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User research was conducted to discover whether 

Skype is perceived as a downloaded application or 

an Internet application, as well as to understand 

first-time users’ experience with the software.  

 

 

 

 

 

Skype: Usability Test 
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Executive Summary 

Goals & Objectives 

The intent of the Skype usability study was to discover how new Skype users interacted with the software and how it affected their 

overall user experience.  The usability study provided insight and answers into the following questions: 

ƀ Do users perceive Skype as an Internet-based or desktop application? 

● Are first-time users able to quickly add a contact? 

● How difficult is it for first-time Skype users to make a voice-only call? 

Participants & Methodology 

Participants came from a variety of professional backgrounds, none in IT or visual design industries, were aged 25 – 50, and 
primarily used the Internet for email, Facebook, shopping and to research products and services. All were new to Skype; two had 
used Skype once before but had not accessed it since at least 6 months prior to the usability study. 

Participants conducted a series of tasks related to placing calls and adding contacts.  Afterwards, they were asked for their 
impressions of the Skype website to see if they understood its purpose. 



 

 

R
il

e
y
 U

X
: 
 S

k
y
p

e
 U

s
a

b
ili

ty
 T

e
s
t 

4 

 

Usability Test Summary Results 

The summary below provides high level results of the tested areas.  
 

High 
Completing a task or using a feature is very difficult, error-prone, or frustrating, or design goes against well-established 
best practices 

Med 
Completing a task or using a feature is somewhat difficult, error-prone, or annoying, or goes against common design 
conventions. 

Low This design element or feature is somewhat confusing or has other minor issues. 

Good The design or feature is well done already and should be retained. 

 

Area Tested Result Comment 

Do users understand Skype is a 
desktop application 

Good All participants understood that while the software was downloaded from the 
Internet, they would access the Skype program from the computer. 

Adding a Contact & Making a Call Good Most of the participants were able to easily accomplish the critical tasks of adding 
contacts and placing a call. 

Mental Models Low Though they were able to place a call without a phone number, about half of the 
participants expressed that they wanted to add/enter the number. 

Website Information Architecture Low All participants knew the website provided more information about Skype. 
Approximately half explicitly stated that they knew it was geared towards having 
them purchase more services. Most participants relied on the icons rather than 
read text. 

Last Impressions Low Nearly all participants felt Skype was relatively easy to use though most thought 
they would need to experiment more with the program in order to improve their 
experience. 
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Observations 

ñCreating a conference call was easy since buttons were green and stood out from the others.ò 

Perception of Skype as Internet-based or Desktop Application Phone Service 

All participants understood that while Skype was an Internet-enabled utility, the download process meant they would access Skype 

from the computer, rather than from an Internet browser. However, a small number of participants who were initially unable to locate 

Skype on the computer went to the Skype website to try to initiate a call. They immediately recognized it was an informational site 

only that would not enable them to place the call, and so went back to search for the Skype utility on the computer. 
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Adding a Contact & Making a Call 

Most of the participants were able to easily accomplish the critical tasks of adding contacts and placing a call.  More than half were 

able to add a contact on their first try, with some also immediately proceeding with placing the call to that contact.  Different routes 

were taken to add contacts to an existing call, with two going to the contact list, two accessing the “Add to Conversation” at the 

bottom of the Skype call window, and one going from the Skype menu bar “Contacts” item to “Add a Contact.” 

The Skype application allowed users to identify contacts in multiple ways: name, Skype address, email, and phone number.  

Participants used different combinations or just one of these fields, though half wanted to add the phone number, even though it was 

not provided in the contact information card they were given. 

 

Users wanted to 

enter phone 

number  
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If participants did not see that their contact request was accepted, they were unclear on whether or not they could call their recently 

added contact, and unsure of how to proceed. 

When adding the contact to an existing call, most participants easily were able to do so, either by using the green “Add to Call” button 

or “Add People” button in the lower area of the main screen. However, a small number of participants who used the green “Add to 

Call” button then saw a field which prompted them to select “Skype” or “Add Number” after they click on the green button. They kept 

selecting “Add Number” because “Skype” had a check-mark next to it, as if that option was already selected.  

 

 

Checkmark was 

confusing to 

users 
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One participant had difficulty placing the call because they had left the Skype ad open, and the ad covered the call area of the 

application in the default view; the ad concealed the contact information screen and other views. 

 

 

Recommendation:  

● In the “Add to Call” prompt, remove the checkmark next to “Skype” and more clearly delineate between the “Skype” and “Online” 
choices. 

● Make the opening Skype advertisement overlay a different shape and size so it doesn’t so closely match the shape of the main 

content area where the call information is placed. Alternatively, remove the advertisement. 
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Mental Models 

The expectation that a phone number is needed to place a call was evident for half of the participants.  Even though they were able 

to add contacts and place calls without a phone number, about half of the participants expressed that they wanted to add a phone 

number. Some knew they didn’t need the phone number but seemed to feel the contact information was incomplete without it 

because he kept asking for the number.  Some users kept clicking on the “Call phones” button when they tried adding contacts, even 

though the “Add a contact” button was immediately above it. 

 

Some users kept clicking on 

the “Call phones” button 

when they tried adding 

contacts, even though the 

“Add a contact” button was 

immediately above it. 

 



 

 

R
il

e
y
 U

X
: 
 S

k
y
p

e
 U

s
a

b
ili

ty
 T

e
s
t 

10 

 

Website Information Architecture 

More than half of the participants reviewed Skype’s website.  All knew the site provided more information about Skype, and a 

majority explicitly stated that they knew it was geared towards having them purchase more services.  About half of the participants 

initially thought they would be able to place calls from the “Free calls” tab. All appeared to be interpreting the images, rather than 

reading the text on the site. 

 

Recommendation:  

On the Free Calls tab, give instructions on how to place a free call 

About half of 

participants initially 

thought they could 

place calls from the 

Free Calls tab; the text 

did not inform how they 

could do it. 
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Last Impressions 

ñLike many things on computers and on the Internet there are new words and skills to be learned so it takes a little time to get 

accustomed to it but once learned, it is fairly simple to use.ò 

A majority of the participants felt Skype was relatively easy to use. Most of the participants said they needed to experiment and “learn 

by doing” in order to improve their experience.  About half felt Skype would be used for video calls, even though the sessions used 

the voice-only functionality. This suggested there was resistance to changing participants’ mental model even after using the service. 

Clearing prior chat messages caused confusion for users; the functionality to clear these was not placed near the chat messages but 

only available under the Tools>Options menu and therefore not as easy to find as expected. 
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Appendix 

Methodology 

Participants 

Pooled from friends and family group: 

● Aged 25-50. 

● Professions: None of the participants were in IT, web development, or visual creative industry. 

● Internet usage: Most used the Internet at home up to 3 hours a day. Primary uses were for email, Facebook, shopping and to 

research products and services. 

● Skype familiarity: Four had never used Skype. Two had not used it within the last 6 months. 

 

Testing Environment 

Test sessions were conducted in a semi-private room with an observation area at one end of the large room. The moderator and two 

observers took written notes, with observations supplemented by screen and video capture.  

Method 

Each session was composed of an introduction, a set of tasks, and concluded with an online survey.   

ƀ At the beginning of each session, participants were asked to provide high level information about their profession, amount of 

time they spent on the Internet, and what they used the Internet for.   

ƀ Participants were then asked about their knowledge of Skype: if they had heard of it, what they thought it was for, if they had 

used it and if so, when was the last time and how much. To ensure everyone had the same information regarding the Skype 

software and its basic functionality, the moderator either described the software to them, basing the description on 

Wikipedia’s text on Skype, or read the Wikipedia description verbatim, depending on the user’s level of understanding of the 

application. 

ƀ Each participant was then given a series of task scenarios to execute in Skype. See below for the scenario list. 

ƀ After the tasks were completed, participants were asked to describe their feelings about their experience with Skype and 

whether they would use or recommend it to their friends.  
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ƀ To conclude, each participant was asked to complete an online questionnaire to gather last impression opinions and 

thoughts. 

 

Task Scenarios Purpose 

1. How do you make a call using Skype? ● Do users understand that calls are made through a 

downloaded application rather than through the browser? 

● Do users understand they need to add a contact before 

placing a call? 

2.  Can you add a contact in your Skype 

contact list 

● Do users understand how contacts work in Skype and that only 

the Skype ID or email address is needed, not a phone number? 

3.  Can you make a call to that contact? ● Can users place a call? 

4.  Can you add another contact to your 

current call? 

● Can users add more contacts to an open call? 

5.  What can you do on the Skype 

website? 

● Do users understand what the Skype website is for: set up 

Skype credits for paid calls, other paid services 

 

Scenarios 

Set Up: Your friend Mickey has moved to Italy. You and he had decided to stay in contact using Skype. You have his email and 

Skype username.  

Task 1: You’ve set up your Skype account on your personal computer at home but you haven’t used it yet. You’re now at your friend 

John‘s house and you’ve both decided you want to call Mickey in Italy using your friend’s computer; you have Mickey’s email and 

Skype username with you. You don’t know if John has Skype. How do you make the call using Skype? 

Task 2: Now that you’ve added Mickey to your contact list, please call him. 

Task 3: How do you add your mutual friend Wilson to your current call with Mickey? 
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Task 4: Go to the Skype website. What do you feel you can do on it?  What do you think is the purpose of signing into the website? 

Task 5: Closing observations: thoughts, impressions, suggestions. 


