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The process of asking a specific audience
for focused feedback on your content, then 
analyzing results for actionable insights. 
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Content testing



How can content testing help?

Content testing is a powerful tool for more effective content creation.

The basics of content testing and experimentation 
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What content testing can accomplish
• Provide directional data about what content is or is not 

engaging your audience. 
• Determine why content is or is not engaging your 

audience.
• Provide additional audience insights.
• Help develop an effective, consistent voice and tone for 

your content.
• Inform your messaging frameworks.
It can also provide answers quickly—online content testing 
can often take minutes to engage test takers and provide 
you with initial results.

What it doesn’t do! 
• It’s not foolproof. All tests have some degree of 

“noise” in them, which is part of the nature of testing.

• Don’t expect to share a full-length content piece with 
for feedback--it’s too much to expect of test 
participants. 



• Helps you find out how clear—or unclear—
specific words & terms are to your customers

• Brings in the voice of the customer!

• Challenges your biases
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What does it accomplish?



10

#CSSeattle
http://bit.ly/bias-poster

http://bit.ly/bias-poster


• It’s quick!

• It can be done with current 
or potential customers

• It highlights the value of content

&
You don’t know what you don’t know!!
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Why I’m a fan:



• Provides you with tons of insights

• Helps you speak your customers’ language

• Builds customer trust & loyalty

• Builds authority for content strategy 
across your company

• Informs your voice and tone guidelines

• Helps your business!
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Content testing:



• It’s NOT A/B experimentation

&

• It’s not “statistically significant”
—and that’s PERFECTLY OK! 
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What content research *isn’t*
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• A/B experiments are live, customer-facing,
and higher risk 

• Content testing makes A/B experiments 
more efficient
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Content test before
A/B experimentation



Tools for content testing:

• UserZoom
• UserTesting.com
• Survey Monkey

OR

Get scrappy—just your phone, 
or even a clipboard & paper

#CSSeattle
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Bronze, silver & gold
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Content-testing questions: 
1. Which plan is most appealing to you: bronze, silver, or gold?
2. Why? Tell us a bit about why you chose the one you did.  
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Silver plans, according to customers=

MEDICARE!
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WHAT (how many) 
Which plan is most appealing to you: bronze, silver, or gold?
(quantitative data)

65% bronze
5% silver

30% gold

WHY: Tell us a bit about your choice. 
(qualitative data)
“Silver means Medicare, and isn’t right for me” 

FLABBERGASTING



#CSSeattle

shop Medicare plans
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Example 2: Microsoft 365
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Context: Small business owners buying software for their company

Hypothesis: “Seat” will be clearer; “license” is too formal

Test audience: US business owners with 9 or fewer employees

*******************************************************************************************

What do you think of when you think of seat?
Seat for a show, movie theater, football game

Mainly positive associations

What do you think of when you think of ‘license’? 
DMV, expired license, speeding ticket, $$, 
wasting time waiting in line, bureaucracy
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Verbatims for “What does the term ‘seat’ mean to you?”

“It means, number of people who will use this software. 
If I were new to software, this might be confusing.”

#CSSeattle
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Quantitative test results: What customers think

”Seat” 
Familiar to 4 participants
Unfamiliar to 16 (!!)

“License”
Familiar to 17 participants (!!)
Unfamiliar to 3
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Qualitative info: WHY customers think or feel the way they do

“I’m guessing that it means I'll be purchasing the ability to use this program on 
two or more computers”

“To me that means I can download this product on 2 devices--phone and laptop.”

”Licenses is how many people/terminals/computers are allowed to use the program. 
So for example, with Microsoft Office you are licensed to use it on one 
PC or device per download & if you need Microsoft Office on additional computer, 
you would have to purchase an additional license” 
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Verbatims for “license” had big implications:

• 17 of 20 stated they understood “license” 
BUT: Verbatims showed they really didn’t.

• 3 testers were very confused about the # of licenses needed

• To prevent customers from under- or over-buying, 
copy needed to be clarified
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Net result of this content test:

• “License” stays in the copy

• Tiny bit of new copy added, for clarity: 

“You need one license for each user”
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The story of “savvy”
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Hierarchy of content-testing needs

Jargon
eradication 

Style-guide 
terms

New features & 
product names

Everyday words & terms 
assumed to be clear

#CSSeattle
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What high-priority word or phrase would you want to test?

1. What type of content is it, and where does it appear? 
It could be a product name, feature name, navigation label, etc.
It could appear on your homepage, mobile app, on social media, in an email subject line, etc.

2. Which other words could you include in a multiple-choice question, to see 
which one testers prefer? (3-5 options is good) 

3. What “why” questions could you ask, to get verbatims? 
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Tools and how-tos
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1. Loop in stakeholders!

2. Keep tests short—about 10 minutes max

3. Be mindful you may be critiquing someone’s work

4. In multiple-choice questions, avoid including options 
that are off-brand or shouldn’t go live
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Macro vs. micro content testing

#CSSeattle



Content types to test

#CSSeattle



A few test-question formats 

#CSSeattle

• Preference question:

• Naming question: 

• Confidence question: 

• Next-action question

• Clarity question: 

• Hedonic question
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1. Choose your participants 

60
Creating a UserTesting test 



Choose your participants 

61

Screen your participants by job role, 
industry, locations, and more.

Creating a UserTesting test 
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Creating a UserTesting test 



Add screener questions 
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Screener questions are an effective way 
to ensure your test participants are as 
close to your target audience as 
possible. For example, if you want to 
target experienced developers, set up 
your UserTesting test with a “hoop” that 
test participants have to jump through 
to ensure they have the right 
experience or familiarity with your 
industry or product area. 

Creating a UserTesting test 



2. Create test questions 

64

Keep in mind that the ideal test should take at most 10 to 
15 minutes for your participants to complete. 

The most common types of questions you’ll use in a 
UserTesting test will likely be: 

• Multiple choice

• Rating scale

• Written response

Note
In some cases, you’ll want to show screenshots of content before asking 
your test participants questions related to those screen grabs. 

Adapted from the UserTesting Quick Start Guide.Creating a UserTesting test 

https://help.usertesting.com/hc/en-us/articles/360023819731-5-Tasks


Back to bias!

Example of a leading question
What do you like about this homepage? 

• Test participants will try to think of positive things to say about the content, which will skew the test 
data.

Example of a more neutral question 
What do you think about this homepage? 
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Writing multiple-choice questions 
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Multiple choice
Great for determining customer 
preferences and opinions, multiple-
choice questions can provide both 
quantitative and qualitative data. 

To create a multiple-choice question, 
drag and drop the Multiple Choice box 
under Tasks and Questions into your 
Test Plan. 

Four steps to writing an excellent multiple-choice question

• Provide a “None of the above,” “I don’t know,” or “Other” option, so 
participants don’t have to answer questions they don’t know or 
understand.

• Provide clear and distinct answers that don’t overlap, so participants are 
not confused about which answer to choose.

• Avoid asking leading questions or pure yes/no questions, so participants 
don’t perceive that there’s a “right” and “wrong” answer.

• Ask the participant to “Please explain your answer aloud” in their video 
recordings. This can be used to collect qualitative information that can be 
enlightening. 

Creating a UserTesting test 



Rating-scale questions 
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Rating scale
Rating scale questions are the most 
commonly used of UserTesting’s 
quantitative questions. They’re also 
known as Likert scale questions.

The responses provide data for the 
creation of charts and graphs, which 
can help convey to others how your 
team’s product is performing. 

Four things to keep in mind when setting up this task

• Clarify the endpoints of your scale (the labels for 1 and 5, 7, 9, or 11, depending 
on which point scale you select).

Example: “How likely are you to download this e-book, on a scale of 1 to 9, with 
1 being not at all likely and 9 being very likely?”

• Include both ends of the scale in your question in addition to the endpoint 
fields. To avoid introducing bias into the response, it’s best to mention both 
ends of the spectrum as you ask your questions (in this example, how likely or 
not likely). Including both sides of the scale in the body of your question also 
reinforces the endpoints you have defined and lowers the chance that a 
participant will misread your question.

• The number 1 should always be the “pain” point of the scale, and 5, 7, 9, or 11 
(whichever scale you select) should always be the “positive” point.

• Write individual rating scale questions for each element that you want to test; 
don’t combine two elements into one question, as that can quickly get 
confusing for participants. 

Creating a UserTesting test 



Open-ended questions 
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Written response
Some people are less inclined to type 
out their responses or have accessibility 
issues that make this difficult. You 
should aim for a balance of written and 
verbal response questions. 

While written response answers are 
easier to analyze, verbal response 
answers often result in “golden nugget” 
insights, as people are verbalizing their 
initial thoughts and revealing them 
through comments.

Creating a UserTesting test 



Sharing test results



Time for tact!

Remember that you may be testing the work of your colleagues—be sensitive!
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Multiple-choice test: Donut graph
UserTesting.com

Question: Which headline option do you prefer?
Note that the title with ‘Savvy’ was in last place for this particular test—

this is a completely different audience than the Sales leader guide!71



Scale question: Bar graph
UserTesting.com

Question: How likely do you feel you are to upgrade your software,
given what you see in this content?
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PowerApps: Low-code e-book title test 

Greater efficiency with fewer errors means more quality work and 
ultimately reduces cost down the line. It also means greater capacity 
for development with new staff.”



74

Advanced placement: Meta analysis: 
Identifying trends in a body of test results 



Build testing into your 
content process



1) Test new content prior to launch

2) Pre-test content before A/B experiments

3) Build testing capacity into your sprints

4) Test to validate your style guide, voice and tone guidelines, etc.

5) Test content for specific targeted audiences
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6) Test competitors’ content to see how customers are reacting to it!

7) Regularly share results with colleagues—visual design, product 
owners, marketing, branding, social media, etc. etc. to build an appetite 
for testing throughout your team

8) Test translated content to ensure it’s resonating

9) Re-test content periodically!

Customer tastes change, language changes, products change—
A test result from this month may not be valid next year…
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Q & A
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Resources
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Resources
UserTesting University
https://university.usertesting.com/

Capital One on content testing
https://medium.com/capitalonedesign/when-should-we-turn-to-content-testing-429f8bddf622

UX Writers Collective on content/copy tests
https://uxwriterscollective.com/how-to-research-and-test-content-and-copy/

Why every copywriter should test content: UX Design Collective
https://uxdesign.cc/why-every-copywriter-should-test-content-and-how-to-do-it-if-youre-a-newbie-6e6806e3724e

How to evaluate the content of your product
https://uxdesign.cc/methods-to-evaluate-the-text-copy-or-content-of-your-product-a2d5d62d18de

UX Matters: Testing content concepts
https://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2009/12/testing-content-concepts.php
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Resources

Gather Content 
https://gathercontent.com/blog/usability-testing-needs-to-include-content
https://gathercontent.com/blog/a-step-by-step-guide-to-a-b-testing-your-content

Cloze test explainer/evaluation guide
https://uxdesign.cc/methods-to-evaluate-the-text-copy-or-content-of-your-product-a2d5d62d18de

Super-nerdy
https://boxesandarrows.com/content-analysis-heuristics/
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