback on his usability projects—perhaps, he speculates, because they can’t articulate the question yet. 

A third participant insisted that even if her managers weren’t interested in usability ROI, she needs to know the value of her work.

However, for a few participants, measuring ROI is a regular part of their usability work.

Typical metrics

The participants with experience measuring ROI collect both “before” and “after” data. They choose an appropriate metric and estimate or measure it before the usability project begins, and then measure how it has changed after the project ends. Among the metrics used:

· Number of calls to customer support (one participant’s company estimates the average call to cost $35 US)

· Number of click-throughs (on website ads, search results, etc.)

· Number of conversions (site registration, account sign-ups, course enrollment, etc.)

· Number of products sold


Participants communicate ROI in different ways, depending on the audience. Some discuss ROI in the final usability report along with all their data; others prepare a separate, executive summary-like document. 

“How you spin it” is also an important part of communicating ROI, one participant reminded us.

Ideal ROI vs. real ROI

Participants differentiated between ideal ROI and real ROI. Ideal ROI describes the benefits a company might expect based on the usability literature, such as published case studies. Participants termed such case studies “ideal” because they do not exactly reflect their own situations. Real ROI reflects the actual benefits that accrue to a company as a result of its usability activities.

Quantifying benefits can be a challenge, as participants observed. Many companies don’t track website metrics, complicating efforts to measure ROI. User researchers don’t always have control of how their findings are used; the changes they recommend might not be implemented for the immediate release. What’s more, usability activities alone are rarely responsible for a decrease in calls to customer support or an increase in online account sign-ups. What percentage of the improvement might be attributed to usability? 

Finally, it’s difficult to measure perceived benefits of usability, such as improved customer satisfaction, increased marketability, potential new business from word-of-mouth advertising, and so on. Participants were unsure about the extent to which surveys that attempt to quantify customer satisfaction really “count.”

Defensive ROI vs. proactive ROI

Participants also differentiated between defensive ROI and proactive ROI. Defensive ROI is reactive, little more than justification for the existence of user researchers and usability. Proactive ROI promotes the connection between usability and business success and profits from partnering with other groups in the organization, such as marketing. The goal is not only to show the long-term financial and other benefits of usability, but also to establish usability as part of the corporate culture—indeed, as part of the normal feedback loop for every product.

Educating the organization about the value of usability—using published case studies, for example—helps shift the focus from the time and money that usability activities require now to longer term benefits such as greater productivity, reduced user support costs, increased customer satisfaction, and so on. It can also help create demand for usability.

Another proactive step when introducing usability ROI is setting appropriate expectations for the costs and benefits of usability. There’s no need to overcomplicate the calculation. A usability activity may pay for itself if just a few people open an online account or enroll in a web-based course. 

From user goals to business goals

For proactive ROI, user researchers must be able to relate their user goals—ease of use, learnability, navigation, and others—to the company’s business goals. Some participants described broad company goals, such as “Improve our customer focus,” which informally trickle down to their departments. 
Another participant said his company uses the structured approach of a balanced scorecard to align tactical activities and metrics, including usability, with its overall business strategy. For example, to support a strategic goal to improve customer focus, the user research group might:

· Formulate objectives to help improve product quality and customer satisfaction

· Define appropriate measures, such as fewer calls to customer support, fewer product returns, or more units sold to measure improved product quality and better scores on follow-up surveys to measure improved customer satisfaction
· Set targets, such as how many fewer calls or returns and how much improvement in sales or survey scores
· Identify initiatives for reaching these targets, such as iterative usability activities to inform upcoming releases and a plan for developing, conducting, and analyzing customer surveys 

The user research group shares responsibility for product quality and customer satisfaction with other groups, which have similar objectives but achieve them in different ways. However, the groups might be judged using the same metrics—a fact that can inspire teamwork and encourage partnerships for the company’s business success.
The frequency with which the ROI of usability activities is measured, and the methods used to measure it, seem likely to grow. The still-tough economy is forcing companies to look forward and devise strategies for creating future business value. Survival will depend on an ability to set targets, monitor performance, and act on feedback.

What’s more, for the next generation of software development managers, usability ROI may be business as usual. According to one participant, who is a professor in the master’s program in software development management at a respected institute of technology, she and her colleagues are developing courses to expose and train their students in both usability and its ROI. 

Conclusion

I was not surprised to hear many participants say they don’t measure usability ROI, for various reasons. If we all calculated ROI whenever we performed a usability project, this wouldn’t be such a hot topic. I was surprised that several participants work for companies that regularly use this information. This fact indicated to me the acceptance of usability in those organizations; I imagined the user research group accorded the same rights and responsibilities as other business functions.
The current state of measuring the ROI of usability activities reminds me of recurring debates in academia about the physical sciences versus the social sciences, and even within the social sciences themselves: Is quantitative sociology better than qualitative sociology? Is qualitative sociology even sociology? Show me the numbers . . . 

Show me the money? For the most part, we don’t work in academe—we work in business. It also reminds me of the evolution of technical publications and training departments from cost centers to profit centers in the ’80s and ’90s.

As user researchers, we can advocate for ourselves as we advocate for the customer. Customer retention and growth are measurable, bottom-line benefits. Customer satisfaction is also measurable (well-designed surveys do “count”) and increasingly recognized as a key corporate metric. We can probably think of creative ways to quantify, at least hypothetically, other perceived benefits of usability. After all, it does make a difference. 
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