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What is 
Synthetic User Research?
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Synthetic User Research

It is a method that uses artificial intelligence (AI) to create 

virtual participants for the purpose of gathering user 

feedback and testing products, ideas, or concepts. These 

virtual participants, known as synthetic users, are designed 

to behave and respond in a way that mimics real users.
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What do experts say about synthetic user research?

Prof. Hiroshi Ishii
MIT Media Lab

“There is no such thing as 
an average user.”

“Generalized themes and 
averaged results might not 
accurately represent the 
complexity real user 
interactions.”

Averaged Results

Prof. Kai Kunze
Keio Media Design

“Synthetic UXR that are 
based on established 
user data may provide 
predictions within the 
range of existing data but 
may fall short to make 
predictions for innovation 
beyond the known data 
range.”

“AI tools could potentially 
help researchers and 
developers maintain a 
balanced approach to 
empathy.”

Limited Innovation 

Empathy vs. Sympathy

Ruben Stegbauer
UX Manager, Google

“…amplify our biases rather 
than question them.”

“The contradictions 
between what users say 
and do often provide the 
best insights.”

“Your results will change 
depending on the prompt 
used and likely even 
change if you run the same 
prompt again.”

Biases

First-Hand Observation

Data Validity

Ye Dong
Multilingual UXR

Fast Retailing

“…leave out context-rich, 
unexpected responses 
linked to the personal and 
emotional experiences of 
unique users.”

“…lacking human touch (人
味) that convey human 
warmth, personality, and 
authenticity.”

Human Touch

Dr. Sara Bouzit
Head of Research 

EPAM France

“AI-generated synthetic 
data could reveal 
overlooked nuances in 
user studies by simulating 
user groups that are often 
not represented.”

Under-Represented 
User Groups

“We are concerned about 
accidentally leaking 
sensitive data while using 
AI tools such as ChatGPT 
for thematic analysis.”

Ethics & Confidentiality+

- - -

-

-

+

-

-
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Nevertheless…

We are using AI for our work

Data source: User Interviews (N=1,093)

https://www.userinterviews.com/ai-in-ux-research-report
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Nevertheless…

We are using AI for our work

Data source: User Interviews (N=1,093)

77.1% of the surveyed audience are using 
AI in at least some of their work.

47.8% of the surveyed audience use AI for 
transcription and 40.8% for note-taking.

ChatGPT is the most widely used AI-specific 

tool, with 51.1% of the surveyed audience 
use it for research.

https://www.userinterviews.com/ai-in-ux-research-report
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Synthetic User Research and 
Code of Conduct at EPAM

x Use GenAI tools for external or internal 
deliverables unless we’ve obtained 
written approval from managers and 
clients. 
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Synthetic User Research and 
Code of Conduct at EPAM

x

✓ Encouraged to experiment with GenAI 
tools for personal tasks that are not 
included in any internal or external 
deliverables.

x Even within EPAM’s in-house GenAI 
platform (DIAL), inputting sensitive 
and confidential information is not 
permitted.

Use GenAI tools for external or internal 
deliverables unless we’ve obtained 
written approval from managers and 
clients. 



Some Use Cases of 
Synthetic User Research 
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Use Case 1: Experimenting with

SyntheticUsers Platform: https://www.syntheticusers.com 

https://www.syntheticusers.com/
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Use Case 1: Experimenting with

Synthetic Users Real Users

N=6, avoid talking about genders

Age range: 28-42 (M=34, SD=4.8)

Occupations: business tycoon, tech entrepreneur, 

fashion designer, investment banker, art gallery 

owner, fashion blogger

N/A

N=6, 4 females and 2 males

Age range: 36-64 (M=49, SD=9.8)

Occupations: investment banker + company director, 

senior director of a tech company, international school 

teacher, director in a biotech compnay, housewife

SyntheticUsers Platform: https://www.syntheticusers.com 

https://www.syntheticusers.com/
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Use Case 1: Experimenting with

Question: What is an ideal luxury membership program for you?

Synthetic Users Real Users

• A strong focus on sustainability, with programs demonstrating 
a genuine commitment to environmental and ethical practices.

• Sustainability and aftercare

• Memberships that offer unique, personalized experiences 
that resonate with individual lifestyles and preferences.

• Emotional Bonds: Personalized services, recognition, and 
convenience

• Inclusive exclusivity, where programs maintain a sense of 
prestige while fostering a diverse and welcoming community.

• Community: Exclusive events within my community 

• Seamless digital integration for easy management and 
access to membership benefits

• Digital Integration: All services available in one place

• Quality and Longevity

• Exclusivity: Access to the most sought-after items
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Use Case 1: Experimenting with

Question: What does sustainability mean to you for luxury products and experiences? 

“My family has a tradition to  use timeless products that 
last for years. We are not rich enough to buy cheap stuff."

“Sustainability means transparency in environmental efforts 
from brands I endorse and a genuine display of concrete 
sustainable actions, not just promises..”

“This [aftercare] helps reduce the disposable nature of 
products. If the color of my shirt fades and rest of the shirt 
is perfect. I take it back and they recolor it.”

“True sustainability means that the actions taken are as 
luxurious and thoughtful as the products themselves.”

Synthetic UsersSynthetic Users Real Users
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Use Case 2: Survey Items Validation

The feeling of stress-free (1=feel stressful all the time, 10= feel stress-free all the time)



What Does GenAI Can 
and Cannot Do?
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What can GenAI contribute to research, so far?

• Aggregate information from various sources

• Perform translation and transcription tasks

• Recognize actions in videos

• Recognize emotions from video content

• Provide insights into past data and events 
that have occurred
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AI interpolates 

while humans extrapolate
Interpolation Extrapolation

Predicting within known data range Predicting beyond known data rangeAI interpolates
Generate outcomes within the range 
of existing data. 
Excel at repetitive tasks within known 
data patterns. 

Humans extrapolate
Make predictions beyond the known 
data range, using our creativity, 
intuition, empathy, domain knowledge, 
sensory experiences, social 
interactions…

Children are good examples



25

AI interpolates 

while humans extrapolate
Interpolation Extrapolation

Predicting within known data range Predicting beyond known data rangeAI interpolates
Generate outcomes within the range 
of existing data. 
Excel at repetitive tasks within known 
data patterns. 

Humans extrapolate
Make predictions beyond the known 
data range, using our creativity, 
intuition, empathy, domain knowledge, 
sensory experiences, social 
interactions…

Children are good examples

The illustration captures 
the essence of children 
learning languages and 
showcases their ability to 
exceed the capabilities 
of large language 
models through diverse 
methods of language 
acquisition, creativity, 
and the joy of learning.

An illustration generated 

by DALLE-3
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The joy and meaning of our work

In addition to end results, we also seek fulfillment 
and enjoyment throughout the process.

“Enjoyment” and “meaning” are two recurring 
keywords in our conversations with UX 
professionals (Li et al., 2024).

Jie Li, Hancheng Cao, Laura Lin, Youyang Hou, Ruihao Zhu, and Abdallah 
El Ali. 2024. User Experience Design Professionals’ Perceptions of 
Generative Artifcial Intelligence. In Proceedings of CHI ’24.

This image is generated by DALLE-3 to illustrate 
the joy and meaning of human work.

This is my own video of making 
cakes, not AI-generated. 
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Field studies Persona building Qualitative usability testing Survey
User interviews Journey mapping Benchmark testing Analytics review

Diary studies Prototype feedback Accessibility evaluation Usability-bug review

• Provide templates (e.g., 
interview guides, 
observation grids, diary 
study booklets)

• Offer general contextual 
and culture insights about 
the user group

• Analyze exisiting research 
to identify knowledge gap

• Transcribe the audio data, 
diarize speakers, and 
perform basic thematic 
coding

• Assist in identifying user 
patterns that might inform 
persona development

• Suggest additional variables 
or factors to consider during 
data collection

• Perform standard usability 
or accessibility assessments 
with standard metrics

• Automate video captioning 
of user actions in usability 
test videos for quicker 
identification of general 
usability issues

• Cross-reference findings 
with existing databases to 
suggest best practices

• Offer templates and suggest 
survey items

• Simulate survey answers for 
pilot testing

• Identify recurring patterns 
in usability issues

• Automate the categorization 
of feedback for easier 
management and response
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The four stages of a UX research cycle: Discover, Explore, Test, and Listen (Farrell, 2017) 

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/ux-research-cheat-sheet/
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• Collaborate with 
stakeholders to validate the 
research plan and materials

• Fully replace the need for 
in-depth fieldwork

• Understand the subtle 
cultural and social 
dynamics without human 
interpretation

• Capture the full emotional 
journey of a user with 
human empathy and 
understanding

• Provide the contextually 
rich, qualitative insights that 
come from direct user 
interaction

• Provide nuanced critiques, 
as experienced human 
testers do, especially for 
innovative technologies

• Detect the subtle 
emotional reactions of 
users toward the product 
that are not explicitly stated 
or measurable through 
metrics

• Replicate the human 
experience of using a 
product and may miss issues 
that are apparent only 
through actual use

• Replace the strategic 
decision-making that 
comes from deep, human-
led analysis of user 
comments and suggestions

Field studies Persona building Qualitative usability testing Survey
User interviews Journey mapping Benchmark testing Analytics review

Diary studies Prototype feedback Accessibility evaluation Usability-bug reviewTy
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The four stages of a UX research cycle: Discover, Explore, Test, and Listen (Farrell, 2017) 

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/ux-research-cheat-sheet/
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QUESTIONS?
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jieli-research.com

www.linkedin.com/in/jie-li-nl
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