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GENERAL METHODS

WIZARD OF OZ
APPROACHES

In Wizard of Oz approaches,
you fake it using invisible puppeteers.

Duration

From a few hours to a couple of days

Physical requirements

A flexible, private space, prototypes of
physical or digital interfaces, (e.g., card-
board prototypes, paper prototypes,
click-models, etc.), cameraq, flipchart,
sticky notes and pens to document and
capture feedback

Energy level Medium
Researchers/Facilitators 1 or more
Participants 5 or more

Research techniques

Participant/non-participant observation,
contextual interviews

Expected output

Research data (specifically bugs, insights,

and new ideas), raw video footage and pho-

tos, observations and interview transcripts

In Wizard of Oz techniques, the responses
from people, devices, apps, or the context/
environment are manually created

by invisible operators (“wizards”) behind
the scenes. The users are working under
the assumption that they are dealing with
an actual working prototype. Wizard

of Oz approaches can help to efficiently
test user reactions before investing time
and effort into more complex working
prototypes.” All relevant parts of the
service or system are carefully prepared
and rigged to allow the “wizards” to create
realistic responses on the spot. Think of
the operator as an invisible puppeteer for
those objects and service elements, simu-
lating the operation of backstage process-
es, devices, or the environment. The core
functionality and value are explored and
evaluated.

Go watch The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939, MGM). Only then, get some
more popcorn and read the seminal publication on Wizard of Oz techniques in
design: Kelley, J. F. (1984). “An Iterative Design Methodology for User-friendly
Natural Language Office Information Applications” ACM Transactions on Infor-
mation Systems (TOIS), 2(1), 26-41.
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Step-by-step guide
PREPARATION

Review scope and clarify
prototyping questions: What do

you want to learn or explore? Look

at your starting point and consider

if and how you will bring previous
knowledge into the room (for exam-
ple, as a research wall or as key in-
sights). Do you want to test the whole
or just a part of the interface? What
are the tasks that you expect the cho-
sen user to do? How detailed do you
need or want to get? Make a list of the
tasks you want to test for later.

Identify participants: Based on
your research question, define
criteria for selecting suitable test
subjects. Use sampling techniques to
select your test users and consider
including internal experts or external
agencies for recruitment.

3 Prepare scenarios and create

interface elements: Use digital
service or investigative rehears-

al sessions to generate a set of key
scenarios. Then use suitable tech-
niques to prepare the key elements
the users will interact with (e.g.,
leveraging cardboard prototyping,
paper prototyping, wireframing,
or sketching in code).

Rig ’em, assign roles, and practice:
Rig all the relevant parts of the ser-
vice or system to allow the “wiz-
ards” to control the interaction and
appropriately react to the actions of
the user. Then split your team to take
on the roles of operators (“wizards”)
and observers. Allow the wizards

to practice until you achieve the in-
tended experience.

Set up the test space: Set up your
test space. You might want to

establish a video link or a mirror
wall so the wizard is hidden from
the user while still being able to ob-
serve the user.

Step-by-step guide
USE/RESEARCH

Test the prototype: Conduct

your test. Introduce the project

and the context of your proto-

type and ask the user to perform a
certain task from a selected sce-
nario. As the user starts to use

the prototype, the operator simulates
the operation of backstage processes,
devices, or the environment by
manipulating the objects and
environment behind the scenes.

Keep a list of bugs, insights, and
ideas, and review issues: During the
test the observers will record their
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observations and create a list of the
issues that they discover. After each
testing session take a few moments

to reflect on what worked, what didn’t
work, what you would like to change
or try next. Briefly discuss the issues
you discovered and prioritize them.

Revise and iterate: Check off the
task or scenario that has just been
simulated and quickly decide which
one you want to try next. Revise the
reactions of the “wizard” and consid-
er changes to the respective elements
if necessary. Then go again.

At the end of your testing session,
reveal the wizards and do a final de-
brief with the users. «

In Wizard of Oz techniques, the responses from people,
devices, apps, or the context/environment are manually

created by invisible operators (“wizards”) behind the scenes.

Think of the operator as an invisible puppeteer controlling
those objects and service elements.
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