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Abstract
We present a study testing whether adding a scapegoat de-
sign (one that is clearly stylistically worse than the other de-
signs and thus easier to critique) will make users feel more
comfortable with giving more feedback on the other designs
that the experimenters want feedback on. We found that
participants who are shown a scapegoat design in paral-
lel with other designs did not only provide more critiques,
but also more substantial critiques - resulting in both higher
quality and quantity of user feedback. Our results imply
that the psychology of scapegoating can be successfully
adapted to help the HCI community improve the effective-
ness of user testing.
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Introduction
The concept of scapegoating in psychological terms has
been well documented, and it is often used as a defense
mechanism to eliminate negative feelings about oneself and
motivate someone to raise his or her own status [4]. Un-
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derstood as the process of taking the blame off oneself by
attributing it to somebody else, scapegoating can evoke a
range of emotions in individuals who engage in it: by allow-
ing them to eliminate negative feelings from themselves by
attacking others, scapegoating often gives the perpetrator a
sense of gratification and empowerment [6]. Furthermore,
scapegoating often helps insecure individuals gain confi-
dence by raising their own status [1].

Figure 1: The Linear Paper
Prototype

Figure 2: The Circular Paper
Prototype

Figure 3: The Tabular Paper
Prototype

In the context of usability testing, we believe the concept of
scapegoating can be especially beneficial to non-designers
when asked to provide feedback on multiple designs. Due
to a lack of experience or technical background, non-designers
often provide little or unsubstantial feedback. These psy-
chological insights lead us to hypothesize that introducing
an easy critique target – a scapegoat design – could help
non-designers overcome their insecurities; heavily critiquing
the scapegoat first would elevate their status, leading them
to provide more and better feedback on other designs. This
increase in feedback would ultimately help the designer im-
prove their product or make a final design decision. Devel-
oping a scapegoat might vary across branches of design.
In this work, we focused on digital design and thus strongly
relied on Jakob Nielsen’s usability heuristics for interface
design as an indicator of quality [5].

When developing our study, we adopted a number of ex-
perimental techniques described in Bill Buxton’s seminal
work [7]. Buxton’s experiment demonstrates that quality de-
sign feedback is best elicited by presenting three designs
in parallel rather than presenting each design individually.
We take Buxton’s findings a step further by delving into the
efficacy of replacing a parallel design with a scapegoat de-
sign with respect to gathering quality feedback. To maintain
consistency, we designed similar prototypes and developed
a similar procedure to Buxton. Furthermore, inspired by an

intervention technique proposed in Elder and Zhou [2] that
sought to test how interventions during the design process
might help produce better results, we set out to test whether
scapegoating can be manipulated to help the HCI commu-
nity make the most of user tests. Novice critiquers are often
reluctant to offer quality feedback, so we hope to determine
whether or not the scapegoat design elevates their confi-
dence and gives them an easy target to begin critiquing.
The testing of these ideas is part of a larger agenda of gain-
ing a better understanding of user psychology and how we
might adapt it to improve the design process.

Research Questions
Our approach was to design and conduct an experiment
where participants perform a design critique on three stylis-
tically comparable designs (control) or performed the same
procedure on one scapegoat and two of the three compa-
rable designs (experiment). We hypothesized that being
shown a scapegoat design would impact user feedback in
the following ways:
H1: Participants will offer more overall feedback when see-
ing the scapegoat design first.
H2: Participants will offer more actionable feedback when
seeing the scapegoat design first.
H3: Participants will offer more substantial suggestions
when seeing the scapegoat design first.

Methodology
The study was a between-subjects design. Different groups
of participants were presented with either three ”good” pro-
totypes (Figures 1-3) or a combination of two ”good” de-
signs and one scapegoat (Figure 4). Here, our goal was
to assess the impact of these different conditions on the
number of positive and negative user comments, as well
as the number of substantial and superficial suggestions.
We studied a total of 30 participants, all Stanford students,
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and ensured that they had little to no experience critiquing
designs.

Figure 4: The Scapegoat Paper
Prototype

Figure 5: Feedback Statement
Classification Tree

Paper Prototypes
We tested four prototype designs total, all of which were of
house climate control systems. The first prototype was the
scapegoat. The other three were ”main” designs, which we
previously labeled as ”good” designs. These were adopted
from the Buxton paper. After pilot testing, we had to revise
the circular display to improve its quality and add a line to
the script reminding the user that we are testing the UI, not
the user, as they often got discouraged after completing
tasks on the scapegoat. Functionally, all four prototypes
were equivalent. We then pilot tested 10 participants to
see whether the main three prototypes were comparable
and that the scapegoat was significantly worse than those
three. We asked them to rate all four prototypes on their
appeal and functionality on scale of 1-9. The three main de-
signs got an average rating of 6.7, 6.8, and 6.9, making all
of them comparable in quality. We tested out three different
scapegoats and our final scapegoat received an average
rating of 2.9 – significantly worse than the three main de-
signs.

Creating the Scapegoat Design
When intentionally developing a stylistically low-quality de-
sign, we cared about both aesthetic and functionality. Aes-
thetically, we made the layout unappealing and unclear. The
wording and icons were made inconsistent. Functionality
wise, we ensured interaction was unintuitive while ensuring
all tasks could be fully executed (and thus did not opt for the
lowest scoring scapegoat which did not fulfill this condition).
We ensured the scapegoat was not blatantly different from
main designs. A useful reference was Nielsen’s usability
heuristics [5] which we intentionally violated. Testing mul-
tiple options, maintaining visual consistency across all de-

signs and ensuring functionality at all costs finally resulted
in an effective scapegoat design.

Procedure
We followed a script in which we explained what a house
climate control system was and asked participants to in-
teract with the prototypes thinking out loud. Interaction in-
cluded performing four tasks that included manipulating
temperature, date, and time settings. One team member
served as a ”Computer” who simulated interaction. We also
emphasized that we were testing the UI, not the users, to
remove discomfort. In the experiment condition, we made
sure that the scapegoat was presented first. It was also im-
portant to note that the designs were not our own so as to
remove the risk of users giving falsely positive critiques.

Post-Experiment Interview
After completing the tasks, participants were asked to list
out what they liked or disliked about each of the designs
in parallel. We then picked one of the three designs and
asked about what the user would change if we were to
move forward with that design as our final one. Lastly, we
asked for any additional comments or feedback.

Experimental Conditions
Participants were randomly assigned either to the control
condition (without scapegoat) or experiment condition (with
scapegoat). In the control condition, participants were pre-
sented with the three main prototypes (Figures 1-3), with no
mention of other existing designs. In the experiment condi-
tion, each participant was presented with two of the three
main prototypes and one scapegoat prototype (Figure 4). In
this condition, the scapegoat was always presented to the
participant first. In both conditions, we randomized which
and in what order the main designs were presented in. We
wanted to ensure that the specific designs or order of pre-
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sentation did not significantly affect our results. Thirty par-
ticipants took part in all: fifteen in the control condition and
fifteen in the experiment condition. During the experiment,
we recorded audio and took notes on the participants’ com-
ments.

Analysis of Comments and Suggestions
We adopted Buxton’s methodology for classifying feedback
statements [7]: ”Thus, we identified two broad classes of
statements: participants either made ’comments’ (facts or
personal opinions), or provided ’suggestions’ for change
to improve the current design. In turn, we found the com-
ments could be classified as either ’positive’ (e.g. ’I like the
way it guides you through each step of the process’), or
as ’negative’ (e.g. ’this is too cluttered’). Suggestions, on
the other hand, were found to be either ’substantial’ (e.g. ’it
would be nice to allow for more than 4 intervals per day’) or
’superficial’ (e.g. ’the colors are dull’). In terms of the sub-
stantial suggestions, we further classified them as ideas for
improvement which were original or ’new’ (e.g. ’it would be
nice to have both Celsius and Fahrenheit’) or as ’borrowed’
from ideas they had seen in other interfaces (e.g. ’show the
current temperature like in the Tabular interface’).

Results
To assess the impact of showing two main designs with a
scapegoat as opposed to three main designs, we observed
the effects on amount of feedback (H1), amount of action-
able feedback (H2), and the number and type of sugges-
tions for design change (H3). An unpaired t-test was used
in all of the hypotheses to test for significance.

We also performed a two-way ANOVA with factors of group
and permutation of prototypes to do a sanity check on
our pilot test’s conclusion that the three prototypes were
of comparable quality. Our results were as expected; the

Total Feedback Results

Control Experiment Avg

Linear 4.4 11.4 7.2
Circular 5.9 10.5 7.8
Tabular 3.9 10.5 6.5
Scapegoat N/A 11.4 11.4
Avg 4.7 10.8 7.2

Table 1: Average number of feedback statements by type of
prototype (linear, circular, tabular, or scapegoat) or type of group
(experiment or control). Avg. means the average.

change in amount of feedback was attributable to the pres-
ence of the scapegoat and not the designs of the proto-
types themselves. Our pilot test was fairly accurate in say-
ing the three prototypes were of similar quality.

Impact of Showing Scapegoat Designs on Amount of Partic-
ipant’s Feedback(H1)
For H1, we measured the total amount of feedback for each
design in both groups. This includes all statements, includ-
ing both comments and suggestions. We then averaged out
the number of total statements, because the control group
has three meaningful prototypes and the experiment group
only has two. A t-test was carried out on feedback state-
ments, and p < 0.0001. Table 1 shows the average number
of statements for each prototype for each experiment group.
The experiment group received more statements than the
control group for every single one of the prototypes. Calcu-
lations omitted the scapegoat design. Overall, the results
show a strong support for hypothesis H1.

Late-Breaking Work CHI 2017, May 6–11, 2017, Denver, CO, USA

2849



Figure 6: Average comments per prototype for each type of
feedback statement (see Figure 5 for types of feedback
statements)

Figure 7: Histogram of average
number of actionable statements
given per prototype. Blue bars
represent the control group, orange
bars represent the experiment
group.

Figure 8: Histogram of average
number of substantial suggestions
given per prototype. Blue bars
represent the control group, orange
bars represent the experiment
group.

Impact of showing scapegoat designs on amount of participant’s
actionable feedback (H2)
For H2, we measured the total amount of actionable feed-
back per main prototype in both groups. Based off of Figure
5, actionable feedback accounts for everything that is not
a positive comment. This includes negative comments and
all suggestions. Our rationale for this is that both negative
comments and suggestions provide actionable insight to
the designer. We believe that this actionable feedback is
relatively more helpful than positive comments because
they provide a specific pain point upon which to act on. A
t-test was carried out on the number of actionable feedback
given and it has a p < 0.0001. As seen in Figure 7, there
is a clear ceiling for the amount of feedback received by
the control group. Additionally, despite a slight overlap be-

tween the two groups, the experiment group clearly has a
much larger number of feedback statements than the con-
trol group. Overall, the results show a strong support for
hypothesis H2.

Impact of showing scapegoat designs on amount of participant’s
substantial suggestions (H3)
For H3, we measured the total amount of substantial sug-
gestions for each design in both groups. Based off of Figure
5, substantial feedback pertains to both new and borrowed
substantial suggestions. We then averaged out the num-
ber of main prototypes critiqued. We believe that substan-
tial suggestions are the most useful of all the statements
our participants could make. They offer an insight into pain
points and provide specific suggestions to explore. A t-test
was carried out on the number of substantial suggestions
and it has a p value of < 0.0001. As seen in Figure 8, there
is also a clear ceiling for the amount of feedback received
by the control group. Despite a slight overlap between
the two groups, the experiment group clearly has a much
larger number of substantial suggestions than the control
group. Overall, the results show a strong support for hy-
pothesis H3. Overall, only superficial suggestions, borrowed
suggestions, and positive comments had p-values above
0.0001. Superficial suggestions and positive comments had
p-values less than 0.05 (still making them significant) and
borrowed suggestions had a p-value greater than 0.05.

Discussion
Our studies have shown that the addition of a scapegoat in
critiquing parallel prototypes increases the amount of feed-
back amongst almost all types of feedback, most promi-
nently to actionable feedback and substantial suggestions.
While conducting our experiments, we noticed several
trends that hint at the source of the scapegoat’s success
that warrant further investigation and discussion. We be-
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lieve the positive effects of a scapegoat prototype is primar-
ily attributable to three main reasons.

First, scapegoating can help those not experienced with
critiquing designs to boost confidence and feel more com-
fortable with giving critiques. This was already discussed
in-depth in the introduction section of this paper.

Secondly, scapegoating may have given the participant’s
some useful practice in noticing. There is already some re-
search in how experts get novices to notice[3]. People do
not necessarily notice features or errors, but as they de-
velop this expertise, they can begin to start noticing. In this
experiment, the scapegoat may have given the user real-
world practice in noticing by purposefully showing them the
a scapegoat first, allowing them to give more and better
feedback when a target that was not intentionally created to
be easy to critique is displayed. Likewise, these contrasting
cases between the scapegoat and the main designs may
have led to users having an easier time noticing what is and
what is not important.

Lastly, we believe that the scapegoat may have set a high
expectation for the amount and quality of feedback that was
expected from the remaining two prototypes. From Table
1, we see that the scapegoat elicited the most feedback,
with 11.4 statements. With this expectation, these partic-
ipants expect themselves to provide a similar amount of
feedback for the remaining two prototypes. We see this in
Table 1, which shows all of the prototypes in the experiment
group eliciting a similar amount of feedback. In other words,
not all of the participants’ energy went into attacking the
scapegoat: if anything, it seemed to fuel more energy into
critiquing the remaining two designs. Anecdotally, we saw
that participants in the experiment group would examine the
main prototypes for a longer period of time before moving

on, possibly attempting to give more responses to match
the scapegoat. This was not observed in the control group.

Overall, the scapegoat encouraged participants to talk,
which accounts for why certain statements did not decrease
when another increased. In other words, getting one type of
statement did not compromise getting others, as all types of
statements except for borrowed increased.

Conclusion
The most important contribution of this research is in its
implications regarding usability testing. Usability testing is
an essential part of any user-centered design process, and
being able to perform it efficiently across a wide range of
users is essential for improving the overall quality of the fi-
nal design. Professionals across a wide number of design
disciplines must acknowledge that not all users have im-
pressive technical backgrounds. This work aims to help
both designers and these users by ensuring they can still
provide high quality feedback: this way, no user subgroup
will be excluded from the design process. Furthermore, we
feel that having this scapegoat setup is beneficial since it
gives the user real-world practice that is built into the exper-
iment, making benefits like the three listed in the discussion
section happen.

A logical follow-up experiment would replicate this one, but
with experiment groups of two prototypes rather than three.
This might be useful since designers can quickly test their
single design, but still get the advantages of parallel pro-
totyping without putting much effort into making another
design of similar quality. Additionally, further experiments
looking into the efficacy of scapegoats in different situations
would warrant further investigation, such as different proto-
type fidelities or participants with different demographics.
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