Think-aloud Protocol

This qualitative research method refers to the verbalized account of a subject’s mental process; in particular, the sequence of cognitive events, or thought processes, between the introduction of a task or problem to the final product.  Also known as concurrent verbal protocol and thought-listing, it is predominantly used as a research tool in the field of cognitive psychology.  It can be thought of as “self report” or “thinking aloud.”  This allows a researcher to find out how a person approaches a problem or task and describes the problem solving techniques or interpretations he or she uses.  Provides rich, qualitative information about how a person reasons his or her actions in specific situations.  
Strength of method: reveals insights into the decision making process of an individual, and the results can be registered and analyzed to determine mental processes, patterns, or decision making pathways.  It provides a varied account of the underlying thinking process.  Particularly useful where previous research is nonexistent or there is little information known about a particular phenomenon.
Weaknesses of method: the observer may influence or affect how the person doing the “think-aloud” protocol behaves.  The need to give a verbal report of their mental process may change how a subject interacts with the task at hand and affect their decision process.  A subject can only report what they are aware of and not the underlying unconscious processes that take place in addition to the  verbal decision making process.  A person may process information differently from those thoughts contemplated privately and may edit their thoughts to the researcher.   
Since this method attempts to describe the thought processes of a person, it is useful on tasks that determine usability or operation of a system, such as an online catalog or a searchable database.  This would allow a researcher to determine how a system conforms to an active search, how the person using it develops an understanding of the system, and the cognitive progression that takes place as the person interacts with the system.  This information may aid the researcher in the further development and improvement of the system at hand or it may identify possible flaws in its operation. 
Verbal protocols cannot be measured per se since they do not provide quantitative data and are the intangible expressions of one person under observation.  To assess the quality of verbal protocols one must rely on the collection and documentation of the cognitive interview, self reports of the subject, and any probing questions given to the subject to elicit continuance of his or her thought process.
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