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Controlled Experiments on the Web

 Many names; same idea
 A/B tests
 Randomized experiment
 Controlled experiment
 Split testing

 Randomly split traffic between two versions
 A/Control: usually current live version
 B/Treatment: new idea

 Collect metrics, analyze









From http://www.alistapart.com/articles/designcancripple
However compelling the message, however great the copy, however strong the sales argument… the way a page is designed will have a dramatic impact on conversion rates, for better or 
for worse. Here are three versions of the same offer pageI know, they won’t win any design awards. They weren’t intended to. But they are functional and familiar. A reader going to any one 
of these pages will be able to quickly figure out what the message is, and what they are being asked to do.

Version A is the original.



From http://www.alistapart.com/articles/designcancripple
Version B follows the same basic layout, but we made some minor copy changes. 



From http://www.alistapart.com/articles/designcancripple
In version C, we changed from a one-column format to two-column format. We wanted to test the impact of bringing more of the page 
content onto the first screen.
Be honest with yourself and decide now whether B or C beat A, and by what percentage. I imagine you have some way of measuring the 
success of your site. Maybe it’s about sales. Maybe it’s based on readership. But one way or another, your site has a purpose.

But I don’t think most designers truly understand the effect their design choices can have on achieving that purpose.

And yes, I’m sure you do some usability testing. And that likely gives you some broad, if sometimes confusing insights into what’s working and 
what isn’t.
But do you test different page designs?

By testing, I don’t mean asking a few folks around the office; I mean doing a live test that demonstrates—with hard figures—what site visitors 
actually do.

Testing like that is a beautiful thing. There is no space for fancy arguments. An expert’s credentials and opinions mean squat. When you 
serve alternative versions, one after the other, and measure reader actions, you get the real deal. You get what is. But if you are serious 
about achieving your site’s purpose, and if testing can show you which version of a page does best, then where is the argument not to test?



Ways design makes a difference

 The position and color of the primary call to action
 Position on the page of testimonials, if used
 Whether linked elements are in text or as images
 The amount of “white space” on a page, giving the 

content space to “breathe”
 The position and prominence of the main heading
 The number of columns used on the page
 The number of visual elements competing for 

attention
 The age, sex and appearance of someone in a photo

From http://www.alistapart.com/articles/designcancripple



From http://www.alistapart.com/articles/designcancripple



From Forrest Glick, Stanford STVP http://project8180.stanford.edu/category/wireframes/



From Forrest Glick, Stanford STVP http://project8180.stanford.edu/category/wireframes/



Results

 Version A (traditional version) was sent to 6272 
users.
Opened: 1638 - Click thrus: 722 - Forwards: 4

 Version B (Quick Shots version) was sent to 6263 
users.
Opened: 1769 - Click thrus: 922 - Forwards: 14 

From Forrest Glick, Stanford STVP http://project8180.stanford.edu/category/wireframes/



NY Times, July 1, 2009
Facebook to Offer New Features to Allow Users to 
Control Privacy of Information



Project goals (from Julie Zhuo)

 message the fact that privacy has been 
simplified, and there is now an ‘everyone’ option

 encourage people to open up the information 
they’re comfortable sharing in order to make 
themselves more discoverable in search

 make sure point 2 is done with full user 
understanding.
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Two-sample t-test

 Signal/Noise
 X = observed mean
   (test and control)
 var = variance
 n = sample size



Example con’t

Simplify…



Example, con’t

 Use SPSS/R/SAS, or use a table:
 Use your df, the p value you’re aiming for, and 

the t value you found


