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Al is radically altering the landscape of the UX profession. In this chapter, | tackle important
questions such as: (a) What impact will Al have on UX research? (b) Will UX researchers still have jobs?

(c) What research skills are going to be most in demand in the new age of Al?
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For clarity, 1 will split the UX for Al research techniques into four sections:

1.0 0 0 O O Automated away
2.0 0 0O O Radically altered
3.0 00 0O 0O O Increasingly valuable

4. 00000000——000000000AI* Bullshit” —dead ends and terrible ideas
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While the complete list of UX research techniques is outside the scope of this book, I aim to review
a sufficiently wide sample to help establish the baseline. The reader will likely need to use some

imagination and extrapolation to see how their favorite research techniques will be transformed by Al.
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UX Techniques That Will Likely See Full Automation
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Increased sophistication of Als will allow many manual activities to become fully automated. UX
research activities that rely on routinely creating and processing textual information will be some of the

first affected. This section covers what’ s included.

Joobogod

Routine Usability Studies
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These are going to be mostly automated. This has already been the trend for the past decade, so it
should come as little surprise at this point. Everything from writing a usability study script to creating the
initial prototype for collecting user feedback for basic usability studies is routine and based on common,
well-established patterns. Routine usability studies are also of somewhat limited value compared to RITE
studies, as | have argued in The $1 Prototype: A Modern Approach to Mobile UX Design and Rapid
Innovation (1). Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation (RITE) methodology will likely almost entirely
eclipse usability studies as a more strategic and productive alternative that leverages what both machines
and humans do best. | cover modern UX for Al RITE techniques in detail in Chapter 19, “ RITE, the

Cornerstone of Your Al Research.”

OO NPSOODOUODO

Routine NPS Studies and Surveys
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These routine tasks are likewise going to require ever-diminishing human intervention. From
writing survey questions to analyzing data to creating presentations and making recommendations, Al is

now more than up to the task of handling the basics.
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Collecting and Organizing the Research Data
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This task is going to be one of the most radically altered areas of our profession. Up to the point of
emergence of Al, we required manual tagging and labeling of studies, organizing, breaking up, and
managing stored recordings, etc., using tools like Dovetail and dedicated personnel. However, the new
Al capabilities are capable of collating and reporting data, as well as creating those cool affinity diagrams
with insights of various kinds. Even more significantly, executive strategy insights and rollups will
likewise be automated to the point where any product manager (PM) could use natural language to
query a wide-ranging database of deep insights spanning multiple years. There should be no issues
importing old data into the new Al tools. While the tools will be expensive at first, their wide popularity
and obvious utility will quickly make the pricing competitive. Think of this as Pendo but for qualitative
insights, with natural language query capability, copilots, and autocomplete—everything we’ ve been

talking about in the book so far.
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Triangulation of Quantitative and Qualitative Insights
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More than just the isolated quantitative insight mining, the holy grail of triangulation of quantitative
and qualitative insights (and the corresponding novel insight and product capability generation) will
become the norm for every new project. The good news is that this should minimize the * cowboy”
PM’ sirresponsibly spending millions on pet projects. The bad news is that you may need to retool if

that was your specialty.
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If routine text-based workflows are your main trade, I highly recommend re-toolingasa“ studies
automation supervisor” or upskilling to some of the more sophisticated flavors of UX studies |

mention here.
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UX Techniques That Will Be Radically Augmented
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Although Al-based automation receives the lion’ s share of media attention, the biggest gains
often come from using Al tools that augment the current processes to increase speed and efficiency.
Strategically, Al is best thought of as“ augmented intelligence” instead of “ artificial intelligence”

(see Chapter 23,“ UX Is Dead. Long Live UX for Al!” ). This machine augmentation will show itself in

many areas, including those of UX research and design.
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Competitive Analysis
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Competitive analysis is likely to be radically altered by Al that can quickly mine individual
screenshots from documentation, video frames, and voiceovers to pull out relevant screens and
reverse-engineer a guess at the functionality. However, unlike anything text-based, | anticipate that this
particular capability will take longer to come online and will remain proprietary for some time. This
means that while competitive analysis will not become fully automated tomorrow, it will be radically
altered: the researcher will employ more sophisticated research tools and speed up the process of finding
and reporting. Again, | anticipate that this kind of study will become routine and required for any
serious project due to eventual automation and a decrease in labor cost and time required to complete.
Splitting data gathering among many small independent non-real-time Al agents will speed up
intelligence gathering and analysis through parallel threading. Instead of taking weeks to complete, it
might take hours or even minutes. However, instead of fully automating a typical NPS study, the
competitive analysis will become Al-augmented, with humans and machines working closely together,
doing what each does best to make creative leaps between seemingly unconnected data and to

extrapolate beyond the current level of sophistication of our Al.
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Identification of Novel Use Cases
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Closely related to the core human skills are business skills. Identifying new ways to make money,
find lucrative market opportunities, and unique niche offerings will likely be heavily augmented by Al
tools, which will be able to point out novel opportunities and market inefficiencies based on competitive
analysis, as already mentioned earlier. This type of Al-augmented business analysis will become the
norm for any business requirements document (BRD) that will help executives make decisions quickly

and with increased confidence.
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RITE Studies
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RITE studies are likewise going to be radically and permanently altered. (RITE is important enough

to warrant its own chapter, coming up next.)
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Because of the need for a high level of augmentation, researchers and designers who understand
how to work with Al and have experience doing so will most likely take advantage of the new technology
to make their work considerably more efficient. This is the newly emerging specialty class of “ Al
whisperers,” comfortable and proficient with using the new Al-augmentation technology for all kinds

of research tasks.
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UX Techniques That Will Become Increasingly Valuable
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With Al automating or augmenting routine UX activities, certain skills that Al will have a hard time
understanding and simulating will drastically increase in value. Among those will be UX skills which are

listed in this section.
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Core Skills
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We can no longer call dealing with humans “ soft skills” —they are fast emergingas“ core
skills” and they are becoming increasingly valuable. We are already seeing the old “ three in a box”
model where Devs, PMs, and UX folks work in small teams to research, identify, and build new
functionality quickly evolving into “ fourinabox” models, additionally including data scientists and
Al specialists among the people needed to create the essential new Al-driven product features and

functions.
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This means that the field will be even more relianton * knowledge leaders,” who can create a
plan, achieve consensus, and execute delivery of the new products to consumers. These core skills of
consensus building, negotiation, and making people feel good while working together toward a single
goal are not getting replaced by Al any time soon, if ever. In fact, they are going to become ever more

prominent as various professions will become even more deeply specialized and augmented by Al.



gobobbbbuggogobobbodooooboboobbuooooooooo
ooooobooo4b0bbbbooooooboboboboboog

Understanding the technology and the ability to leverage it for business and humanitarian needs

will be key to this cohort of UXers. (See more on the importance of core skills in Part 4 of this book.)

Jooon

Workshop Facilitation
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Workshop facilitation is likewise not going to be automated or augmented any time soon.
Facilitating brainstorming, developing novel ideas, and driving consensus from multiple conflicting

opinions will become a valuable human skill that Al is unlikely to augment in any appreciable way.
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Formative Research, Field Studies, Ethnography, and Direct
Observation
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These fundamental observation-based research techniques will likewise be very hard for Al to
augment or replace. Al has yet to be able to efficiently use robot vision or tie various sensory inputs
together to generate novel insights not previously written down or based on integrated visual and textual
inputs. For example, user research of tools for hands-on professions such as doctors, plumbers, factory,
and agricultural applications—in short, anything that involves observing people interacting with
complex mechanical systems or other humans and drawing complex conclusions—will only gain in

prominence as routine usability research becomes fully automated.
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Vision Prototyping
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Vision prototyping is a key technique of synthesizing various research inputs, market needs, and a
healthy dose of imagination with a strong horse sense in order to create a prototype showing a vision of a
novel product or feature. (See Chapter 20, “ Case Study: Asking Tough Questions Through Vision
Prototyping” for more on vision prototyping.) By default, vision prototyping involves creating
something new that has not been done before and expressing it using the existing design system
components. This skill is difficult to model and harder to automate. Although augmentation might be
somewhat helpful to speed up the production of Vision Prototypes, speed is rarely an issue even
today—the key is the creative spark driven by human empathy that is difficult, if not impossible, for Al
to replicate. Although Al can generate a great variety of approaches based on a set of instructions, being
able to spot the right direction for a new product or feature is not something that Al can do easily. In

fact, today, it is one of the more “ bullshit” Al features.
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Augmenting the Executive Strategy

gobobbbbuggogobobbodooooboboobbuooooooooo
gooobobobooooooobbbbtooooooobbobbooooooubboobobobooo
0O



Finally, UX staff involved in augmenting the executive strategy will likewise be fine. Although
various research reports may be automated and heavily augmented, finding that needle of an ideain a

haystack of all that data will be harder than ever.
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Effective executive strategy advice requires multidisciplinary analysis at the intersection of
understanding the technology, business use cases, market growth direction, consumer demand,

empathy, and human values that UX is uniquely suited for.
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Any UXer who can leverage their understanding of business and technology and synthesize their

insights into a novel solution will find their skills in great demand.
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If your primary skills already fall into this section, rejoice! If not, there is still time to build up this
muscle, but I would advise not waiting too long, as competition for these kinds of jobs will likely be

fierce.
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Al Bullshit
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This section represents a very small sample of Al applications for UX research that are far-fetched,

oversold, overly complicated, or run contrary to the foundational principles of UX design.
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Al Strategic Analysis Tools That Replace Humans in Coming Up
with Novel Ideas and Business Use Cases
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While I mentioned that this UX strategy application will be heavily augmented in the near future:
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Al is not a replacement for experience, empathy, and understanding of human needs and desires.
Adopting Al decisions instead of human decisions is a dangerous and costly assumption, and it virtually

guarantees that you will be building products and features for robots, not humans.

gobobobobbuogoogobobbbodgogo cecouggonbooboon
gobobobboodooooobbbbboodgooooobon

Despite the vendor claims to the contrary, Al cannot replace your CPO or UX director any time

soon. Suggesting otherwise is pure folly, similar to selling the Al equivalent of Silicon Valley snake oil.
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Al Heuristics Analysis Replacing User Research and Design
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To paraphrase Alan Cooper in his brilliant book About Face, when the robot is dancing, we are not

impressed by the style of the dance but by the very fact that the robot is dancing at all (2).
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While impressive, heuristic analysis is one of the most basic UX design skills. Claiming that this
simple ML function removes the requirement of user testing (or even replaces designers altogether) is
pure BS. Heuristics are but a guide to what questions the researcher might want to ask. Itisa“ finger
pointing at the moon,” not the moon itself (which, in this case, is delivering a functional product that

customers actually want to buy, on time, and on budget).
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Claiming that heuristics alone will solve all of the issues ignores the real-world constraints of what
can be built and for whom, which is why four-in-a-box tiger teams and user research studies with real

humans are essentially irreplaceable, at least at this point in the curve of Al sophistication.
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Closely related to the idea of using heuristics to replace user research is the idea of Al acting as

synthetic users.”
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Al Actingas“ Synthetic Users” for the Purposes of Usability
Research
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This bullshit idea is currently being peddled by a few misguided vendors. Training Al to pretend to
be a user and using that model as a replacement for the actual user research is likely one of the most

cockamamie ideas to come from the Al field. Unfortunately, this very bad idea is gaining traction among



company executives who are eager to do away with research that is reliant on the messiness of human

beings.
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Let me make this clear: Replacing actual user studies with Al models will guarantee that you will

build products for robots, not for actual customers.
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This topic is so critical that it deserves its own sidebar, “ Navigating the Abyss: The Dark Side of

Synthetic Al User Research Tools,” later in this chapter.
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Build Your Persona Using Al
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The same goes for bullshit tools that claim to “ Build your persona using Al.”
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The key part of the persona-building process is the consensus-building, discussion, and education
of the team members. Using Al to get there faster does not buy you any advantage. It" s a bit like
skipping all the tedium of vacation in a rush to see the photographs (3). Again, you are attempting to
shortcut the most important part, which shows a complete lack of understanding of the value of the UX

process.
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It's more of the Silicon Valley snake oil that appeals chiefly to gullible inexperienced business
people inarush to check the* UXbox.” And my California colleagues should really know better by
now than to try and peddle such drivel. (For more on this important topic, see Kathryn Campbell’ s
perspective, “ When Al Adds Value to Research, and When It Wreaks Havoc”  at the end of this
chapter.)
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Final Words
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In his Al for UX Fireside Chat, Jakob Nielsen called Al “ the forklift for the mind” and said that
in his studies, UX professionals who used Al in their work became 40% more productive (4). Jakob
Nielsen” s discussion with Kate Moran echoes many of the themes in this chapter, including our bizarre
obsession with replacing user research with talking to robots, which I further explore in the sidebar

“ Navigating the Abyss: The Dark Side of Synthetic Al User Research Tools,” later in this chapter.
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Research of human needs requires an understanding of technology, knowledge of business needs,
and empathy for the customer. Good user research also requires keeping your eyes and ears (and, most

importantly, your heart) open for that creative spark that the gods occasionally see fit to grace us with. If



outsourcing your research is like outsourcing your vacation, then replacing that creative process with Al

is like outsourcing your vacation O to a bunch of robots.
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In contrast, an excellent use case for “ Al acting as users” is what our friend and former
co-worker Madeleine Le has termed a“ Kobayashi Maru” (of Star Trek fame (5))—the “ no win”
training exercise for researchers, where Al could perhaps pretend to be a cranky human customer who is
determined at all costs to fail the usability test and tries to unbalance the inexperienced researcher (kind
of like Al-driven Statler and Waldorf of the Muppets). Now that might make a very intriguing product
indeed! Recall our discussion of Al use cases in Chapter 2. The “ Kobayashi Maru Al Researcher
Trainer” is yet another example why use cases matter more to Al-driven product success than anything

else in this book!
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NAVIGATING THE ABYSS: THE DARK SIDE OF SYNTHETIC
Al USER RESEARCH TOOLS
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We are witnessing a veritable barrage of Al tools and research papers looking to impersonate users
and generally limit the need to talk to anyone alive who knows anything about how the product will be
used. This category of Al “ tools” includes companies like Synthetic Users (6), who proudly advertise

“ User Research. Without the Users.”
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Numerous papers also exist on the supposed “ success” of Al-based card sorting (7).
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I guess the desire to hide away and only talk to robots should not be surprising in the wake of the
COVID pandemic and the ongoing epidemic of loneliness and isolation we have now experienced as a

species. However, as Daniel Clamp famously said in the movie Gremlins 2 (8):

Itwasn’ ta place for people anyway. It was a place for things. You make a place for things [

things come.
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Or, to put it another way, if you are only talking to robots while designing a system, you will end up

designing a system for robots to use.

goobobobbodoooobobbtbodooooooobboooooooboobo
gbobobbbooooogbobbobouooogoobon

The whole point of talking to people in the first place is to figure out what they would find useful
and joyful. What, for the love of the Matrix, is the point of talking to a robot to do your research instead

of a real person?
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Your customers, not Al, should be at the center of your innovation process.
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Youdon’ thave to be an expert interviewer like Oprah, but talking to users with empathy,
compassion, and a certain creative service mindset are the staples of our industry. It" s what makes us
human beings, the fine line that separates us from machines. Let’ s stop trying to cross that line. Let the

machines handle what they do best, and let humans handle empathy, compassion, and creative listening.
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Using Al for user research is not only unproductive, but it’ s actively harmful to the experience, as
this paper from Baymard Institute demonstrates: Testing ChatGPT-4 for“ UX Audits” Shows an 80%
Error Rate & 14— 26% Discoverability Rate (9).
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Jakob Nielsen, one of the leading UXers tackling the topic of Al tooling, had this to say in a recent
blog post (10):

Al cannot substitute for user research with real users. It can give you plentiful ideas for issues to look
for in a usability study, but it can’ t predict what your customers will actually do. For better or worse,
humans are very unpredictable beings. Even more important, these Al tools are currently mimicking
their understanding of “ typical” human behaviors. Your specific user groups likely have very different
backgrounds, needs, and motivations than the “ typical human” —that’ s the whole reason we

conduct research with our own users.
Or as Pavel Samsonov so eloquently says in his recent UX Collective article (11):

There is one more very important difference between an LLM and a customer: The LLM can’ t

buy your product.
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Asfaras!” mconcerned, the line of tool development that allows people to “ escape” talking to

other humans for the purposes of user research should be completely abandoned.
OO000000D0OO0bOO0oDOOooOOooooooon

So 0 did you talk to your customers today? Why not?

HEN
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PERSPECTIVE: WHEN Al ADDS VALUE TO RESEARCH, AND
WHEN IT WREAKS HAVOC

DO0000ooooo
By Kathryn E. Campbell
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What user research tasks can you entrust to Generative Al? | like to joke that it can replace a
moderately sharp research intern, or a Product Manager who is new to the industry being studied. It can
craft direct questions about what users like and do, and then summarize their responses into major

themes. It does those things very quickly, and reasonably well (with a few big caveats).
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Tasks Al Does Well
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Machine Learning is magnificent at finding patterns. Generative Al takes that a step further and
distills those patterns into text-based distillations of information for us. Extracting and summarizing
insights is a key step in most research studies, and one you should really consider leveraging a good Al

tool for. Some good use cases for using Al in your research include:

-0000D0000000000D0O0O0O O Conducting acomprehensive literature review before

starting a project,
-0000000D0000O0 OO Distilling a large number of video interview transcripts,

-0000D000000000OO0O DO O Capturing the key themes across thousands of survey

open-ends,

-J00000000000O00O0ODOO0O0O0O0O 0O Scanning and categorizing images submitted
as part of a diary study,

-000000000000 0O O Generating alternative guestion wordings or measurement

scales,

-000000000000DO0DODODOO0O0O0O0O 0O Gathering a quick topline summary that

captures an overall preference or consensus.
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These are common research needs, and in some circumstances using an Al assistant could save you
hundreds of hours. Why not just cut a research position or two and replace them with Al then? For one

thing, there are many tasks that Al simply can't do, and isn't likely to be able to replace any time soon.



For another, Al will occasionally generate false or wildly misleading results that will make you look pretty
bad.

Joooubgug

Where Al Fails
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If all you need is a straightforward summary of a large amount of text or graphic data, Al might well
provide an excellent ROI. But you should be aware of a few potentially disastrous weaknesses, even for

the limited set of tasks we've described.

Joog

Western Bias
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Al is biased by an over-reliance on content written in the languages of North America and Europe.
Even if you explicitly search for information about market trends in India, for example, the results you
see will be heavily reliant on English language articles about the topic rather than those written in any of
the other 21 official languages of the country. Your global landscape analysis may miss a key regional
competitor entirely, and certain higher status consumers will likely be over-represented vs. those who are

lower income, more rural, or otherwise less prominent in western media.

guooogod

Nuanced Language
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While it's improving, Al generally doesn't handle humor, allegory, or sarcasm very well. Your Al
summary may well take certain comments literally, leading to embarrassing results. | once worked for a
company known for high service charges. | was delighted to see the sentiment score of my survey
verbatims was “ very positive,” until | realized that it had assigned favorable perceptions to

respondents who wrote things like, “  Sure, what's not to love about sky high fees?!”

HEN

Hallucinations
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Al still regularly references a bad source, confuses unrelated concepts that use similar words, and
just plain gets things wrong. In a 2024 survey by McKinsey, 23% said their organization has experienced

a negative consequence of using GenAl due to its inaccuracy (1).

Jooboooodgbotdoood

The Gap Between Al and Good Research
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What worries me most about over-reliance on Al in research is that stakeholders who don't
understand the skills that researchers bring to their work will think that Al is a much faster, cheaper
replacement. As a result, they will rely increasingly on misleading research. Here are a few of the skills

that Al simply can't replace in the next few years, if ever.
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Context
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A human may recognize the implications of a situation that would be lost to an Al bot. For
example, we know that interviewing a teenager when their parent is in the room will likely result in
different findings than if they were alone. We know that people are more likely to bend the truth about
some topics than others, especially to a researcher. As a researcher in the music industry, | understand
that an artist I'm speaking with may be hesitant to say anything negative about one of my company's
products for fear that we might not sign them. As a result of understanding humans and context, we

don't always take what a respondent says at face value, while Al lacks this perspective.

One way to add strategic UX value to an Al product design is to bring to the table a detailed
understanding of the usage contexts, and carefully probe whether the model is adequately taking these

contextual variables and nuances into account.

—Paul Bryan

HEN

Observation
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Similarly, humans will note when a participant's behavior doesn't match what they're saying.

Hundreds of times I've seen research participants declare that a task is“ easy,” even while squinting,



leaning closer to the screen, furrowing their brow, or tapping on multiple unrelated touch points on a
screen. Researchers will observe these discrepancies and both probe on them and note them in their

findings. A machine will rarely do either.

Ooog

The Aha Moments
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Oneitemthat’ s lost when looking for common themes is the outlier of interest. Every researcher
can recall a statement that took them by surprise, a survey result that was unexpected, a casual
observation that got them thinking. Humans seek not just patterns, but novelty. When we encounter
something unexpected, we don't disregard it as falling outside of the predictive pattern. Instead, we start
creating hypotheses that would explain that result. On the fly, we sometimes change our script in order
to test these emerging hypotheses. We are capable of rapid, iterative learning in a way that a LLM trained

to look for and predict the commonplace simply can't pivot to with the same alacrity.

HEN

Summary
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Al can act like that really charismatic, flaky person you dated in college. Absolutely enchanting one
moment, and infuriating the next. There are so many tasks where it offers enormous value, saves you

time, and helps avoid the burnout that comes with tedium. On the other hand, there are times when it's



so bad that it could cost you your job. How's that for an ROI?
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Some of the gaps that we've pointed out here will be addressed with time and money. Models will
hopefully be better trained to reduce regional biases and to explore and reflect more contextual signals.
Such training is costly and will focus on areas of high value first. Progress may be uneven across different
industries. Likewise, while computers are capable of observing visual cues, the equipment and
computing power to routinely tell when a human participant’ s actions don't match their words is a big
step up in terms of sophistication from where Al tools are today. For the time being, it is best to assume

that Al tools will make researchers faster and more productive—but hardly obsolete.
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