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Austin company's PhDs use science, not
focus groups, to test products
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It's a wonderfully warm February afternoon in Austin, on a Friday no less. But rather
than sneak out to Zilker Park, I've agreed to confine myself to a small, nondescript
room in Northwest Austin.

I'd call it windowless, except | know someone is watching through the two-way mirror,
scrutinizing every move | make for the next 90 minutes. The motor mount on the
camera whirs whenever | shift in my seat. Somewhere in the back of my mind, |
faintly hear Big Brother remind me that Oceania has always been at war with
Eastasia.

I'm guinea-pigging at Perceptive Sciences, a small Austin firm with an academic
approach to product testing, market research and user experience. In this case, I'm
testing prototypes for a Fortune 500 company's new corporate Web site.

Julie Rennecker, one of Perceptive's research scientists, sets a few dozen flash cards
on the table. While | group each topic into a framework | think would be fitting for a
Web site, Rennecker keeps me chatting away about why | put this one here or that
one there. That done, we move to a computer at the other end of the table, and |
natter away as | click through mockups of the company's new site.

In no time, I'm having fun, cracking jokes with Rennecker. It's an entirely pleasant
experience i except for that mirror. They haven't turned on bright lights and taped
open my eyelids, but I still have this nagging feeling they just don't believe me.

As it turns out, that's sort of true, Thomas Thornton tells me afterward. Thornton,
another Perceptive research scientist, is the man behind the glass. While | was
organizing flash cards and clicking around the site, he and his colleagues were
measuring how quickly | reacted or where the cursor wandered while | was
absentmindedly talking to Rennecker.

"We're getting all kinds of data you don't even know about,” Thornton said.

Sometimes what you think you like is different from what you really like, and Jamie
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Rhodes founded Perceptive to figure out the difference. It's why more than half his
technical staff members hold doctorates in cognitive psychology. They're trained to
know when you're fooling yourself, and by identifying that in their subjects they can
help clients get better feedback to develop better products.

"We don't want to be Web developers or graphic artists or market strategists i1 we
want to be the scientists,” Rhodes said. "There are not many cases when a Ph.D. walks
in and tells you where your product stands in the eyes of your customer."

Taking that scientific approach means understanding the hundreds of biases | might
otherwise display if left to my own devices. In product testing, biases might include
the "bandwagon effect,” where someone believes something because others believe it
A thus, Perceptive's skepticism about focus groups.

People might say they like the latest gizmo on their cell phone, but in testing they
never use it, or worse, get annoyed by the fact it's in the way.

Rennecker and Thornton look to measure purer reactions that are less tainted by
preconceived notions.

Rhodes' idea for a company that focuses on this sort of testing and consulting began in
the mid-1990s while he was managing the development of a new software program at
IBM Corp. His team included cognitive psychologists who were trying to make the
program easier to use.

"l thought the world needed that for more of its products,” Rhodes said.

He started Austin Usability, which worked with local startups to make their products
easier to use. He changed the name to Perceptive Sciences about four years ago, as
the firm expanded its research and attracted larger customers. Its clients now include
Dell, Eastman Kodak and AT&T.

Perceptive's staff works mostly in Austin, bringing in paid test subjects to try out a
range of products. About a third of Perceptive's work focuses on Web sites, a third on
software and a third on gadgets.

At some point, Rhodes said, he'd like to branch out into politics, advertising and
entertainment. Given the (in)accuracy of exit polling in recent elections, perhaps a
little more rigor wouldn't hurt. The goal, after all, is to provide clients with true
feedback to their product or message.

"You can't trust your intuition,"” Rhodes said.
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