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A/B testing is a key part of product development. On the surface, it may
seem like a complex methodology that requires fancy tools and elaborate
engineering systems. However, this isn’t the case if you’re just getting
started. You don’t need to know every detail of A/B testing to integrate this
practice into your product development process, but understanding the
fundamentals is necessary.

This book will expose you to concepts that can help kickstart incorporating
A/B testing into your product. We’ll lay out the anatomy of a test and the
core components required to facilitate A/B testing. We’ll explore practical
concepts and strategies to incorporate A/B testing within your organization,
starting with the many advantages of this experimentation methodology.
Specifically, this chapter includes the following:

• How your team can benefit from A/B testing.

• How you can gain user insights you didn’t even think to seek at the start
of a project.

• How you can use A/B testing to catch engineering system vulnerabilities
earlier rather than later.

• How you can leverage A/B testing as a risk management tool.

To further illustrate the advantages of A/B testing, you’ll have the role of
analyst for the personalization team at CableMax. Although CableMax is a
fictitious company, it’s loosely based on a real-life context that used A/B
testing to improve the experience for a user-facing product. There will be
analyst tasks related to your role at CableMax to get some hands-on
experience.

So, without further ado, let’s get started!

What Is A/B Testing?
A/B testing is an online controlled experiment that measures the impact of
a change on a subset of users. An effective A/B test is one where you feel
confident in making decisions based on the results.

An A/B test, also referred to as an experiment, in its simplest form consists
of two groups of users, as shown in the following image. The first group is
the control variant which includes users who receive the unchanged function-
ality or product experience. The second group consists of users who receive
a new feature or change that is up for evaluation, known as the test variant.
Both the test and control variants need to be randomized to ensure that the
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users assigned to each group are similar statistically, allowing for higher
confidence when measuring the effect of the experiment. If the variants are
not properly randomized, then you wouldn’t know with high certainty that
the changes evaluated in the experiment caused an increase or decrease in
key metrics.

Now to determine the effectiveness of the change, you’ll use metrics to
compare the engagement of the test variant to the control variant. Your
metrics and variants are closely tied together. Without proper variant ran-
domization, your test results may represent an inaccurate estimate of the
effect of the change, as they could be biased toward a specific user popula-
tion or other unknown factors. We’ll be looking more closely at A/B testing
terminology in Learn the Fundamentals of an A/B Test, but for now, let’s start
with a basic understanding.

You’re evaluating changes on real users and measuring the outcome using
data. The change that is evaluated as part of the experiment could include:

• A new UX design to a user-facing product.
• A new feature or change to an existing feature.
• A new software architecture that, for example, improves the efficiency of

the engineering system under the hood but, ideally, should be transparent
to the user.

If you’re building user-facing products, your goal is to improve the user
experience and create business impact. When you leverage A/B testing to
evaluate a change, the test results allow you to measure if you’re meeting
your intended goals.

Who Should Run A/B Tests
Everyone and anyone should run A/B tests: product owners, engineers,
engineering managers, designers, data scientists, user researchers, and
really, anyone who has the desire to learn about the product they’re building.
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If you have a theory and the desire to prove your theory is true, then you
should utilize A/B testing.

When you should run an A/B test is subjective. You may prefer all user-facing
changes, whether big or small, to be A/B tested. Or you may choose a less
conservative approach: A/B test more significant changes. For more minor
changes, compare your metrics before versus after the change was rolled out
to all your users. It really just depends on your use case and what type of
questions you’re looking to answer.

Here are a few points to consider when deciding on whether to evaluate a
change with an A/B test:

• If your product is new or you’re testing a brand-new domain, your metrics
may be more volatile. In this case, it’s better to start measuring changes
early as you iterate on the product over time.

• If your product is mature, your metrics may not be as sensitive to
changes, making it a bit harder to move the needle. That’s not to say
that you shouldn’t leverage A/B testing. You may want to opt for an
equivalence test, which will be discussed in detail in Select the Right
Type of Experiment.

• If you’re keen on protecting the user from an unintentional degradation
in the product experience, use A/B testing to gather data insights into
the performance of change on a subset of users first.

• If you find it necessary to introduce the change at a lower scale first, to
evaluate the risk or the potential for uncovering scale issues before it’s
available for all your users.

If you’re still wondering whether you should evaluate a change using the
A/B testing methodology, consider the following questions that data from
an A/B test could answer:

• How did this change impact key business metrics?
• How are specific minority user groups affected by the new feature?
• How did this change influence engagement on other surfaces of the

product?

This is all to say, if you have questions about the usage and the impact of
changes made to the product, then you’re the perfect candidate to run an
A/B test.
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Beginning Your Analyst Role
You were recently hired at CableMax, a company with a large footprint in the
United States, providing video services to millions of users.

Given the company’s size, you’d assume there would be a sophisticated A/B
testing platform that supports the innovation made to the video product.
That’s not the case. Even big companies need help getting started with A/B
testing.

The engineering and product teams at CableMax want to better understand
how new features influence user engagement and impact key business
metrics. This is why they’ve asked you to help them push their A/B testing
practices forward. You’ll start with a team known to push changes straight
to production, with little evaluation or measurement beforehand: the per-
sonalization team.

The personalization team is responsible for features that enable users to
quickly access content to watch on the company’s flagship video product. To
get an idea of the user experience you’re providing analyst support for, see
the image on page 5. The colored squares represent individual TV shows or
movies that are personalized based a user’s taste and watch history.

Since you’re a new hire, let’s set the stage a bit more.

It’s clear what is missing from the video product: a personalized For You
homepage. CableMax users expect good value for what they pay for, so natu-
rally, you want to make it as easy as possible to engage with. The For You
homepage will be a single location where the user can find recommended
content just for them, instead of the typical editorial experience that is “one-
size-fits-all.”

This is a great idea, but all ideas, whether great or not-so-great, should be
A/B tested. And that’s exactly what the team at CableMax decides to do:
launch a For You A/B test on the video product.

To evaluate the For You homepage, users in the test variant will receive the For
You experience (left). Users in the control variant will receive the unchanged,
unpersonalized experience (right). See the following image.
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