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What We Studied 
and How



We Wanted to Understand…

1. Where people actually go when they need help
2. What makes them trust an answer
3. Where they expect AI to appear
4. What makes AI feel useful vs. annoying



Methodology

We ran moderated usability tests where participants:
○ Completed real tasks
○ Talked through their thinking out loud
○ Used real websites and AI tools
○ Then reflected on their experience in a short survey



Study Sample: 9 Participants



Experiences We Tested

○ Search (with AI elements)
○ Generative AI
○ Transactional
○ Hybrid (AI with human escalation)
○ Domain Specific



Search (with AI elements)



Search (with AI elements)



Generative AI



Transactional



Hybrid (AI with human escalation)



Domain Specific 



Domain Specific 



5 Universal Behaviors



#1 Users Look for Search First

Even before navigation.
Even before chat.
Even before reading the page.

One participant literally said: 
“Where’s the magnifying glass?”



#2 Google Still Wins the 
Trust Game

Participants trusted Google’s AI summaries more 
than standalone AI tools.

Reasons:
✓ Citations
✓ Source links
✓ Familiar interface



#3 Nobody Takes AI at Face 
Value

Participants used AI as a starting point, not a final 
answer.

Especially for:
○ Medical topics
○ Financial questions
○ Anything high-stakes



Locating 
Help 
Wireframe



Participants chose Option D as the most 
comprehensive and trustworthy.

Reasons:
✓ Anticipated their need
✓ Multiple ways to get help
✓ Easy to use

#4 FAQs and Search Preferred



#5 People Have Chat Baggage

People remembered previous bots that:
○ Couldn’t understand questions
○ Never solved the problem
○ Wasted their time

Those experiences shaped expectations before the 
interaction even started.



5 Universal Findings for AI Chat

1. Users Look for Search First
2. Google Still Wins the Trust Game
3. Nobody Takes AI at Face Value
4. FAQs and Search Preferred
5. People Have Chat Baggage



5 Surprising Findings



#1 Nobody Was Looking for Chat

Despite all the hype around AI chat…

Users consistently tried search or the
navigation first.

Chat was usually a last resort.



#2 Age Expectations Reversed

Familiarity didn’t equal trust.

In several sessions, the younger users were actually 
the most critical of AI answers.



#3 The IRS Beat ChatGPT

The IRS Interactive Tax Assistant was rated more 
trustworthy than:
ChatGPT
Google

Why?
Because authority beat interface polish.



Multiple participants changed their query style 
when using ChatGPT versus Google — switching 
from keywords to full conversational questions. 

This suggests users intuitively understand different 
interaction models.

#4 Users Type Completely 
Differently for AI vs. Search



Even though designers expect users to see chat in the 
bottom corner…
Several participants never noticed it at all.

The question is not “How do we design better chat?”
The question is “When do users actually want chat?”

#5 Standard Chat Placement 
Didn’t Work



5 Surprising Findings for AI Chat

1. Users are Not Looking for Chat
2. Age Expectations Reversed
3. The IRS Beat ChatGPT
4. Users Type Completely Differently for AI vs. Search
5. Standard Chat Placement Didn’t Work



5 Tips for 
Overcoming Chat Skepticism 



#1 Position Chat as Backup

Design help in layers
1. Search
2. FAQs
3. Chat

Chat should feel like: “Still stuck? Talk to us.”
Not the first thing users see.



#2 Don’t Hide the AI. Explain It.

Show:
• Sources
• Citations
• Confidence levels

Transparency increased trust every time.

Bonus tip: Don’t use a fake photos or cute name.





#3 Design Seamless Human 
Handoff from Day One

○ Build clear escalation triggers ("Let me connect you 
with a specialist")

○ Maintain chat history during transfers
○ Set expectations about wait times
○ Provide clear indication when the handoff occurs and 

acknowledge the AI conversation context rather than 
starting over





#4 Give Users a Starting Point 

Instead of an empty chat box, provide:
○ Common questions
○ Quick actions
○ Guided prompts

Users felt more confident when the system 
showed what it could do.



#5 Test With Actual Users

Test different positions with your specific user 
base and content context. 

Chat discoverability matters more than following 
design patterns that may not work for your 
audience.



5 Tips for Overcoming 
Chat Skepticism

1. Position Chat as Backup
2. Don’t Hide the AI. Explain It.
3. Design Seamless Human Handoff from 

Day One
4. Give Users a Starting Point
5. Test With Actual Users



BONUS

What Users Actually Said About AI
 

AI skepticism starts early
“It’s AI…you can’t 100% trust it.”
 — 15-year-old sports fan

Personal experience shapes trust 

“Impressed with AI accuracy” 
when using Google for medical 
research.
 — 73-year-old self-described technology 
dinosaur



BONUS

What Users Actually Said About AI
 

Users create their own trust hierarchy
“.gov sites → Wikipedia → AI tools 
→ chat bots”
 — 23-year-old guitar teacher

Not all AI is equal
“Gemini kind of sucks.”
 — 11-year-old math junky

Some reactions are emotional, not logical
“Using ChatGPT for medical 
symptoms just felt… icky.”
 — 29-year-old gamer
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