
Crowdsourced think-aloud studies
Zach Cutler, Carolina Nobre, Lane Harrison, Alexander Lex

User Study

Background
Conducting ‘think-aloud’ user studies are a useful 
way to understand users thought processes. Howev-
er, they typically require being in-person or on 
zoom, in order to properly record and understand 
the audio. This makes conducting think-aloud stud-
ies tedious and time consuming, and introduces 
possible bias by having a researcher constantly 
watching   
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Thanks to two new tools we recently developed,  we 
can simulate the video and audio recording neces-
sary to conduct think-aloud studies without a re-
searcher present. Which led us to the question, do 
crowdsourced think-aloud studies produce compa-
rable results to in-person?

Our tool automatically records and transcribes audio, as well as interaction histo-
ry in order to create analysis like seen below. Researchers can listen to the entire 
participant session, see where participants spoke and where they interacted 
with the study, and see the automatically generated transcription.

We conducted a user study to compare crowdsourced think-aloud to in-person. 
We recruited 40 online participants from the US and UK, as well as 11 in-person 
participants from the University of Utah. We hoped to answer the following 
questions:

Participants completed a series of tasks, ranging from making simple selections 
in a scatterplot to searching for trends among the survivors of the titanic. All 
participants were encouraged to talk, and online participants had to have a 
working microphone to participate in the study.

However, others expressed concerns about the think aloud process. Some felt 
uncomfortable being constantly recorded throughout the study. Others said 
being recorded made them feel additional pressure, making the task more di�-
cult. 

Responses to the user study were mostly positive, with many people enjoying 
the process of thinking aloud.

“It felt awkward to be recorded the entire time, vs letting me hit 
record when I was ready. Felt like I was being watched”

“I feel most people when they go about a task have an internal di-
alogue or a logical step by step approach and it is just a process 
of externalising or thinking out loud. I �nd it helps with organis-
ing and ordering information too."

▪ Will people talk more or less online?
▪ Will people talk about small details, such as user interface problems, 

or will they focus on the bigger picture insights they gain?
▪ Are people more honest online, without having to worry about 

o�ending a researcher in the room with them?

Our provenance tracking library for 
tracking the history of a user’s 
interactions, trrack. By using trrack, 
we can recreate the state of our 
application that a user saw. ���������������������������������������������������������������������
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We store extensive user interaction 
data, allowing us to show researchers 
exactly what the participant saw at any 
point in time throughout the study. 
This replaces any video that would ac-
company a typical think-aloud study, 
allowing researchers to properly inter-
pret the audio, while being less inva-
sive than a video would be.

Future Work
We are still actively working on this project, and hope to complete the following 
work in the near future.

▪ Let researchers create and add tags to audio snippets, allowing for thematic 
analysis to be conducted within the tool.

▪ Explore ways to encourage people to speak in a crowdsourced environment, 
such as occasional reminders when they are silent.

▪ Conduct a thematic analysis on the user study audio data.


