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David Poteet

President, NewCity 

User Experience (UX) 
Architect
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What do we mean when we say UX?



What is “User Experience?”

@davidpoteet #heweb15

StrategyAudience 
Research

Usability 
Testing

User-Centered 
Design

Content 
Strategy

Analytics



Misconceptions
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Why is UX worth selling?
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Objections to UX?



Selling Virginia Tech 
on mental models

First use of this method in 
higher ed (2005) 

Make smarter decisions 

Easier to use 

Gap analysis to guide content 
strategy 

VT will be a leader 

Hey, we’re a research 
institution. Shouldn’t we use 
research for our website?
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NCM Proposal for VT Web Site Design Services 15/27 
 

 
 

3. From these interviews, extract tasks that they would try to accomplish on 
the site, and group tasks into overall goals, similar to that shown below. 
This allows us to see, for example, the way students approach the goal of 
choosing the right school (this idea is sometimes called a “mental model”).  

 

4. Find the words that our audiences care about.  We conduct a 
“Carewords” analysis to find the language and links that motivate your 
audience. “Carewords” or “trigger” words are the words your audiences care 
about, when they come to your site with particular goals. They are the words 
people type into a search engine when trying to answer a question or solve a 
problem. When they see these words, they think “Aha, I’m on the right trail. 
I’ll try this link.” 
 
Many organizations fall into the trap of writing links and structuring the site 
around words and concepts that make great sense to someone inside the 
organization, but little sense to those outside, who are of course the actual 
audience. 

To do this analysis, we will collect links and phrases commonly found on 
university home pages, adding common search terms related to university web 
sites. We then survey between 50 
and 100 people within each audience 
and ask them to rank the top 10 
words they would look for on the 
home page. By averaging the results, 
we learn what words and phrases we 
should use in our primary navigation 
and page content. 

5. Develop Personas to help us 
think from the perspective of our 
audience. Based on the interviews 
and any other existing VT market 
research, we will create six or seven 
“Personas,” or archetypal site users, 
that represent typical users within 
the key audiences. Personas are not 
averages. They are believable 
examples of people in our target 
audiences. 

Overall Goals 
Task Groups 

Tasks 
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Learn to speak their language

Business 

IT 

Engineering 

Marketing 

Admissions 

Surprise  
This is UX!

Selling UX
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Increasing

user delight 

word of mouth 

applications 

research collaboration 

funding 

prestige / recognition 

your own team’s effectiveness 

employee job satisfaction 

whole team focused on things that really matter

Selling UX
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Decreasing

user frustration 

operating costs 

complaints 

support phone calls 

fire drills 

reactive mode, service bureau mentality 

wasted time doing non-strategic things

Selling UX



 

Face to Face is Key



 

Take People on the Journey
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Use Cases
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We know what our users want.
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Dueling IA Workshops

Run simultaneous information architecture 
sessions with 

Faculty and Staff 

Students 

Have them present their solutions to each 
other

Selling UX
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Auburn College of Education

Set of 4 tasks like: 
You are a high school senior who wants to attend 
Auburn. You really like Biology, but you aren't sure if 
you want to teach or be a scientist. You decide to 
check out the required classes for the Science 
Education Major to see if it sounds interesting. 

Map out the steps, pages, links you’d follow 
to get to the right content.
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The “Aha” Moment

Faculty & Staff group 
Thought students would rely on search to reach 
most of the goal pages. 

Used internal org chart language for some of the 
paths. 

Students 
“Umm, we don’t search unless it’s a last resort.” 

“What do those things mean?”



Design Gut 
Check
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Design Gut Check

Show about 20 websites for 20 seconds 
each 

Score 1 to 5 

Discuss highest and lowest scoring sites

Selling UX
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Faculty & Staff #1: 
University of the 
Netherlands 
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Some of the rollover 
functionality was 
interesting  

Liked the clean style of 
the design  

Modern type  

Vibrant color  

Way too much content, 
overwhelming 

Thought students would 
like this one best 

Faculty & Staff thought…
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Students hated it.
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University of Hawai’i at Hilo  
Advising Center 
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Faculty & Staff 
#2

Simple but impactful 
design 

Concern about choosing 
the right photography 

Appreciated focused 
content and lack of clutter. 

Liked the mobile version.

Students  
#1

Simple clean design. 

A little TOO spaced out 
though 

Good photography would 
be a challenge.  

Some thought the image 
was too big.  

Liked focused, well-written 
style of content  

Liked hidden content on 
the page.  

Liked mobile experience  

Animated functionality is 
purposeful and well 
thought out: made the site 
seem polished and crafted. 
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Aversion to content-heavy 
homepages  

Color-coded navigation is 
interesting  

Way too much navigation though 

Transition between the 
homepage and the rest of the site 
was jarring

#
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Grinders Coffee
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Faculty & Staff 
#3

Color palette and white 
background on secondary 
pages 

Highly structured top 
navigation, the fact that the 
navigation bar is sticky 

Centered logo and the 
animation to the logomark 
alone in the sticky 
navigation 

Type ornaments  

Use of serif fonts, though 
this isn’t necessarily the 
right font for Pomona 

This site has a very distinct 
style and personality, that 
the company “owns” that 
image.

Students  
#3

Liked the sticky top 
navigation a lot 

Structured, neat top 
navigation layout  

Centered logo  

Subtle parallax  

Idea of using texture or 
location photos in the 
background to give a 
sense of place  

Targeted, uncluttered 
content is good.
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And the 3 losers were…

Dick’s Sporting Goods 
Women’s Fitness 

TommyThe Brit School
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Prove it with Data

Staff thought prospective students mostly 
used social media, not the website. 

Intercept survey showed 34% of site visits 
were prospective students  

and that was in June/July

Selling UX
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I am the user.
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Sanger staff said…

“Our site is by and for scientists, so maybe 
we (scientific stakeholders) don’t care if it’s 
off-putting to lay persons.”

Selling UX



 

@davidpoteet #heweb15

Let them hear it
Selling UX

“The Sanger website really 
isn’t for me. It’s for 

journalists, investors, people 
interested in a general 

interest… A lot of times I’ll 
end up at an FTP site.”

Researcher in academia

“I don’t actually go to 
the Sanger website 

almost ever.”

Researcher in 
independent lab who 
uses Mouse Genome 
Project
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Let them hear it
Selling UX

“The Sanger website is 
designed for very, very 
specialized scientists in 
bioinformatics. It is not 

very conducive to a 
traditional biologist.”

Early career 
researcher

“Went into the science groups, I 
found you get to some really 
nerdy tables that are hard to 
interpret, except as a deep 

expert… Are [scientists] getting 
what they want or what they think 

is reasonable when drilling 
down?”

Senior researcher in 
industry
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Prove it with Data

Sanger scientists thought no one came to 
their website for tools and data. 

“I’m scientist and we all go to Sourceforge 
or GitHub for that.”

Selling UX



Marrying UX to 
Analytics

Informs initial UX 
decisions 

Long-term commitment 
to improving experience 

Stronger results over 
time 

Powerful stories

@davidpoteet #heweb15
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Entrances by traffic type
Sanger Traffic Analysis

Examine segments
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I am the expert.
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Section Title
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The Dreaded 
Three Click Rule



The 3-Click “Rule”
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Users often kept going, 
some as many as 25 
clicks. According to our 
data, the Three-Clicks 
Rule is just a myth.

— User Interface Engineering 



The 3-Click “Rule”
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Users weren't any more 
satisfied with shorter 
clickstreams than they 
were with longer 
clickstreams. The 
satisfaction of users 
doesn't depend on the 
number of clicks.

— User Interface Engineering 



The “Fold”
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The “Fold”

@davidpoteet #heweb15



The “Fold”
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“The fold is actually a red 
herring. It has no bearing 

whatsoever on conversion rates 
as far as calls to action are 

concerned.”
– Bnonn, KissMetrics
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You’re supposed  
to be the expert!
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“With clients who know me well, I say ‘I 
can design something decent whether we 

involve users or not. The difference 
between the two is that if I don’t involve 
them, we’ll make mistakes and not know 
we’ve made them. If we involve users at 
least we’ll know what we screwed up.’”

– Donna Spencer
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Everyone else is doing it.
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Westfield State University

Attracts large numbers of 1st generation 
college students 

Known for learning disabilities program 

Design goal: Answer key questions quickly 
in friendly, non-threatening way.

Selling UX
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But I really want a carousel!

Came back a year later because president 
was requesting a carousel. 

Were able to make our case because time 
and engagement on Westfield home page 
was higher than other clients with typical 
carousel + news & events model.

Selling UX
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It’s working fine now. 
(and I don’t want to change)
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Northeastern University Continuing 
& Professional Studies

Evaluation Stage 

How do they 
decide CPS is the 

right choice?

Commitment Stage 
  

How do they move 
through the 

application and 
enrollment process?

Awareness Stage 

How do they reach 
the website?
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How is the application funnel 
performing?

Not well. 
users who viewed an  
application page: 12,188 

users who completed the application: 
2,737, taking an average of  
4 sessions to complete.  

Unknowns 
how many complete applications but don’t enroll? 

why don’t 77% complete the application? 

Hobsons may provide more accurate data.

Google Analytics, July 16th – December 16, 2014 (25% sample)

Of users from  
July 16th, 2014, 

77%  
who started the 

application didn’t 
finish it before 
December 16.
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But we’re 
special.
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Oxford College at Emory

Original campus of 
Emory College 

2-Year experience, 
then students move 
to Atlanta 

Has “Academic 
Divisions” not majors 
and minors
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Navigation Paths from the Homepage
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Students are asked to look at 4-5 similar 
competitors. 

Setup: 
You (or your son/daughter) are looking at 
possible universities.  You’ve selected four that 
you want to explore further, to see which might 
be right for you. For the purpose of this test, 
ignore how far it is from where you live.

Comparing University of Leicester with 4 Competitors
Police Lineup Test
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Police Lineup Test

Take a moment to look around the [university 
name] website. Think about what you like and 
don't like in a university. What on their 
website makes you think that they might be a 
good fit for you? 

Note that we don’t tell them to look for their 
course (major) of interest.
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Police Lineup Test

Questions asked at the end of the test: 
1. Which of these institutions (if any) do you think would 

be the best choice for you? Why? 

2. Which of these institutions seems the most innovative 
and cutting edge? What leads you to think that? 

3. Which of these institutions seems the most 
welcoming and friendly? What leads you to think 
that? 

4. What other information do you need to evaluate 
these organizations as a potential university to include 
in your application? 
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Looking for Majors

“Detailed info 
about majors at 

Oxford college...”

“To find out what Oxford 
college is and what 
programs it has...”

“I got information from 
this college so... I am 
checking whether or 
not this school offers 

my major.”



“It’s kind of convoluted and there a 
lot of things that I have to look at 
Emory rather than Oxford website 
—there’s not enough talk about the 
departments here, and typical 
course[s].”

– Incoming Freshman
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It has to be 
this way.
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Affordability

Cost information on their 
Admissions site 

Need-blind admission 

Endowment-funded aid 

60% of students receive 
tuition assistance 

Average scholarship is 
$43,000

@davidpoteet #heweb15



Tuition and Costs

Losing traffic to “Tuition 
and Costs” page on 
Business Office site 

Google search for 
“Pomona College” + 
“cost” or “tuition” brings 
you here

@davidpoteet #heweb15

“tuition, fees, and room 
and board will total 

$62,770”



Off-Campus Traffic

Admissions site - for prospective students

@davidpoteet #heweb15

Business site - for current students
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Thanks!

UX 
HELP
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