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HILE I was 
running the 
Futurelib UX 
innovation 
programme 

at Cambridge University, I 
quickly realised that perhaps 
my most crucial skill was in 
successfully recruiting users to 
our UX research endeavours. It 
was stressful, time-consuming 
and, despite my best efforts, 
occasionally resulted in half-
filled or cancelled workshops, 
but all the time I was learning 
important lessons about the best 
approach to take. 

Living in the moment
Since going freelance, I’m regularly 
asked for advice on recruitment 
strategies and now regard it to be 
one of the two most difficult aspects 
of UX work (the other, by the way, is 
actually translating UX research into 
UX design by testing prototypes). My 
first suggestion is that you should not 
recruit people in advance unless you 
absolutely have to. Just approaching 
people in or outside the library ad hoc 
is easily the best option. The prospect 
of participating in a research study or 
attending a session in the near future 
is off-putting to most, whereas a few 
minutes of research, even as many as 
30 for a quick ad hoc workshop, seems 
to be far more palatable. Most people 
are happy to take the break. And 
remember that you should approach 
people who look busy. I’ve found that 
they’re just as willing to help if not 
more so. Remember the adage about 
if you want something doing ask a 
busy person. The immediate, fast 
pace of today’s world is also a factor: 
people live more in the moment and 
are willing to help you now but much 
less so for something next week. 
Also remember that people’s plans 
change, especially university student 
plans, and when they do, whatever 
you’re recruiting for is likely to be the 

first casualty. I once filled a LEGO 
workshop with 80 students a week in 
advance, only for 70 of them to pull 
out the day before!. 

Do it in person
If you do have to recruit in advance, 
then I suggest you try to meet them in 
person, “hit the shoe-leather”. Get to 
know them a little, just enough to build 
some rapport, and to explain how 
important they are to your research. 
Careful attention to the individuals 
giving their time is far more important 
than any cash incentive. Don’t 
waste your time with social media 
campaigns, posters and emails, they 
are faceless, time-consuming and 
rarely bear fruit. 

Get out of the library
Going beyond the library walls is 
especially crucial. Inside the library, 
you’re usually preaching to the 
converted. What about all the people 
who don’t visit and don’t know what 
it is you do? In Tasmania where I 
was working with public library staff, 
we spent most of our research time 
talking to people in shopping centres. 
At Wolverhampton University we 
went to cafés, public areas and, on one 
hugely valuable occasion, a support 
meet for students with autism and 
other conditions. Seek introductions to 
societies, lunches, and the end of talks. 
Partner with different organisations 
who can give you in-person access to 
potential participants. At universities, 
you should definitely be forging links 
with your Students’ Union.

Build friendly rapport
I have a theory though, backed up by 
regular experiential evidence, that the 
biggest barrier to recruiting people to 
UX research is ourselves. Many library 
staff are nervous about approaching 
people, fearing how people will 
respond as that gap is bridged between 
“them and us”. However, I also know 

that this (often deep-seated) fear 
is never proportional to the actual 
reaction you will receive. The worst 
that will happen is that the person in 
question will say “no,” perhaps even a 
grumpy “no,” but more often than not 
they will be very happy to help you. It 
is worth noting too that the chances 
of them saying “yes” vastly increase if 
you also ensure you explain why they 
should take part (start with why) and, 
crucially, if you are wearing a smile. 
You can follow all the right processes 
but if you don’t smile, if you don’t put 
people at their ease, if you don’t seek 
to build a friendly rapport then you 
are ignoring the most persuasive tool 
in your recruitment armoury. Good 
luck! IP
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Going beyond the library walls is especially
crucial. Inside the library, you’re usually
preaching to the converted.‘‘

Andy Priestner (info@andypriestnertraining.com
@andypriestner) is a freelance UX trainer and 
consultant and Chair of the UX in Libraries 
conference andypriestnertraining.com uxlib.org.
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