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Complete but Not Practising: Examining Agency and Professional Realism in
Skill-Based Job Simulations

ANONYMOUS AUTHORC(S)

Skill-based job simulations can be easy to complete yet provide limited agency or sense of professional practice. This study examined how
four early-career participants experienced scaffolding, agency, and professional realism in one selected platform case. A comparative
heuristic inspection of Forage and Springpod informed case selection. Participants then completed remote moderated think-aloud
usability sessions, System Usability Scale questionnaires, and debrief interviews using the selected Forage case. Reflexive thematic
analysis identified four themes: professional realism varied with expectations and task content; scaffolding supported clarity but could
limit participation; contextual support was difficult to discover; and transactional value remained when practice felt shallow. The study
contributes a bounded account of how completion, agency, and professional realism can separate. Productive friction offers a tentative
interpretation, translated into three findings-informed, unevaluated design directions. The phases examined different modules, the

inspection involved one evaluator, and neither the lens nor the prototype was tested with participants.

CCS Concepts: « Human-centered computing — Empirical studies in HCI; Usability testing; Interaction design; HCI theory,

concepts and models.

Additional Key Words and Phrases: job simulations, scaffolding, user experience, professional realism, productive friction

1 Introduction

Skill-based job simulation platforms occupy an ambiguous space between learning systems and employability interfaces.
Digital recruitment literature describes candidate experience as a sequence of designed touchpoints, while workplace-
simulation and gameful-assessment research shows how digital tasks can combine practice, signalling, and evaluation
[21, 23, 27, 29]. Early-career users may therefore approach the same simulation as a learning activity, a preview of
professional work, or a recruitment signal. Although these purposes are related, they create different expectations for a
successful experience. User experience (UX) also extends beyond efficient task completion to pragmatic, experiential,
and contextual qualities [12, 15, 24]. Completion alone therefore does not show whether a job simulation provides
enough agency, judgement, and role exploration for users to feel meaningfully connected to the work it represents.

The central design tension concerns instructional scaffolding and professional realism. Guidance can help users
navigate complex activities and reduce demands unrelated to the target task [25, 32], but it can also reduce the judgement
and reasoning required for completion. This raises a motivating design question: when does support enable meaningful
engagement with professional practice, and when does it begin to replace that practice? Simulation fidelity depends
on the task-relevant processes and forms of action represented rather than surface resemblance alone [2, 3, 29]. The
challenge is therefore not simply to make a simulation easier or harder, but to determine which forms of ambiguity,
judgement, and consequence belong to the represented work and which are avoidable interface failures.

This paper addresses the following research question: How did early-career participants experience scaffolding,
agency, and professional realism in one selected skill-based job simulation? Phase 1 used a researcher-led comparative
heuristic inspection of one module on each of two browser-based job-simulation platforms to identify recurring interface
patterns and select a case with fewer basic usability obstacles. Phase 2 followed with a user study comprising remote
moderated think-aloud usability-testing sessions, SUS questionnaires, and debrief interviews with four early-career
participants using the registered participant-study scenario, Forage’s Bloomberg Essentials. Because the comparative

heuristic inspection and user study examined different modules, they were integrated only at the level of recurring
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2 Anon.

interface patterns across the overall study, not as direct task replication. Scaffolding, task content, and prior expectations
also varied together, so the observed patterns cannot be attributed to scaffolding alone. Participants are described
through coarse prior-expectation contexts to support interpretation without needing to disclose identifying backgrounds.
The deliberately selected case remains exploratory and non-generalisable.

The primary contribution is a bounded empirical account of how smooth completion, agency, and professional realism
can separate in one selected job-simulation case. Productive friction offers a tentative interpretation of this tension, not
a claim to have coined the term. Earlier scholarship uses productive friction for resolving socio-cognitive conflict in
collaborative knowledge construction [13], while more recent design literature frames it as calibrated challenge in digital
interaction [10] or applies it to effortful augmented-reading interactions [16]. Here, the lens organises the completion—
agency-professional-realism tension observed in the study. Three proposed design directions—reversible user-controlled
scaffolding, layered contextual support, and consequential feedback and recovery—form an interaction loop illustrated
through the post-study Project Room prototype. The design material is findings-informed and unevaluated; it does not

establish improved user outcomes.

2 Related Work
2.1 Professional Realism in Simulation

Simulation-based learning represents selected aspects of practice rather than reproducing professional work in full.
Bauer et al. describe this selection as representational scaffolding: designers can modify the information, agency,
typicality, and dynamics available within a simulation [2]. Bell et al. distinguish surface realism from psychological
fidelity, where a simulation prompts task-relevant processes without recreating the entire performance environment
[3]. Reviews similarly describe workplace simulation through combinations of scenario, learner control, feedback, and
fidelity [17, 29]. These accounts locate realism in what users are asked to interpret and do, not only in how an interface
looks.

In this paper, professional realism concerns whether an interaction preserves credible opportunities for interpretation,
choice, communication, and consequence. It is an experiential construct rather than a claim that the simulation
reproduces professional work in full. A clear route to completion may therefore coexist with low professional realism

when users have little scope to exercise the judgement implied by the represented role.

2.2 Scaffolding and User Experience

Scaffolding shapes access to the forms of action a simulation makes available. Chernikova et al’s meta-analysis shows
that simulation outcomes vary with task conditions, prior knowledge, authenticity, and instructional support [5].
Technology-mediated scaffolds can be static or responsive, while predetermined fading may not match an individual’s
emerging need [31]. Park consequently recommends support that is visible, usable, selectable, and differentiated in
level [25]. These sources do not identify a universal optimum. Instead, they describe a design space in which guidance
can enable access to a task, perform part of the reasoning on the user’s behalf, or introduce additional interface work.

UX research broadens this issue beyond instrumental efficiency. Hassenzahl and Tractinsky describe experience
as pragmatic, affective, and contextual rather than solely task-oriented [12], while Ntoa argues that observed and
perceived evidence provide complementary views of usability and UX [24]. Simulation-specific research adds fidelity,
psychological safety, reflection, and debriefing as relevant experiential dimensions [8, 15]. In this study, structural

usability concerns navigation, feedback, terminology, help, and ease of completion. Professional realism concerns
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whether users can interpret a situation, exercise agency, and encounter credible consequences. Smooth progression can
coexist with limited professional practice, while unclear navigation remains an interface failure rather than a productive

challenge.

2.3 Employability Context

Recruitment literature provides an important contextual boundary and suggests that users often interpret digital and
gameful assessments not only as tasks but also as signals about employability, organisations, and selection decisions.
Empirical studies consequently show that applicant reactions vary with task design, procedural transparency, explanation
quality, and perceived assessment validity [18, 27, 28, 30]. The findings are mixed: one vendor-linked study reports
favourable test-taking experiences alongside continuing face-validity concerns [19], while broader hiring research
identifies construct, fairness, and access problems in apparently efficient digital processes [6, 7]. Vendor-linked work
involving autistic job seekers likewise reinforces the need for job relevance and group-level evaluation [35].

The module examined with participants was a voluntary career-exploration activity rather than a selection instrument.
Recruitment research is therefore used to explain why completion, certificates, and organisational signalling may
contribute to perceived value even without formal decision stakes. Together, the simulation, UX, and employability
literatures provide the concepts needed to examine how scaffolding, agency, professional realism, and transactional value
meet in one browser-based case. Realist evaluation further supports treating these relationships as context-dependent

rather than uniformly transferable [11].

3 Methodology

The study examined how four early-career participants experienced scaffolding, agency, and professional realism in one
selected browser-based skill simulation. It combined a comparative heuristic inspection with remote moderated usability
testing supported by participants’ think-aloud, descriptive SUS questionnaires, semi-structured debrief interviews, and
qualitative analysis. The study received institutional ethics approval. Participants provided written consent and verbally
reconfirmed recording consent; audio and screen activity were recorded, faces were not, and research records were
de-identified.

Table 1 summarises the two phases, cases, purposes, and involvement.

Table 1. Study phases, cases, purposes, and involvement. Platform names are shown in plain text and module titles in italics.

Phase Platform and module Purpose Method and involvement
1 Forage, Lloyds Banking Group UX  Compare recurring interface Comparative heuristic inspection
Design Introduction; Springpod, patterns and select the by one researcher
Amazon Digital Careers participant-study platform
2 Forage, Bloomberg Essentials Examine perceived usability, Remote moderated sessions with
expectations, professional realism, four early-career participants;
and career value in the selected think-aloud, SUS, and debrief
case

3.1 Study Design and Case Selection

Phase 1 compared navigation, progress feedback, error prevention, terminology, and help in two browser-based job-

simulation platforms, Forage and Springpod. The project records identify the two modules in Table 1 as the cases used
Manuscript submitted to ACM
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4 Anon.

for this comparison but do not document a narrower sampling rationale. Jakob Nielsen’s original ten heuristics supplied
a common comparison frame [22]; the researcher interpreted them in context rather than constructing a specialised
educational or gameful instrument [33]. The researcher also assigned study-defined severity categories: problems that
blocked completion, caused delay or confusion, or were minor.

The inspection indicated that the Forage module had the strongest structural-usability baseline and was therefore
selected as the platform for Phase 2 to reduce the likelihood that basic interface defects could dominate the sessions.
This decision also conditions the participant findings because the tested platform was not selected independently.
Within the Forage platform, Phase 1 inspected Lloyds Banking Group UX Design Introduction, whereas Phase 2 used
the registered participant-study task, Bloomberg Essentials. The phases were therefore integrated sequentially and
only through recurring interface patterns, not as direct task replication, and neither phase provided an independent
validation of the other. Inspection, observed behaviour, and self-report provided complementary views of the interface
[24, 26, 36].

3.2 Participants and Procedure

Four early-career participants were purposively recruited for the Phase 2 examination of the Bloomberg Essentials
module: penultimate- or final-year university students and people who had graduated within the previous two years.
From stated backgrounds and prior familiarity with the represented activities, the researcher classified P1 and P4 as
domain-agnostic and P2 and P3 as domain-relevant. These coarse labels contextualised prior expectations without
needing to disclose detailed backgrounds; they were not user types or inferential comparison groups. Participants
received no payment or other incentives.

Each participant completed a single remotely moderated 60-75-minute session on their own computer. During the
session, participants created a free Forage account, imagined seeking practical career experience, found and enrolled
in Bloomberg Essentials, completed its opening content and activities, and responded to a scenario prompted by the
researcher, acting as the moderator, in which a video would not load and in-site help had to be found. The last task
examined where support was sought during the activity. Participants used the think-aloud protocol throughout; because
moderator intervention can affect this evidence [1], the researcher used neutral reminders only after extended silence
[20, 36]. The role-play prompts and debrief questions elicited participants’ prior expectations.

After the tasks, participants completed the ten-item SUS as a subjective perceived-usability measure [34]. A semi-
structured debrief interview then examined expectations, notable moments, perceived professional realism, and career
value. Professional realism was derived from these qualitative data, not SUS: it concerned whether the activity preserved
credible interpretation, choice, communication, and consequence. The two measures therefore addressed separate but

complementary evidence needs. The introductory and debrief interview questions are provided in Appendix A.

3.3 Analysis and Cross-Phase Interpretation

SUS totals were calculated on the 0-100 scale and used descriptively; the limited sample of four scores cannot support
inference or stable benchmark comparison. The complementary qualitative data comprised think-aloud verbalisations,
observed interactions, screen recordings, and debrief interview transcripts. The researcher used reflexive thematic
analysis to examine both explicit accounts and underlying meanings [4, 9]. Repeated review was followed by semantic
and latent coding on a digital whiteboard; six initial patterns were checked against the data and refined into four themes
from Phase 2: professional realism varied with prior expectations and task content; scaffolding supported clarity but

could limit active participation; contextual support was hard to discover in the prompted task; and transactional value
Manuscript submitted to ACM
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Complete but Not Practising 5

could remain when practice felt shallow. The researcher’s interaction-design background shaped what was noticed,
while observation logs, codes, grouping decisions, and revisions documented the reflexive process.

A synthesis matrix compared the themes and observed behaviours with recurring Phase 1 interface findings.
Agreement or difference was recorded only at this interface-pattern level because the phases used different modules.
This comparison did not validate either phase. Only P4’s session record includes additional framing that described
the module as short, introductory, and not role-specific; comparable wording is not recorded for the other sessions.
Whether administration or recording differed cannot be determined, so possible priming is retained as a limitation.
Tables 1 and 3 report anonymised study structure and findings-to-design traceability; raw samples remain excluded

because the source records contain identifying information.

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive Usability Context

The four SUS totals were 82.5, 47.5, 80.0, and 85.0. These values describe perceived usability in four sessions; they do
not support a population pattern or a comparison between prior-expectation contexts. Participants with similarly
favourable totals nevertheless described agency and professional realism differently.

Table 2 reports participant-level prior-expectation contexts, SUS totals, and qualitative session context.

Table 2. Participant-level descriptive SUS totals with qualitative session context; contextual descriptions are not score interpretations.

Participant  Prior-expectation context SUS total  Qualitative session context

P1 Domain-agnostic 82.5 Clear completion but limited active
participation

P2 Domain-relevant 47.5 Onboarding and professional-realism
concerns

P3 Domain-relevant 80.0 Reclassified the experience as generic
training

P4 Domain-agnostic 85.0 More favourable orientation and flow

The qualitative analysis generated four themes: professional realism varied with prior expectations and task content;
scaffolding supported clarity but could limit active participation; contextual support was hard to discover in the
prompted task; and transactional value could remain when practice felt shallow. These are interpretive patterns from

four sessions, not user types.

4.2 Theme 1: Professional Realism Varied with Prior Expectations and Task Content

Participants evaluated professional realism against what they expected the represented work to involve. The two domain-
relevant participants entered with comparatively specific expectations about activities and responsibilities in their fields.
When the module instead emphasised company information, simple choices, and a pre-written communication task,
both reclassified it in educational terms. P2 said, “It feels more like a course”, while P3 compared it with mandatory
university training. In these sessions, the activities provided less judgement than those participants expected; this
pattern does not establish a general effect of domain familiarity.

The domain-agnostic participants did not respond uniformly. P1 expected practical job preparation and criticised

the limited opportunity to perform work-like activity. P4 began without detailed industry knowledge and treated the
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6 Anon.

module as useful orientation once the flow became familiar, describing it as “crisp” and “expected”. These accounts

show variation within as well as between the two contexts.

4.3 Theme 2: Scaffolding Supported Clarity but Could Limit Active Participation

Across the sessions, participants recognised the clarity of the platform’s linear structure. Information appeared in small
segments, progress was visible, and the sequence was easy to follow. Participants described definitions as concise,
while the module’s quiz and navigation patterns provided a stable route. This recurring pattern matched the Phase 1
observation of visible progress and linear guidance; because the phases used different modules, the match concerns the
interface pattern only.

The same scaffolding narrowed what participants could decide or produce. P1 reported mainly reading information,
while observation showed that a communication task supplied the message, leaving P1 to “just click Send”. Participants
also described quiz options as obvious or too easy to provide meaningful progress, and one characterised the interaction
as a click-through task. Easy progression therefore coincided with limited active judgement.

Not every difficulty came from excessive guidance. A card appeared to invite a choice but only revealed information
when flipped, and a circular team diagram did not appear interactive until hover exposed it. These observed ambiguities

created interface work rather than professional practice.

4.4 Theme 3: Contextual Support Was Hard to Discover in the Prompted Task

All four participants initially failed to locate in-site help during the prompted video-failure task described in Section 3.2.
They searched the activity, top navigation, profile area, messages, and a tips control. Generic support routes existed
elsewhere, but not where participants first looked. This finding applies only to the prompted scenario; it does not show
that help was absent or that every support interaction would fail.

After the initial search, participants moved to a footer or contact route, proposed web or browser troubleshooting, or
asked the researcher for a clue. P2 could not locate in-site support, while P3 shifted to browser inspection tools. The

inspection had found site-level support routes, whereas participants first searched near the represented task.

4.5 Theme 4: Transactional Value Could Remain When Practice Felt Shallow

Several participants treated certificates, visible completion, or preparation for a company-specific application as reasons
to finish or recommend the module. P1 valued that interviewers could see completion. P3 called the module “not useful”
for learning the job itself but still valued its explanation of company structure. We use transactional value for these
benefits of completion and signalling rather than skill practice.

The data show that participants cared about more than just credentials. P4 valued orientation to how the company
worked, while P2 questioned whether requested onboarding information improved the experience or imposed a cost of
entry. Participants thus weighed practice, company orientation, and recruitment signalling against participation costs.
A favourable SUS total did not identify which form of value a participant recognised.

Together, the themes separate smooth completion from professional practice: clear sequencing supported navigation,
but generic tasks limited judgement, and support was not discovered near the prompted activity. This leads to an
additional design question: how might simulations preserve clarity while retaining meaningful decisions, contextual

support, and consequences?
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5 Discussion
5.1 Scaffolding, Agency, and Professional Realism

In the selected Forage Bloomberg Essentials case, participants experienced scaffolding as supporting clear progression
while sometimes limiting the judgement and action available to them. Professional realism varied with prior expectations
and task content, particularly for the domain-relevant participants, P2 and P3. Contextual support was hard to discover
in the prompted task, while transactional value could remain when practice felt shallow. The RQ is therefore answered
through these experiences: participants valued guidance that clarified progression, but described limited agency or
professional realism when activities supplied expected judgement or redirected attention to website troubleshooting.

This finding complements Bauer et al’s representational scaffolding and Bell et al’s psychological fidelity: profes-
sional realism depended on the processes available to enact, not workplace appearance alone [2, 3]. It also qualifies
scaffolding research. Visible, selectable support can aid access [25, 31], yet the pre-written message and obvious options
illustrate how guidance can complete target reasoning, consistent with Chernikova et al’s emphasis on task and
prior-knowledge conditions [5]. The separation between favourable SUS totals and participants’ accounts further
supports multidimensional UX evaluation rather than treating efficient progression as sufficient [12, 15, 24].

The bounded empirical contribution is the completion-agency—professional-realism account: smooth completion,
credible practice, and perceived value can separate. Because scaffolding, task content, and prior expectations varied
together, this is an interpretive account rather than a causal or group effect. Productive friction provides a provisional

lens for considering that account in design.

5.2 Productive Friction

We use productive friction for purposeful decisions, task-relevant uncertainty, and bounded consequences retained
without compromising usability or safety. It excludes inaccessible interaction, generic difficulty, and interface failure:
the aim is to preserve professional judgement, not make a simulation harder. Earlier uses concern collaborative
knowledge construction, digital-media design, and augmented reading [10, 13, 16]. Here, the term organises the
observed completion—-agency—professional-realism tension for browser-based job simulations; it is not presented as a
new term, a novel technique, or a general theory.

Following Ho6k and Lowgren’s account of intermediate-level interaction-design knowledge [14], the lens connects
this bounded case to questions that can travel without claiming a general theory. Does effort come from professional
judgement or interface operation? Is support visible, optional, and restorable? Are consequences bounded and re-
coverable? Are access needs met without removing meaningful choice? The present findings offer tentative answers:
pre-written communication removed judgement, misplaced help added interface work, and participants still valued
orientation or signalling when practice felt shallow. These are proposed questions for future evaluation, not validated

criteria.

5.3 Design Directions and Interaction Loop

The authors propose three design directions in an interaction loop, illustrated through the post-study Project Room
prototype: Calibrate Support (Stage 1), Act with Contextual Support (Stage 2), and Experience Consequences and
Recover (Stage 3), as presented in Figure 1. User choice and consequences can inform the next support level. The

proposal is findings-informed but unevaluated.
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Productive friction in skill-based job simulations

A proposed, findings-informed interaction loop

STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3

Calibrate support Act with contextual Experience consequences
Make guidance visible, support and recover
adjustable and reversible. Choose between credible actions. See safe simulated effects.
=P Keep help close to the task. =P Reflect, revise and retry.
SUPPORT FLEXES
MEANINGFUL CHOICE FEEDBACK SUPPORTS REPAIR
(oot pitores___) »  crioopien |
Revise
X
.
Independent action e oo .
P |_Task resource + technical help! & Reflect and retry -

\User choice and consequences inform the next support E\m/

Proposed design directions — not user-evaluated

Fig. 1. Proposed interaction loop: Stage 1, Calibrate Support; Stage 2, Act with Contextual Support; and Stage 3, Experience
Consequences and Recover. The directions have not been user-evaluated.

To illustrate how the proposed interaction loop could appear within a job-simulation interaction, a low/medium-
fidelity Project Room prototype was developed after the empirical analysis. It represents a fictional team deciding
how to handle a risky software launch. Stage 1 selects Guided, Balanced, or Independent support. Figure 2 shows the
Balanced support level in Stage 2, Act and Decide, with a project brief, three deadline-versus-quality recommendations,
optional project resources, and separate technical and accessibility help. Stage 3, Experience Consequences and Recover
(Figure 3), shows what the selected limited pilot protected and where it transferred risk, then invites reflection, revision,
or restart.

The prototype is presented for illustrative purposes only. Three author-led walkthroughs exercised restorable guidance,
independent action, and help-consequence-recovery paths. They checked state coherence and traceability to the themes,
but were not independent, involved no participants, and provided no usability or effectiveness evaluation as part of this

study.

5.3.1 Reversible User-Controlled Scaffolding. The literature discussed and Themes 1 and 2 motivate support that users
can adjust without being classified in advance. Project Room keeps Guided, Balanced, and Independent controls visible
and permits change before confirmation. This extends calls for visible, selectable scaffolds [25, 31] while respecting
evidence that support value varies with task and prior knowledge [5]. Support must remain restorable and accessible;

the direction does not establish a novice—expert effect or improved learning.

5.3.2  Layered Contextual Support. In the study, the prompted task showed that participants expected technical help
near the activity. Theme 3 therefore motivates distinguishing task uncertainty from interface failure. Figure 2’s optional
brief and teammate prompt preserve in-role reasoning, while technical and accessibility help stays explicit and outside

the fiction. This applies fidelity to task-relevant processes [2, 3] and places support near need [25]. The study did not
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test an in-role information need: that layer remains a proposal. Privacy, safeguarding, and accessibility routes must

remain direct rather than hidden inside role-play [6, 7, 35].

PRODUCTIVE FRICTION / SELF-WALKTHROUGH nal salf-test prototype
is design is not participant-evaluated - No responses or notes

Project Room

STAGE 2 - ACT WITH IN-CONTEXT SUPPORT Lk D

Friday launch decision —_— it | st wallchrouoh
\(E) Calibrate support o Act and decide [\ J ) Consequence and recover
Launch version 1 What should the team recommend? Project resources

on Friday

There is no perfect option. Each response protects one concern and transfers Open a resource if you need more context.

B another risk.
The client demonstration is Monday.

Launch criteria +
Core features are stable, but the final
accessibility and regression checks are A Launch as planned
incomplete. Meet the Friday deadline and complete the remaining checks afterwards. Ask a teammate &
Risk notes +
Consider the deadline, user risk and Delay the full launch 5
what the team can communicate B B
Finish the accessibility and regression checks before releasing.
honestly.
Aska Close
SEADLINE ¢ Runalimited pilot ) “Which risk becomes harder to reverse after
2 Limit exposure, keep the demonstration and disclose the remaining checks. Friday, and who would carry it?"
Friday, 5 pm

OPEN CHECKS Technical and accessibility help stays separate from the
Keyboard path and regression ‘You can change support before confirming. Confirm recommendation - simulation.

suite

TEAM CAPACITY
One release window before the
demo

Fictional scemario - Local self-test anly Reset or refresh clears the walkthrough

Fig. 2. Project Room Stage 2, Act and Decide. Three recommendations remain available while optional in-context support is open
beside the task.

5.3.3 Consequential Feedback and Recovery. Theme 4 motivates making practice visible beyond completion signals.
Figure 3 shows a fictional protected outcome and transferred risk, then permits reflection and revision. This translates
simulation work linking feedback and debriefing [8, 15, 17, 29] into an untested interface direction. Recruitment research
warns that experience, fairness, and face validity can diverge [18, 19, 27, 28, 30]; consequences must therefore be

proportionate, recoverable, and explicitly simulated, never presented as predictions of employability or job performance.
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. PRODUCTIVE FRICTION / SELF-WALKTHROUGH Provisional self-test prototype
PF

Pro' Ct R This design is not participan
ject Room

STAGE 3 - EXPERIENCE CONSEQUENCES AND RECOVER SUPPORT LEVEL

Exposure shrinks, coordination grows ki independert. | Reset walkthrough

(«\ Calibrate support m Act and decide e Consequence and recover
~S &
YOUR RECOMMENDATION REFLECT AND RECOVER
Run a limited pilot What did your recommendation protect, and

where did it move risk?

A small, informed group can proceed while wider exposure is paused, but the team carries extra coordination and
communication work. Optional self-walkthrough notes

The pilot protects user access while keeping the
Protected Transferred risk demonstration viable, but it adds coordination work and
Monday demonstration and most users The team manages two release states and requires clear disclosure

explains the pilot boundary

This is one illustrative consequence, not a prediction of workplace performance.

| Restart walkthrough

No score, passffail state or analytics.

Fictional scenario : Local self-test only Reset or refresh clears the walkthrough

Fig. 3. Project Room Stage 3, Experience Consequences and Recover. The selected limited pilot produces a bounded fictional
consequence, reflection prompt, and recovery routes.

Table 3 shows how the four themes feed the three directions and the guardrails that keep the proposal within the

evidence.
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Table 3. Findings-to-design-direction traceability.

Finding Design tension Design direction Mlustrative Guardrail
mechanism
Professional realism  Identical support Reversible Guidance can recede Do not infer fixed
varied with prior may not fit different  user-controlled and be restored user types
expectations and task expectations scaffolding
content
Scaffolding Guidance may enable Reversible Credible options Do not claim
supported clarity but  completion while user-controlled precede optional improved learning
could limit active removing agency scaffolding prompts
participation
Contextual support Site-level help may Layered contextual Separate in-role In-role support was
was hard to discover  be distant from support resources from not participant-tested
in the prompted task  activity explicit technical
help near the task
Transactional value Completion signals Consequential Show a simulated Do not claim
could remain when may overshadow feedback and effect, reflection, and  employability
practice felt shallow  practice recovery revision route outcomes

6 Limitations and Future Work

This bounded account concerns four early-career participants completing a single 60—75-minute session with the
deliberately selected Forage Bloomberg Essentials case, which contains broad introductory content. Because Forage
was chosen after showing the strongest structural-usability baseline, the SUS totals are not an unconditioned platform
comparison. Scaffolding, task content, and prior expectations were not varied independently, so causal attribution is
not possible. The study examined immediate UX, not learning, employability, or job performance.

Phase 1 used one researcher and inspected Forage Lloyds Banking Group UX Design Introduction and Springpod
Amazon Digital Careers, not the Phase 2 module. Cross-phase synthesis therefore concerns recurring interface patterns
only. Graham and McAleer’s realist account supports treating transfer across contexts as conditional [11], not assuming
that the observed relationships recur unchanged.

Remote moderation, concurrent think-aloud, and the short sessions may have influenced participant behaviour. Only
P4’s record contains extra framing that the module was short, introductory, and not role-specific; comparable wording
is absent from the other records. Administration and recording cannot be disentangled, so priming cannot be ruled out
[1]. The themes also reflect one researcher’s reflexive interpretation.

The three author-led prototype walkthroughs were non-independent, and Project Room was not participant-tested.
Future work should compare matched tasks, add evaluators, standardise moderator records, and recruit varied expecta-
tions and access needs. Participant studies should evaluate each direction separately alongside accessibility, fairness,

privacy, and role relevance [6, 7, 35].
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7 Conclusion

This study examined how four early-career participants experienced scaffolding, agency, and professional realism in one
selected Forage case. Professional realism varied with prior expectations and task content; scaffolding supported clarity
but could limit active participation; contextual support was hard to discover in the prompted task; and transactional
value could remain when practice felt shallow. The RQ is answered through these experiences: participants valued
clear progression, but reported limited agency or professional realism when activities left little to interpret, decide, or
produce.

The paper’s primary contribution is this bounded completion-agency—professional-realism account. Productive
friction provides a tentative interpretive lens, and the proposed interaction loop translates the findings into three
unevaluated design directions: reversible user-controlled scaffolding, layered contextual support, and consequential
feedback and recovery. Project Room illustrates these directions; it does not validate them. With four participants, one
selected platform case, different modules across phases, and no participant evaluation of the design work, future studies

must test whether the directions preserve judgement while remaining accessible, fair, and safe.
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Appendices

Introductory Interview Questions

(1) Could you tell me a little bit about what you’re studying and what year you’re in?
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What are your general career aspirations after you graduate?

Before today, have you ever heard of or used the Forage platform?

Have you used any other online learning or career development platforms like Coursera, LinkedIn Learning, or
anything similar?

Before you started today, what were your initial thoughts or expectations for a “job simulation” on a platform
like this?

A.2 Debrief Interview Questions

®
@

®)
©

®)

(6)

™)

®

©

(10)

You just completed the Bloomberg Essentials module, which the site stated takes about 13 minutes. How did this
specific experience align with or differ from the initial expectations you had?

Thinking back on the entire process, can you describe any particular high points or low points you encountered?
What was your experience of the step where you had to create an account before you could access the content?
A key challenge in designing these platforms is balancing realism with clarity. How would you describe that
balance in the module you just completed? Was there any point where it felt too complex, or perhaps too
simplified?

This platform is designed to provide experiences that feel like real-world job tasks. In your opinion, did the
Bloomberg module feel more like an authentic work task, a structured university lesson, or perhaps something
else, like company marketing?

Thinking about what you actually did, what specific skills, if any, do you feel you practised or learned today?
How confident would you be in applying what you learned in a real-world interview or task?

Regarding the platform design, beyond just being easy or difficult, what aspects made the experience more
engaging or motivating? Were there any elements that made you lose interest?

Based on your experience, would you recommend the Forage platform and this specific module to a friend or
colleague?

What do you think is the ideal user for the specific module that you did? Who would get the most value out of
it?

Is there anything else that you would like to share about your experience today?
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