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Now that we understand the importance of concept exploration and evaluation in identifying new product 
opportunities, let's discuss how to accomplish it. As mentioned in my previous post, there are four main 
goals to be achieved in concept evaluation: 1) establishing a baseline understanding of the target users, 2) 
understanding the competitive landscape from a user perspective, 3) exploring possible product solutions 
in meeting the explicit and implicit customer needs, and 4) validating and refining the early-stage 
concepts the team has already come up with. 

These goals can be achieved through one-on-one interviews with a few target users, either in the form of 
home visits - recommended for the rich contextual information that we can gather - or online-
conference/phone interviews. On the other hand, focus group, where a group of users are interviewed at 
once, is a less effective technique for this purpose, because it doesn't lend us in-depth insight into the 
motivations and behaviors of individual users. There is an exception to this - if you're investigating a 
multi-user product concept, such as a social game or a workplace collaboration tool, you might consider 
interviewing those users in a focus group. 

Who Are the Target Users? 

Knowing who our target users are is the very first step of concept evaluation. In understanding who they 
are, we need to collect personal background information such as age, race, job, income, and so on. 
Typically we don't want to directly ask those questions -- this would make the study participants feel 
uneasy. We can probe around and get a good understanding of such information. 

In addition to the background information, we should also gather information about their wants and 
needs in relation to the product that we're developing. For example, if we are figuring out a better way to 
recommend products to users, we can ask the participants what their motivations, pain points, and needs 
are in relation to making shopping decisions. 

The Deeper, Hidden Reasons 

To understand who they are, it is always beneficial to probe about the bigger picture and deeper 
motivations underlying their answers. For an answer like "I really like new electronic gadgets", it does not 
hurt to follow up with "tell me more about the reasons". Often, you can uncover deeply rooted 
motivations that did not surface at first. 
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Families, Friends, and Colleagues - the Social Influences 

When understanding who they are, the first thing that comes to mind is to focus on the participants that 
we interview. But let's not forget other people in their lives - those that have significant influences on the 
users. For example, if we're investigating users' shopping behavior, keep in mind that shopping decisions 
are influenced by friends, spouses, and children. 

Also, oftentimes the user of a product is not the same as the decision maker of the purchase. Say, if you're 
developing a video game for children, then the kids are the users and the parents are the key decision 
makers of the purchase - you might want to interview both parties to get a complete picture. 

Another example: 

If you're developing a social network of joggers and runners (e.g., something similar to RunKeeper), you 
need to interview users belonging to the same social network, hopefully as a small group, to understand 
how their relations shape the way they leverage the social network. 

Based on what we just covered, this is precisely why a field study - home visits or office visits - is ideal for 
concept evaluation, because we can pick up environmental cues when we're at participants' places, and 
can gather richer information about who they are through observation of their environment. For instance, 
a person's socio-economic status can readily surface in the home environment. A person's lifestyle and 
personality can also be reflected in things like pictures, furniture, home decor, landscaping, etc. 

What  Is Their Typical Behavior? 

The next thing is what they do. In particular, what they do in relation to the products you're developing 
and for what purposes. If you're working on a social-media mobile app, you need to ask the participants 
what mobile devices and social-media sites they use, why they use them, how they use them, under what 
situations they use them, etc. 

To go a step further, we should understand their workflows and typical behaviors relative to those 
products. For example, if you're coming up with a competitor to Instagram and Path, you might want to 
have your target users show you exactly how they use those social-media platforms, the situations in 
which they use it, and what work and what need to improve for those platforms. 
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The User Journey - The Evolution of User Behavior 

Everything has a history behind it. And user behavior is no exception. To equip us with the knowledge 
necessary to explore potential product opportunities, we need to understand 1) the trigger points and 2) 
the continuous driving forces behind user behaviors. 

For example, in understanding if there's an opportunity to develop a new social-media platform of 
learning, we need to understand how the target users started using eLearning platforms and how their 
experience and expectation evolved over time. Let's say, they tell you that they started trying out 
eLearning through the influences of teachers and classmates, and then you know how to market your own 
eLearning platform to users - spreading the words across college campuses and target online learning 
communities. By understanding the trigger points, you can align your product strategy to overcome 
barriers of entry. 

We also need to understand why they continued. In the eLearning example, we should understand why 
these users continue to use certain eLearning platforms - what  made the platforms engaging? how did 
the users uncover additional features within the platforms? how did they grow to like the platforms more 
over time? what encouraged them to come back to the platforms again and again? Understanding these 
factors would help us develop a new, superior eLearning platform that has sustained customer success 
and repeat usage. 

Continue to read Part III of the series 

 

Need help with improving user experience? We’d love to help  
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ABOUT 
 
UX Strategized LLC 
 
We are a boutique customer research, strategy, and design consulting firm based in San Francisco bay 
area. Leveraging award-winning experience and proprietary techniques, we provide end-to-end product 
strategy, customer research, and UX design support to leading companies. Below is a partial list of 
companies we have helped: 

• eBay 

• Yahoo! 

• Cisco 

• StubHub 

• PayPal 

• IMVU 

• Motorola 

 

We helped these companies achieve significant improvements in the following areas: 

• Mobile strategy and design 

• New product concept 

• Lean UX design & testing 

• Marketing strategy and messaging 

• Online advertising effectiveness 

• UX-driven KPIs 

• Customer experience strategy 

• Usability and conversion 
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