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If you’re a tester then you’ll no doubt of heard phrases to the effect of “That’s pretty unlikely”,

“Our users don’t do that” or “Thats a fairly minor browser”. Its been blogged about  before

(http://www.developsense.com/blog/2007/07/no-user-would-ever-do-that/), and elsewhere. The argument

is  many  users  are  niche,  novice,  confused  or  from  different  backgrounds  /  viewpoints  /

languages. These are realistic and probably correct hypotheses, for many situations. 

From my experience, thats often where the discussion ends, someone makes a judgement

call,  and  the  issue  is  fixed,  mitigated  or  ignored.  More  often,  than  not,  its  ignored.  That

decision should probably be a business decision, its their money. But can they make such a

decision safely? We are asking for consent to ‘not operate’ or ‘operate’ on their software. To

come to the right decision, they need to be fully informed. i.e.: Are we sure that the issue is

indeed rare? Are they making a properly informed decision? 

For example what if the issue is: that a website has several serious issues when viewed in a

particular web browser, but not in a more ‘mainstream’ browser. When this issue is presented

to the decision maker - How could it be presented? 

A) Users of Browser XYZ … can’t play/view the video

B) A browser used by < 1% of our users … can’t play/view the video 

Option (B) appears to give more information. But we are also including a reporting bias here.

The users maybe only make up 1% of our users - because - the video doesn’t work. They tried

to use the site but gave up in frustration or found a competitors site had fully working video -

and so took their custom there. 

Whenever we try to quantify a user’s behaviour as it appears to us - we need to remember

that we are not seeing the full picture. Rather we are glimpsing just the tip of the iceberg. The

users probably haven’t complained about how the system crashes, when you use that feature,

because they’ve learned not to use that button “as it’s flakey”. They’d love to use that button

- if only it worked. 

This survivorship bias (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Survivorship_bias) is endemic in the world around

us, not just in software development. How many times have you seen adverts that read some‐

thing like  “90% of  our  customers  would  recommend us  to  a  friend!”.  The adverts  fail  to

mention that most of the customers ran screaming away to a competitor, or failed to even get

through a tortuous ordering process - leaving the rest who love the -one- working feature. Now

that those other ‘disgruntled users’ are out of the picture, the few remaining customers may

generally be happy. 
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Many companies even make it harder still to get the feedback they need. Rather than a Help

page or Help button having an easy to find web-form to submit problems or questions - they

hide or  remove this  functionality altogether.  Thats free testing -  by real  users -  providing

details of actual real world bugs and requirements - being ignored in the belief that they are

saving the company money. 

From a testing standpoint, we provide information, and its important not only to provide the

facts, but maybe some context and explanation as to how the issue reports might relate to

real world applications e.g. for the above there is an option (C): iPhone users won’t be able to

view the video. Or: these users make up 1% of users here, but Google/Microsoft etc has them

at 10% of its users, Why don’t we see all of those users?
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