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Principles of 
Contextual Inquiry

The core premise of Contextual Inquiry is very simple: go to 
the user, watch them do the activities you care about, and 

talk with them about what they’re doing right then. Do that, and 
you can’t help but gain a better understanding of your user than 
ever (Fig. 3.1).

That is the basic idea, but we find people are generally happy to 
have a little more guidance. What should you do at the user’s site? 
What should you pay attention to? How do you run the interview? 
Unless you’re trained as a social scientist or anthropologist, running 
a field interview can be daunting. Contextual Design is structured 
so that product managers, engineers, user researchers, business ana-
lysts, and UX designers1—anyone on the product team—can be 
part of collecting user data.

The process used to conduct a field interview stood the test of 
time for 20 years, and the basic principles have not changed. But in 
this book, we expand the focus and scope of data collected to under-
stand the users’ wider life and core human motives. We’ll introduce 
the interviewing process and explore the expanded focus in this 
chapter.

1 � Any of these roles may be conducting contextual interviews. We use the word “interviewer” to refer 
to them all—not just user researchers. It is much more effective to have the team in the field than to 
relegate all data collection to one person or job type. Immersion into the life the user is the best way 
to internalize their needs implicitly and explicitly.
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry44

Figure 3.1  Contextual interviews in different life contexts: work, home, and 
car. Interviews are conducted wherever the activities of interest take place.
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The master/apprentice model 45

In Contextual Design, we always try to build on natural human 
ways of interacting. It is difficult and unnatural to act out of a long 
list of rules; instead we suggest a simple, familiar model of relation-
ship. A list of rules says “do all these things”—you have to concen-
trate so much on following the rules you can’t relate to the person 
being interviewed. A relationship model says “be like this”—if 
you can stay in the appropriate relationship, you will naturally act 
appropriately.2

Many different models of relationship are available to inter-
viewers. A formal model might be scientist/subject: I am going to 
study you, so be helpful and answer my questions—it doesn’t really 
matter whether you understand why I’m asking. A less formal 
model might be parent/child: I’ll tell you what to 
do, and you’ll do it because you want my approval 
(or else you’ll rebel to show your independence). 
Each of these models brings with it a different 
set of attitudes and behaviors. A student telling 
a teacher he is wrong may be deferential or rebel-
lious, but either way, it’s a different situation than 
the teacher telling the student he’s wrong. Relationship models 
have two sides, and playing one side tends to pull the other person 
into playing the other. Find a relationship model that is useful for 
gathering data, and as long as you play your role, you will pull the 
user into playing theirs. So what’s a good relationship model for 
gathering design data?

The master/apprentice model

The relationship we offer as a good model for a field interview is that 
between a master craftsman and apprentice. Overall, it embodies the 
attitudes and behaviors that will produce the highest quality data. 
Just as an apprentice learns through being immersed in the world of 

2 � Goffman 1959 discusses how relationship models guide social interactions.

Use natural ways of 
relating to people when 
interacting with the user
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry46

the master, interviewers can learn by immersion in the world of the 
user, discovering what’s important from the people who know best.

The master/apprentice model creates an atti-
tude of inquiry on the researcher’s side and an 
attitude of disclosure and sharing on the user’s 
side. So people with no special background in 
ethnography can rapidly learn to conduct effec-
tive interviews.

In this situation, users, as the masters, don’t need 
to be natural teachers; a master craftsman teaches while doing. This 
makes imparting knowledge simple. Users can talk about what they 
are doing as their activity unfolds, and the interviewer can ask a ques-
tion or discuss the user’s actions in the moment. Users don’t have to 
develop a slide show to reveal the activities and emotions of their life. 
All they have to do is do their life, which reveals their motives and 
feelings. Consider this woman planning a vacation for her family:

“I’m looking for something my husband and kids will 
both be happy with. Look, my husband would love this—
a golf tour of Scotland. But what would we do with the 
kids? Here’s a cruise—maybe that would work. Lots of 
kid activities, and my husband has always wanted to do 
a cruise…Getting it right really matters to me. I want 
everyone to have a great time!”

Seeing what people do is relatively straightforward. Understanding 
why they do what they do is harder. Some actions are the result of 
years of experience and have subtle motivations; other actions are 
habitual, and there is no longer a good reason for them. Like an 
apprentice, the best time to unravel the vital from the irrelevant and 
explain the difference is while in the middle of doing the activity.3

A scientist came to the end of a painstaking series of 
mechanical calculations manipulating data from an 
experiment, turned to us, and said, “I guess you’re surprised 
that I’m doing this.” He was surprised at how inefficient he 
was, once he thought about it.

3 � Polanyi discusses what tacit knowledge people have available for discussion at different times in  
M. Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958.

When you’re watching 
users’ activities as they 
unfold, learning is easy
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The master/apprentice model 47

Because interviewers are present and immersed in the con-
text of the user’s life, they see the steps of an activity, and they 
see what matters to the user, including the emo-
tion associated with it. They see the intensity 
when the user is invested or frustrated, the sat-
isfaction when a product makes life easier to 
live, the pride of being a better professional, 
and the relief when technology or life hassles 
are removed. By being present, the interviewer 
can sense the user’s emotional energy and start 
to understand it. This is how a team finds latent 
needs and delighters—the core opportunities for a product to  
transform life.

Because they talk about their activity while doing it, it’s easy 
for users to see details that would otherwise be hard to discover. 
Every action they take and every object around them helps them talk 
about what they are doing. So users can describe the details of what 
they are doing, their motives, and even interesting stories of related 
things that happened.

Talking about what they are really doing keeps users from speak-
ing in generalizations. And the interviewer watching what is happen-
ing can ask about what they see, rather than asking general questions 
that elicit generalizations.

A doctor said he read journals outside his specialty because 
they often had information of interest to him. How did 
he decide what was of interest? “Oh, I just scan the article 
titles.” That wasn’t very specific. But when asked to do it, 
he was able to say, “Look, this article is about another use 
of a drug I prescribe. I’ll read that. And here’s an article 
about a procedure that uses a device I use a lot. There 
might be good stuff there…”

Sometimes users cannot describe an activity at all when they 
are not doing it. Their memory of how to do the task is partially 
incorporated into the objects they use, so without those objects 
and the context of the activity, they really don’t know what  
they do.

Inquiry uncovers why 
people do what they do 
by watching and talking 
about it
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry48

Contextual Inquiry is 
apprenticeship compressed 
in time

A secretary was unable to describe how she made her 
monthly report. But when asked to create it, she brought 

up her last report and started filling in the 
parts—the old report was her reminder of how 
to produce the next one.

A product team can’t spend weeks with a single 
user to learn what they do—and they don’t need to. 
When grounded in the present activity, the user can 

tell stories about the last time something similar happened. Doing 
the activity naturally triggers memories of similar events from the 
recent past.4

A financial manager received a stock alert on his phone 
while we were talking. This reminded him about the time 
recently when he had gotten an alert of a PayPal transaction 
while he was watching a ballgame. But he knew he hadn’t 
made any transactions—so he called, discovered it was 
fraudulent, and was able to resolve it immediately.

Together, user and researcher can walk through past events in 
detail, staying focused on what really happened. These retrospective 
accounts expand the time frame the field interview can cover.

Interviewers have the opportunity to observe the same set of 
behaviors across a number of users or across multiple instances 

by one user. What appears to be an idiosyncratic 
action when seen once, upon repetition reveals a 
pattern and suggests a strategy for getting things 
done—an unarticulated strategy which could be 
directly supported in a new product design. It is 
often hard to see these strategies precisely because 
the user’s actions are everyday and ordinary. But by 

paying attention to repeating detail, the structure of daily life can be 
revealed.

4 � Orr describes such storytelling to transmit knowledge among modern-day product managers for 
similar reasons in J. Orr, “Narratives at Work—Storytelling as Cooperative Diagnostic Activity” 
in Proceedings of the Conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work, December 3–5, 1986, 
Austin, Texas.

Clues to design for people 
are hidden in the details of 
daily life
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 49

An enterprise worker used his smartphone at lunch 
to check and quickly answer emails, set up some 
appointments, and look up small bits of information. We 
learned he also did it at breakfast, and right before leaving 
work, and again last thing at night—and we saw other 
users do the same thing. Checking off small tasks and 
minor chores seemed to occur before getting on to the 
main activities of the workday or evening.

The design team named this strategy “clearing the decks,” reflect-
ing that people sweep away the little things they need to do to keep 
life going before entering a period of concentrated activity. Once the 
strategy was found and named, the team could design for it.

Taken together, the master/apprentice relationship makes the 
rich detail of everyday life available for observation and discussion. 
It steers the interviewer and user away from high-level abstract ques-
tions. It suggests an attitude of inquiry, attention 
to detail, and humility. And it recognizes that the 
user is the only true expert on their own activities. 
The interviewer acts like an apprentice, watching 
and probing and letting the users teach them about 
their lives. This relationship model allows users to 
shape the interviewer’s understandings of their lives 
naturally, as they perform the activities of their day. 
And staying grounded in the real life of the user helps the interviewer 
let go of preconceived ideas that don’t map to reality. Adopting the 
master/apprentice relationship model is the best starting point for 
an interviewer—if it is tuned as follows.

The four principles of 
Contextual Inquiry

Apprenticeship is a good starting point, but it is only a starting 
point. Unlike apprentices, interviewers are not learning about the 
user’s activities in order to do them, of course—they are immersing 
themselves in the user’s world to transform it with technology. But 

Find the strategies that 
make life work—then 
design for it
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry50

apprenticeship is a good model for how to act when interviewing in 
the field. The attitude of inquiry and humility natural to apprentice-
ship when combined with the principles of Contextual Inquiry will 
allow you to collect high-quality data for your project.

In a Contextual Design project, a cross-functional team carries 
out the work. Individuals conduct one-on-one field interviews last-

ing 1½–2 hours with users wherever they live and 
work, focusing on the aspects of the practice that 
matter for the project scope. Four principles guide 
the Contextual Interview: context, partnership, 
interpretation, and focus. Each principle defines an 
aspect of the interaction. Together, they allow the 
basic apprenticeship model to be molded to the 

particular needs of a design problem. We will describe each principle 
and how to use it in turn.

Context
The principle of context says to go wherever the user is and see what 
they do as they do it.5 This is the first and most basic requirement 

of Contextual Inquiry. All the richness of real life 
is there with the user, available to jog the user’s 
memory and for study and inquiry. The user makes 
a phone call in the middle of doing a task: Was 
she calling on an informal network of experts to 
get help in a task? Was she making a break from a 

heads-down stretch of work? Someone stops by to get a signature on 
a form. What is the user’s role in this approval process?

So get as close to the activity as possible. The ideal situation is to 
be physically present while the activity unfolds. Then interviewers 
can see how the target activities fit into the context of daily life. They 
will see how an activity fits into time and place, what platforms, 
products, or devices are used, how people collaborate or coordinate 
to get things done, and how policy or organizational structure affects 
what people are doing. And interviewers see the core motives driving 
the experience—the meaning of the activity within the person’s life, 

5 � Whiteside and Wixon 1988.

Contextual Inquiry tailors 
apprenticeship to the needs 
of design teams

Go into the user’s world to 
get the best data
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 51

revealed verbally and nonverbally. But getting this rich data requires 
real, concrete instances of the activity as it plays out in people’s lives.

Gathering field data in context results in this real-life, detailed 
data—if interviewers are mindful of three key distinctions. Our goal 
is to gather ongoing experience instead of summary data; concrete data 
rather than abstract data; and experienced motives rather than reports. 
We’ll describe each of these distinctions in turn.

Summary data versus ongoing experience.  People are taught 
from an early age to summarize. If you ask a friend about a movie 
she saw last week, she does not recount the entire plot. She gives 
overall impressions, one or two highlights, and the thing that most 
impressed or disgusted her. (Never ask a seven-year-
old that question—they haven’t yet learned to sum-
marize and will tell you the entire plot of the movie 
in excruciating detail.) Ask people to tell you about 
their experience with a new product, and they will 
behave just the same way. They give their overall 
impressions and mention one or two things that 
were especially good or bad. After the fact, they have a hard time 
saying exactly why the good things were important, or why the bad 
things got in the way.

But if you’re there to see the activity happen, you’ll see all this 
detail and be able to talk to the user about what is really happening. 
Reality is never summarized.

Abstract versus concrete data.  Humans love to abstract. It’s 
much easier to lump a dozen similar events together than to get 
all the details of one specific instance really right. Because an 
abstraction groups similar events, it glosses over all the detail 
which makes an event unique. And since a product is built for 
many users, a product team already needs to abstract across all 
the users’ experiences. If the product team starts from abstrac-
tions and then abstracts again to go across all users, there is little 
chance the resulting product will actually be useful to real peo-
ple. So interviewers need to be aware of the signals that indicate 
the user is abstracting and should be brought back to the real 
instances of life.

Avoid summary data by 
watching real activities 
unfold
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry52

If the user is leaning back and looking at the ceiling, he is 
almost always talking in the abstract. This is the position of 
someone who will not allow the reality all around him to disrupt 
the concept he is building in his brain. Someone talking about 

real experience leans forward, either working on 
or pointing to some representation of what he is 
talking about. Words indicating the user is gen-
eralizing are another signal. If the user says “gen-
erally,” “we usually,” “in our company,” she is 
presenting an abstraction. Any statement in the 
present tense is usually an abstraction. “In our 
group we do…” introduces an abstraction; “that 

time we did…” introduces real experience. Instances described in 
detail from the near past are real—instances imagined about the 
future are not.

If the user starts to get lost in abstractions, just pull him back to 
real activity. “When was the last time you did that? Can you show 
me?” Every time you do this, you reinforce that concrete data mat-
ters, and you make it easier to get concrete data next time. If the user 
says, “I usually start the day by checking messages,” ask, “What are 
you doing this morning? Can you start?”

If you can’t be present while the user engages in the target activ-
ity, you have two other options for getting to concrete data. One is 
artifacts—the things the user creates and uses in doing the activity. 
If the user says, “We usually get reports by email,” for example, ask, 
“Do you have one? May I see it?”

Your other option is a retrospective account. This recovers the 
full story of something that happened in the recent past. Retelling 

a past event is hard because so much of the con-
text has been lost. People automatically summa-
rize, omitting necessary detail. Most people will 
start telling a story in the middle, skipping over 
what went before. They will skip whole steps as 
they tell the story. The interviewer’s job is to listen 

for what the user is leaving out and to ask questions which fill in 
the holes. Inquiry that focuses the user on their step-by-step action 

Avoid abstractions by 
returning to real artifacts 
and events

Span time by replaying 
recent past events in detail
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 53

in order shows the user the level of detail we want. Going in order 
helps the user remember.
  

A car owner (U) talks to the interviewer (I) about how 
he handled a road trip to another city:

U: I got in the car in the morning, and used the GPS to get me 
to my first appointment.

I: You entered in the address?

U: That’s right.

I: Where did you get the address? Did you have it on your 
phone?

U: Yes, but I actually entered the address the night before.

I: The night before?

U: Right. Before I go on a trip, I enter all the places I’ll go as 
destinations.

I: You mean you saved them as favorites?

U: No, I just entered them like I was going to go there, then I 
canceled. That’s what I did the night before. Then, the day I 
left, they were all right there, easy to pick. [He shows the recent 
destinations list].

I: So you never have to delete them.

U: Right—they just disappear off the bottom of the list. I may 
never go to these places again, so If I entered them as favorites I’d 
have to delete them later.

I: Okay. So the night before, where did you get the address 
from?

U: My first address was a client we do business with all the time, 
so I got it from the contacts on my phone.

I: Can I see?
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry54

At each point, the interviewer listens for steps that she thinks 
might have happened but the user skipped and then backs the 

user up to find out. In this process, the user walks 
through the steps in his mind, using available arti-
facts to stimulate memory. He recalls more, and is 
more accurate, than he would be if allowed to sim-
ply tell the story without interruptions or discus-
sion. Using retrospective accounts, the interviewer 
can recover past events and can also learn more 

about events in progress.
If the end of a story hasn’t happened yet, the most reliable 

way to learn about that part of the activity is to pick up the retro-
spective account at that point in a previous occurrence which did 
complete. Asking “What would you do next?” forces the user to 
make something up; going to a past instance allows the user to stay 
concrete.

Retrospective accounts can be used to gather data on activities 
that happen over a longer stretch of time or to collect data on mul-
tiple instances of the same activity. These grounded, case-based ret-
rospectives bring a richer view of how a target task may play out in 
a person’s life.

Experienced motives versus reports.  Because researchers are 
with users in their real-life contexts, they can sense the user’s feel-
ings and emotional energy when talking about or doing the activi-
ties of their lives. If asked “How do you feel about this (product, 

activity, or event),” when out of context, users 
are prone to treat it like a report. They just tell 
what they thought they felt without any of the 
visceral response that is coupled with actions and 
thoughts when actually in situ. This emotional 
background is just as much concrete data as the 
user’s specific actions, and it is important for 

collecting data relevant to the Cool Concepts. When people are 
experiencing something that matters to them because it’s related 
to their identity, their words are accompanied by palpable pride 
or distain, for example. Data on sensation is present in the sen-
sual delight they visibly experience. When Identity and Sensation 

Keep the user concrete by 
exploring ongoing activity

Emotion points to 
important stories and 
motives
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 55

meet, it might look like this immaculately dressed driver’s reaction 
to the lights on his Cadillac:

He pointed out the vertical LEDs on the headlights of his 
new Cadillac: “They look really sharp. Other high-end cars 
have LEDs on their headlights, but they just look stupid.” 
Reacting to the emotional charge in his voice, the inter-
viewer said, “So the lights really matter to you—you seem 
sensitive to style.” “Oh yes,” said the user. “I care about the 
things I have around me and how I show up. I could never 
have something that looked so terrible as those other lights! 
I bought this car for the lights.”

When you want to find the cool elements of a product, what 
truly matters to the user is strongly connected to the user’s sense of 
self—so it is apparent in deeply felt emotions. Interviewers have to 
be present in the moment the user is having these strong feelings 
to uncover them. Then we can probe to understand what is driving 
the feeling or to find a core motive. But if interviewers only collect 
reports, another kind of summary, we will miss what really matters.

The principle of context is the key to getting good data: Go 
where the target activity is happening, observe it, sense the user’s feel-
ings, and talk about it, all while it happens. Keep the user grounded 
in concrete actions both by doing activities and by walking specific 
recent incidents in the past—step by step. Probe emotional energy 
and find its origin and motivations. Don’t allow the user to summa-
rize, abstract, or report on their world; it removes too much of the 
real, important data. In this way, interviewers will have access to the 
data they need to design for life.

Partnership
The principle of partnership creates a collaboration between user and 
interviewer to understand the user’s life. The only person who really 
knows everything about his or her life is the one 
living it, so Contextual Inquiry creates a context 
in which the user and the interviewer can explore 
the user’s activities together, both influencing the 
direction of the exploration.

Partnership creates a sense 
of a shared quest
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry56

Attorney at Law
John Kellerman

In an interview with a designer using page-layout software, the 
user was positioning text on the page, entering the text and mov-

ing it around. Then he created a box around a line 
of text, moved it down until the top of the box 
butted the bottom of the line of text, and moved 
another line of text up until it butted the bottom of 
the box. Then he deleted the box. Here is how we 
probed for insight:

  

Interviewer: “Could I see that again?”

User: “What?”

I: “What you just did with the box.”

U: “Oh, I’m just using it to position this text here. The box 
doesn’t matter.”

I: “But why are you using a box?”

U: “See, I want the white space to be exactly the same height 
as the lower-case letters in this line of text. So I draw the box to 
get the height.” (He repeats the actions to illustrate, going more 
slowly.) “Then I drag it down, and it shows where the next line 
of text should go.”

I: “Why do you want to get the spacing exact?”

U: “It’s to make the appearance of the page more even. You want 
all the lines to have some regular relationship the other things 
on the page. It’s always hard to know if it really makes any 
difference—you just hope the overall appearance will be cleaner 
if you get things like this right.”

I: “It’s like everything you put on the page defines a whole grid 
of appropriate places for the other things to go.”

U: “That’s right. Everything affects everything else—you can’t 
reposition just one thing.”

  

Let the users lead you to 
insight about their world
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 57

We collected this data back in the 1990s, and this user was 
revealing a strategy for laying out a page which the actual page-lay-
out tools wouldn’t support directly for another 10 years. Now, the 
tools have features to help with this kind of positioning—but you’ll 
still see users measuring distances on the screen. What are the tools 
missing?

Withdrawal and return.  The example above illustrates the pat-
tern of interaction in a Contextual Inquiry. The user is engrossed in 
their activity; the interviewer is busy watching the detail, looking 
for pattern and structure, and thinking about the reasons behind 
the user’s actions. At some point the interviewer 
sees something that doesn’t fit or figures out the 
structure underlying an aspect of the activity and 
interrupts to talk about it. This causes a break in 
the action, and both user and interviewer withdraw 
from the activity to discuss what the interviewer 
saw. This break to reflect creates a separate space in time to think 
about the practice—right when it just happened. Users, interrupted 
in the moment of taking an action, can say what they are doing 
and why. The interviewer, looking from the outside, can point out 
behavior users might not notice or take for granted.

When the conversation is over, the interviewer directs the user to 
return to the ongoing activity, and the interviewer returns to watch-
ing. This withdrawal and return is a basic pattern of Contextual 
Inquiry: periods of watching activities unfold interspersed with dis-
cussions of the events that just happened.

By paying attention to the details and pattern of the activity, 
the interviewer teaches the user to attend to detail and pattern also. 
Over the course of an interview, users become sensitized to their 
own actions. Questions reveal the structure of their own activity, 
and they start thinking about it themselves. Sometimes users then 
start interrupting themselves to reveal aspects of their activities that 
might otherwise have been missed by the interviewer. Because of 
the withdrawal and return over the course of the interview, a true 
partnership develops to inquire into the activities of the user’s life.

Because interviewers are also product designers, they will natu-
rally generate design ideas just by being immersed in the user’s world. 

Alternate between 
watching and probing

Holtzblatt, Karen, and Hugh Beyer. Contextual Design : Design for Life, Elsevier Science & Technology, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aalto-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4745653.
Created from aalto-ebooks on 2022-10-28 11:32:24.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 E

ls
ev

ie
r 

S
ci

en
ce

 &
 T

ec
hn

ol
og

y.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry58

The user is in the middle of doing the very activity the new idea is 
intended to support—there is no better time to get feedback on 
whether the idea works. If it does, the interviewer now both under-
stands the needs of the activity and has a potential solution. If not, 

he finds out he did not really understand the issue 
after all. Sharing designers’ first, unformed ideas 
with the user allows them to alter the team’s initial 
thinking, opening the possibility of radical changes 
in product purpose and structure. In addition, 
the design idea suggests to the user what technol-
ogy can do. Users can start to see how technology 

might be applied to their problem—and they may start inventing 
too. But watch out—a Contextual Inquiry should be an inquiry into 
the user’s life. Return quickly to the activities important to the proj-
ect focus, or you’ll find yourself only discussing possible designs out 
of context.

Avoiding other relationship models.  Adopting the attitudes 
and behaviors of the master/apprentice relationship model ensures 
the best data. But sometimes, interviewers fall back into more famil-
iar models of relationship that get in the way. Here are some com-
mon pitfalls:

Interviewer/Interviewee: The interviewer and user start to 
act as though there were a questionnaire to be filled out. You ask 

a question which the user answers and then falls 
silent. You, anxious that the interview go well, ask 
another question, which the user answers and then 
falls silent again. This continues. The questions are 
no longer related to ongoing activities, because real 
activity has ceased. The best fix is to return to the 

action by asking the user to take their next step, which effectively 
cuts short this question/answer interaction.

Expert/Novice: Like it or not, you start with the aura of the 
expert. You are the one designing the product, with all the tech-
nical knowledge. You have to work to get the user to treat you 
as an apprentice. So set the user’s expectations correctly at the 
beginning of the interview. Explain that you are there to hear 

Share emerging design 
ideas for immediate 
feedback

You aren’t there to get a 
list of questions answered
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 59

about and see their activities, because only they know their own 
practice. You aren’t there to help them with problems or answer 
questions.

Then, if the user asks for help (or should you 
forget and volunteer help) step out of the expert 
role explicitly: “I’ll never understand the problems 
with our product if I spend the whole time help-
ing you. Why don’t you go ahead and do what you 
would do if I weren’t here, and at the end I’ll answer 
any questions that remain.” But if the user is so stuck that he can-
not continue doing the activity you came to see, give them a hint to 
move them along.

Guest/Host: Because it is the user’s workplace and the user is a 
stranger, it is easy to act like a guest. A guest is polite and not too 
nosy. A host is considerate and tries to make the guest comfort-
able by seeing to his needs. You’ll know this has happened because 
you find yourself feeling like a guest. Respond by moving quickly 
past the formal relationship to the role of partner 
in inquiry. This is where sensitivity to culture mat-
ters—if, as in some cultures, the user won’t be com-
fortable until you’ve had a cup of coffee, then have it and move to 
observing their real life quickly, or you’ll be wasting all your inter-
view time.

Being nosy is part of a good interview. A good field inter-
view feels like the kind of intimacy people strike up on airplanes, 
where seatmates may tell each other very personal things. The 
user has already agreed to help by doing a field interview, so let 
them help. Move closer; look at what they are looking at; ask 
questions; be nosy. This way you create a real partnership in 
inquiry. Soon you’ll have the user saying, “Come over here—you 
want to see this.”

Partnership transforms the apprenticeship relationship into a 
mutual relationship of shared inquiry and discovery. It retains the 
close working relationship from apprenticeship while equalizing  
the power imbalance between a master and apprentice. It invites the 
user into co-inquiry. This results in an intimate relationship which 
allows for inquisitiveness, honesty, and good data.

You aren’t there to help 
them learn the product

It’s a goal to be nosy
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry60

Interpretation
It is not enough only to observe and bring back observations. 
Interpretation is the assignment of meaning to the observation—
what it implies about the behavior and experience of the user or 
how it reveals the structure of the activity. The typical language 

used to describe gathering data for design—data 
gathering or requirements elicitation—suggest 
that a researcher can go out in the field and 
pick up the nuggets of what to build next in the 
same way that one collects shells on the beach, 
as if they were just there for the taking. When 
we go out into the field, we are not just collect-
ing the facts of what the people are doing—we 

must come back with an accurate interpretation of those facts. 
We must collect meaning. The principle of interpretation says 
that good facts are only the starting point; good product design 
is actually built on the designers’ interpretation of those facts. 
Here’s an illustration:

The fact: A high-powered managing partner at an account-
ing firm has a client with a question about depreciation. 
The partner does some research into the issue using Google 
and their financial information tool, and then hands it off 
to a staff member to handle.

Why did she do some research herself before handing it off? 
Here are some interpretations of what that fact might mean.
  

	1.	� She doesn’t trust her staff. She wanted to get the right 
answer herself first, then lets her staff do the full research 
and write-up.

	2.	� She plans to do the work herself, but finds it’s more com-
plicated than she expected and so she hands it off when 
it starts to become more than she wants to do.

	3.	� She’s curious; she wants to understand the issue rather 
than just passing the work off to her staff.

  

The “data” we bring home 
is always our view on 
what we saw
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 61

If (1) is correct, we might want better ways to do quality checks 
on staff work; (2) suggests building an easy way to package work in 
progress and hand it off to someone else; (3) suggests ways to get 
quick answers and do quick exploration without heavyweight tools 
for documentation and referencing sources.

Which of these designs is best? It depends on which interpreta-
tion is correct—the fact alone does not allow a designer to choose. 
(In fact, from discussion with the user, (3) turned out to be the right 
answer). But taking design action means choosing which interpreta-
tion to lay on the fact. It’s the interpretation which drives the design 
decision.

Interpretation is the chain of reasoning that turns a fact into an 
action relevant to the designer’s purpose. From the fact, the observ-
able event, the designer makes a hypothesis, an ini-
tial interpretation about what the fact means or 
the intent behind the fact. This hypothesis has an 
implication for the design, which can be realized as 
a particular design idea. This entire chain of reason-
ing happens implicitly any time anyone suggests 
a design idea. Usually it happens so fast, only the 
final idea is made explicit. But the whole chain 
must be valid for the design idea to be put in the product.

Design is built upon interpretation of facts—which may be 
observed behavior or observed emotion. For any fact, the interpreta-
tion must be right. Validation of the interpretation happens when 
you share it with the user.

Share your interpretations.  If the data that matters is your inter-
pretation, you must make sure the interpretation is correct, and you 
can only do that by sharing it with the user. So share your hypoth-
eses about the motives underlying the user’s behavior, their apparent 
feelings, and any strategies you observe. Share what you think they 
are trying to accomplish and how you think they go about accom-
plishing it. Let them tune your understanding in the moment, when 
they can remember what they were just experiencing. Sharing your 
interpretations and asking users to tune those interpretations will get 
you very reliable data. In fact, it’s the only way to get reliable data; 

Design ideas are the end 
product of a chain of 
reasoning stimulated by 
an observation
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry62

if you don’t check with the user immediately, you’ll take away an 
understanding which is at least partially made up.

When exploring emotional energy and motives, 
the same process holds: sense the emotional energy; 
make a hypothesis about its origin; and share that 
hypothesis for the user to validate or provide you 
with a better explanation. Through this discussion 
you will understand the user’s core motives and 
feelings about a product or situation. And if you 
listen for sources of joy, you will come to see the 

opportunity for building the cool user experience into the product.
Also share design ideas as you think of them, as we discussed in 

the section on Partnership. Sharing design ideas ensures that you come 
home with a well-founded understanding of the user’s life by walking 
the chain of reasoning backwards—if the idea doesn’t fit, some link in 
your reasoning was wrong. Probe and discuss why your idea doesn’t 
work so as to discover what you misunderstood about their activity.

When it’s the user coming to you with design ideas in the form 
of wish lists, treat them the same way—probe to find out the situ-
ation which gave rise to the wish. Understanding the underlying 
work and life context gives a design team much more flexibility to 
respond to the real problem instead of trying to implement hun-
dreds of user requests. Often, a single solution will be able to deal 
with many apparently different requests, once you understand the 
motive behind them.

But won’t sharing your interpretation bias the data? Can you really 
check an interpretation just by sharing it with the user? Won’t users be 
prone to agree with whatever you say? No—in fact, it is quite hard to 

get people who are in the middle of living their lives 
to agree with a wrong interpretation. It’s not at all 
hypothetical for them, because they are in the midst 
of the activity. This is an experience they are having 
now. The statement that doesn’t fit is like an itch; 
they feel that the description doesn’t fit their inner 
experience and so they rephrase it:

“It’s like a traveling office,” we said, looking at how a 
salesman has set up his car. “Well—like a traveling desk,” he 
responded.

Design is built on the 
interpretation of facts—so 
that interpretation had 
better be right

Sharing interpretations 
with users won’t bias the 
data
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 63

The difference between the two is small but real, and people will 
be uncomfortable until they get a characterization that fits exactly. 
We have had people run down the hallway after us as we were leav-
ing to ensure that we had some minor point exactly right.

Finally, since users are not generally experts in 
seeing the structure of their own life, the interpre-
tation you suggest shows them what to pay atten-
tion to. Open-ended questions give the user less 
guidance in thinking about their activity than an 
interpretation and result in less insight.

Because users respond to the interpretation 
in the moment, they can fine-tune it quite precisely. Users com-
monly make slight changes in emphasis such as those above to 
make the interpretation exact. They can do this because they are 
given a starting point which they can compare with the experience 
they are actually having and adjust it, rather than having to start 
from scratch.

“So you’re acting like a master coder,” we said to a develop-
ment project manager. “Yeah,” he said. “Except I wasn’t 
looking at code. More like master QA.”

Listen for the “no”.  An interviewer’s assumptions can easily 
be wrong, their interpretations may be wrong—and so their goal 
must be to correct their understanding if they 
are to design something that responds to the real 
lives of users. Interviewers need to be committed 
to hearing what the user is really saying. The users 
may mean “no” but to be polite may not say “no” 
directly. Here are some indirect ways users say “no”:

“Huh?”—This means the interpretation was so far off that 
it had no apparent connection to what the user thought 
was going on.

“Umm...could be.”—This means “no.” If the interpretation 
is close, the user will usually respond immediately. A pause 
for thought means that they are trying to make it fit their 
experience and cannot.

Sharing interpretations 
teaches users to see their 
own lives

Users fine-tune 
interpretations
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry64

“Yes, but...”, or “Yes, and...”—Listen carefully to what 
follows the “but” or “and.” If it is a new thought, this is 
the right interpretation and yours was wrong. If it builds 
on yours, this is a confirmation with a twist adding 
information.

Users say “yes” by twinkling their eyes at you as they realize your 
words match their experience—or by saying “yes” flatly, as if the 
whole point was obvious. They will nearly always elaborate on what 
you said, even if all they do is put it in their own words.

All this means that, in a Contextual Inquiry, the interviewer 
needs to talk. They need to vocalize their interpretations, their 

design ideas, and their understanding of what the 
user is up to and feels. This may be uncomfortable 
to those trained in other data gathering methods, 
but it is necessary to be sure you have a credible 
interpretation.

Focus
The project focus tells designers what to pay attention to—of all the 
overwhelming detail available, what matters for the design problem 
at hand. Before starting a project, the team defines the problem to be 
solved, the users who are affected, the users’ activities and tasks that 
matter, and the situations and locations that are relevant. This proj-
ect focus extends and refines the core focus on work and life practice 
given by Contextual Design and the Cool Concepts. It guides how 
the user interviews are set up and what the designers pay attention 
to during the interview.

The interview focus defines the point of view interviewers take 
during the interview. What should they pay attention to? Which 
aspects of the activity or its surrounding context matter and which 
don’t? Without a list of questions, how can the interviewer steer 
the conversation at all? An apprentice learns whatever the master 
knows—the master decides what’s important. But the interviewer 
needs data relevant to the project. The principle of focus gives the 
interviewer a way to keep the conversation on topics that are useful 

In Contextual Inquiry, the 
interviewer needs to talk!
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 65

without taking control away from the user entirely. Focus steers the 
interview the same way that friends steer conversations with each 
other. The topics the friends care about—the topics in their focus—
are what they spend time on. Anything one friend raises that the 
other doesn’t care about is allowed to drop naturally. Similarly, an 
interviewer shares the project focus and then pays special attention 
to things related to that focus. The user picks up on this and the user 
and interviewer end up costeering the conversation naturally.

Taking a focus is unavoidable—everyone has an entering focus, a 
whole life history defining what they notice and what they don’t. Their 
focus is formed by their personal and professional 
interests, by their initial understanding of what 
matters for the project, and what they think is true 
for the domain. Consider three interviewers talking 
to a homeowner about her TV and entertainment 
systems:

One interviewer just bought a home theater setup and sees 
how the user has laid out her family room for watching TV 
and listening to music.

Another interviewer is familiar with audio technology and 
notices the brands of speakers and amp and how she’s gone 
about connecting them.

The third interviewer is deep into mobile technology and 
notices how the user has workarounds for listening to 
music in different parts of the house and outside.

Each interviewer sees a different aspect of the entertainment sys-
tems, all of which are “true” in that they are all real. But each inter-
viewer’s different focus reveals different details. The third interviewer 
sees the larger context of entertainment in the home—but does he 
notice the connectivity issues? A focus gives the interviewer a frame-
work for making sense of the user’s life. Having multiple people with 
different job roles and experiences naturally builds in multiple enter-
ing focuses. Together, the team will see more than any one person 
could see alone.

Clear focus steers the 
conversation
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry66

Focus reveals relevant 
detail

Setting project focus.  To move the team forward in a shared 
inquiry, the team needs a shared understanding of what the proj-
ect is about—a shared initial focus. The project focus guides how 
the user interviews are set up and what the designers pay atten-
tion to during the interview.

A project focus is defined explicitly. It tells the 
team what to pay attention to—of all the over-
whelming detail available, what matters for the 
design problem at hand. Before starting a project, 
the team defines the problem to be solved, the users 
who are affected, the relevant activities and tasks, 

and the relevant situations and locations.
The project focus defines what a team needs to find out to design 

a particular product, solve a particular problem, understand a market 
from a particular point of view or redesign a service or process which 
includes technology. A project focus is not the same as project goal: 
“Port our product to our new platform,” “Create a mobile app for our 
product,” or “Define the next feature set.” These may be the organiza-
tional statement of the project mission, but they don’t say how to get 
the right data. The team needs to identify the behavior and experience 
that they must understand to accomplish that corporate mandate. The 
project focus clarifies what the project is about from the point of view 
of user behavior within the context of the corporate mission. A clear, 
articulated project scope and focus ensures that all interviewers are 
probing into the experience and activities relevant to the project. We 
talk more about project scope and focus in Chapter 19.

This project focus is extended and refined by the focus on work 
and life practice given by Contextual Design and the Cool Concepts. 

The Contextual Design models (described in the 
next section) broaden the team’s focus beyond 
design for single tasks by revealing issues around 
design for life. To design for the Cool Concepts, 
it’s not enough to focus on the steps of a task, the 
usability or problems of the current product, or 

current customer complaints. Accordingly, we will define Experience 
Models that express the issues of the Cool Concepts within the Wheel 
of Joy in Life. These models push the team to see the whole of how 

Design for life broadens 
every project’s focus
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 67

the target activity fits into life—both the structure of the life and 
users’ core motives. They broaden the team’s viewpoint and expand 
the data the team collects.

Experience Models are new to Contextual Design V2.0. The 
original Contextual Design models were structural models, focused 
on the details of task and practice—and those details still mat-
ter. They address the Cool Concepts in the Triangle of Joy in Use 
(Direct, Hassle, and the Learning Delta), and push the team to look 
at the low level detail of interaction and reaction to the tool itself. 
They do not help to reveal the concepts of the Wheel of Joy in Life.

So the project focus augmented by the Cool Concept focus 
becomes the initial lens that guides the interview. Depending on the 
project goals and the nature of the activity to be studied, the team 
picks a set of Contextual Design models appropriate to their problem. 
These models, both Experience Models and the older structural mod-
els, will then be the lens through which more specific data is collected.

But each interviewer also brings their personal focus—their 
beliefs about the target activity and users and their professional 
way of looking at things—both of which are likely to be uncon-
scious. The actual interview focus taken by any 
team member will be an amalgamation of all these 
different focuses. Their job is then to let the par-
ticipant and the facts of the interview to shape 
the focus so it reflects what really matters for  
the project.

Focus reveals and conceals.  If focus reveals detail within the 
area it covers, it tends to conceal other aspects of the user’s world. 
Someone who notices physical room layout cannot help but notice 
when the home entertainment system has dictated the layout; 
someone who never thought about interior design cannot help but 
overlook it until his attention is drawn to it. Meanwhile, the first 
interviewer is ignoring how the family room is not the whole enter-
tainment story—which may be equally important to the design 
problem. The first interviewer’s focus has revealed rich detail in 
room layout; but how can he expand his focus and learn about the 
other aspects of life practice?

Focus conceals the 
unexpected
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry68

In Contextual Design, we seek to deliberately expand focus and 
break our entering assumptions. To expand focus during the interview, 
Contextual Design defines intrapersonal triggers, cues that help the 

interviewer recognize where their entering focus does 
not fit the reality of the user’s life so they can probe to 
broaden their understanding. This encourages inter-
viewers to deliberately create a paradigm shift rather 
than simply confirming their existing expectations. 
Intrapersonal triggers are flags alerting the inter-

viewer when an opportunity for breaking a paradigm and expanding 
the entering focus exists. They work because your own feelings tell you 
what is happening in the interview and how to act to fix it.

Surprises and contradictions: The user says or does something 
that you know is “wrong.” It’s something, you think, no one else 
would do, something totally idiosyncratic. Or else it’s just random—
they had no particular reason for doing it. Any one of these reactions 
is a danger signal. It means that you are—right now—allowing your 
preexisting assumptions to override what the user is telling or show-
ing you. The tendency is to let it pass as irrelevant; the solution is to 
do the opposite. Take the attitude that nothing any person does is 
done for no reason—if you think it’s for no reason (even if they tell 
you it’s for no reason), you don’t yet understand the point of view 
from which it makes sense. Take the attitude that nothing any per-
son does is unique to them—it always represents an important class 
of users whose needs will not be met if you don’t figure out what’s 
going on. Act like the apprentice, who always assumes a seemingly 
pointless action might hide a key secret of the trade. Probe the thing 
that is unexpected and see what you find.

Nods: The user says something that fits exactly with your 
assumptions, and you nod. This is the reverse of the first trigger, 
and it is tricky. What are you doing when you nod? Implicitly you 
are saying that what you hear in the user’s words matches with your 
own experience, and so you assume that everything that happened 
to you and everything that you feel is also true for them. Is this a 
safe assumption? Instead, take the attitude that everything is new, 
as if you had never seen it before. The apprentice never assumes the 
master has no more to teach. Is the participant’s experience really 
the same? Speak it back to them in an interpretation and find out.  

Internal feelings guide 
how to interview
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The four principles of Contextual Inquiry 69

Or make their world strange: Why would they do that? What’s moti-
vating them? Look for the paradigm shift—look for ways people are 
different from what you expect.

What you don’t know: The user says something technical you 
didn’t understand or is explaining something and you just aren’t get-
ting it. Now what? Are you going to admit your ignorance? Wouldn’t 
it be easier to research the topic a bit back at the 
office? No. Admit your ignorance. Make the user 
go back and describe what they are doing step by 
step. Remember you are the apprentice—you don’t 
need to have all the answers. Treat this as a good 
opportunity to step away from the expert role. You 
are there to learn—you might as well learn about 
the activities and technology you don’t understand. 
No one else will be able to tell you better what is going on with this 
person than the person themselves. Even if the user doesn’t really 
understand it either, the extent of their knowledge and misinforma-
tion can be valuable for design. Furthermore, if you don’t ask, you’ll 
get more and more lost as the conversation continues.

Where the emotion is: When you feel emotional energy in the 
room, positive or negative, this is a signal to pay attention and probe 
more. The users’ emotional reactions reveal what they truly care 
about—and so, what they will care about in a product you deliver. 
Don’t assume that you understand the source of the emotion. Offer 
your interpretation to prompt a response and discover where it’s 
actually coming from.
  

U: “Most reserved blocks are released a week out,” said the nurse. 
“Except for Dr. Smith’s. His release the day before.” (Her face 
closed down and she compressed her lips.)

I: “Oh, he has a special deal?”

U: “Yes. He’s special.” (She tried to repress her disapproval.)

I: “So if a doctor is ‘special’ enough, they get their own rules?”

U: “That’s right.”

I: “I bet that makes it harder for you.”

U: “We live with it. It’s our job to make everything work.”
  

Don’t ask a domain expert 
to explain what you 
saw—ask the user!
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry70

Everyone has a set of assumptions about product value, usage, 
and what creates joy or coolness; treat these as what they are, enter-
ing assumptions. The Cool Concepts provide a structure for seeing 
emotions, but they also come with their assumptions—albeit widely 
validated ones. Although they provide a framework for understand-
ing what might be happening in the user’s experience, unless you 
validate your interpretation, you can’t be sure. So if you see, hear, or 
feel emotion, probe to clarify the source, and use it to expand your 
focus.

It’s easy to design a product from your own assumptions and 
prejudices. Breaking out of your preconceived notions of what the 

product should be and how it should work is one of 
your hardest design tasks. Allowing users to break 
your entering paradigm counterbalances the natu-
ral propensity to design from your own assump-
tions. The principle of Focus makes you aware of 
your assumptions. Paying attention to triggers to 
expand that focus reveals opportunities to probe 

and so widens your focus. This is how to find new delighters and 
opportunities for a product’s design.

The Contextual  
Interview structure

The principles of Contextual Inquiry and the Cool Concepts guide 
the design of the interview. The principles say what needs to hap-
pen to get good data, but the design problem and the nature of the 
activity being studied constrain the exact procedure to use. The most 
common structure for Contextual Inquiry is a contextual interview: 
a one-on-one interaction lasting 90 minutes to 2 hours, during 
which the user does his or her own activities wherever they naturally 
occur, while the interviewer engages them in discussion of what they 
are doing and why. During the interview, the interviewer gathers the 
additional data suggested by the Contextual Design models selected 
for the project. This structure has been used to study everything 

Commit to challenging 
your assumptions, not 
validating them

Holtzblatt, Karen, and Hugh Beyer. Contextual Design : Design for Life, Elsevier Science & Technology, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aalto-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4745653.
Created from aalto-ebooks on 2022-10-28 11:32:24.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 E

ls
ev

ie
r 

S
ci

en
ce

 &
 T

ec
hn

ol
og

y.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Contextual Interview structure 71

from office work to shopping, television use, vehicle driving, mobile 
device use, construction equipment, clean room chip fabrication, 
factory floors, medical devices, operating rooms, 
and real-time collaboration—to name just a few. 
It’s all you need to collect field data for virtually any 
project type.

Each interview has its own rhythm, set by the 
activity and the user. But they all share a structure 
which helps interviewer and user get through the 
time without losing track of what they are supposed to do. Every 
interview has four parts:

Starting: getting an overview
You and the user need to get used to each other as people. Running 
the first part of the interview as a conventional interaction helps with 
that. You introduce yourself and your focus, so the user knows from 
the outset what matters and can participate in the inquiry. You prom-
ise confidentiality and get permission for any recording. Explain that 
the user and their actions are primary and that you depend on them 
to help you understand what they are doing and to correct your mis-
interpretations. Ask for opinions about the tools they have (if relevant) 
and get an overview of the larger context of their life as it pertains to 
the activity and what is to be done that day. Start the discussion about 
identity elements and see where it goes.

This is summary data, not concrete data, so 
don’t pursue any issues in detail—instead, watch 
to see if they come up in the body of the interview 
and pursue them then, when they are in context.

Also get an overview of how the activity fits 
into the times and places of daily life. This may be 
a convenient time to start walking the day, looking 
at behaviors relevant to the target activity, including place, time, and 
platform used. This Day-in-the-Life data will feed the Cool Concept of 
Accomplishment later. This is just the beginning of collecting this type 
of data; you are about to make the transition to observing and discuss-
ing ongoing experience. But it’s natural to backtrack and ask about the 
activities that occurred before the interview started.

Take this basic interview 
structure and tune it for 
your particular project

Get enough of an overview 
to get started—move 
quickly to contextual data
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry72

The traditional interview step should last no more than 
15–20 minutes. If you collect Day-in-the-Life data, it may be a bit 
longer but never extend beyond 30 minutes or you won’t get to the 
contextual data you need.

The transition
In the transition, lay out the new rules for the Contextual Interview: 
the user will do his or her activities while you watch; you will inter-
rupt whenever you see something interesting; and they can tell you 

to hold off if it’s a bad time to be interrupted. 
Anytime one wants to break social norms, it’s best 
to define the new rules for social interaction explic-
itly so everyone knows how to behave appropri-
ately. Here, you want to create the new rules for 
the Contextual Interview, so you say what they are. 

This should take all of 30 seconds, but it’s a crucial 30 seconds; if 
you don’t do it, you run the risk of spending the entire time in a 
conventional interview.

The Contextual Interview proper
During the overview, you got an idea of the user’s life and work 
and what is currently on their plate. At this point, suggest that the 

user start doing one of his or her activities (rel-
evant to the project focus) while you observe and 
interpret. This is the bulk of the interview. You are 
the apprentice, observing, asking questions, and 
suggesting interpretations of behavior. Analyze 
artifacts and elicit retrospective accounts. Keep 

the user concrete, getting back to real instances, using artifacts, 
and drawing on paper when the user draws in the air to describe 
something she doesn’t have in front of her. Look for emotional 
energy and probe when you find it. Look for the ways tasks span 
time and space, and how the user’s devices enable that. Look for 
connection and for moments of sensation. And take copious notes 

Explain the new rules of a 
Contextual Interview

Observe and probe the 
ongoing activity
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The Contextual Interview structure 73

by hand the whole time—don’t depend on a recording or a second 
person to catch everything.

Be nosy—after a phone conversation, ask what 
it was about. If the user goes to the files, look over 
her shoulder. If a text message comes in, ask about 
that. If she goes down the hall, tag along. If someone 
comes to the door and looks diffident about inter-
rupting, tell them to come on in. And, of course, if the user says she 
needs a break, let her have one. The principles of context, partnership, 
interpretation, and focus guide your interaction during the interview.

Bring back copies of used 
artifacts

Structure of the Contextual Interview
Intro: Traditional interview steps

	 •	� Introduce yourself and reveal your focus
	 •	� Promise confidentiality
	 •	� Get an overview of their life vis-à-vis the target activity
	 •	� Explore Identity elements
	 •	� Start to walk the day looking at behaviors relevant to the target activity considering 

place, time, and platform used.
	 •	� Deal with opinions about tools

Switch to Contextual Interview
	 •	� Reset the rules to observation and discussion, not Q&A

Observe and co-interpret
	 •	� Take notes
	 •	� Follow your activity focus
	 •	� Follow your focus for selected models
	 •	� Look for Cool specifically
	 •	� Be nosy
	 •	� Interruptions are data too
	 •	� Beware: Cool data is more retrospective. Ground yourself in real story and detail!

Wrap-up
	 •	� Create a large interpretation of your learning about the activity in the context of life
	 •	� Share your rough model drawings and Cool takeaways
	 •	� Ask “pet” questions
	 •	� Thank the user
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry74

Cool Concepts in the Contextual 
Interview
The Cool Concepts augment the data to be collected during the inter-
view. Above, we indicated the type of data needed and where in the 
interview to collect it. In Chapter 7, when we discuss the Experience 
Models, we will describe how to get data for the Experience Models 
in detail. Data for the concepts in the Triangle of Design are handled 
like any data on the use of a product. This data focuses the inter-
viewer on the interaction design of the product and whether it sup-
ports a coherent intent with direct, hassle-free function that requires 
little to no learning.

Direct into Action:
	 •	� Can the user understand the overall interaction design immediately—no thinking?
	 •	� Can the product “Think for me”? “Bring everything together at the point of action?”

The Hassle Factor:
	 •	� How does the tool remove or reveal tool hassle?
	 •	� Are all inconveniences, set-up, plugging in, login, boxes, customization and technology 

hassles removed?

The Learning Delta:
	 •	� Is learning instant or nonexistent?
	 •	� Does the tool nudge into action and build on existing skill?
	 •	� Is there too much complexity that repels?
	 •	� Is there success with massively reduced complexity? 

To get the right data for the Triangle requires 
continual attention to interaction throughout the 
interview. The interviewer watches tool interac-
tion closely to identify issues of Direct into Action, 
Hassle, and the Learning Delta. See the box given 
above for reference. When observed we pause to 

discuss the impact of the interaction on the activity and tool expe-
rience. Look for examples of what works and what doesn’t; what 

Probe for Joy in Use data 
as you observe product 
interactions
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The Contextual Interview structure 75

brings a smile and what irritates. Watch out for that joy in magic 
and surprise when something works so well. Notice where the user 
hesitates in confusion or smoothly glides through activity—all of 
this indicates their response to the tool’s design.

Talk to the user about their reaction to the tool as it impacts 
the activities defined in the project focus. Take some time to 
observe them using consumer tools they love to get an idea of 
what brings them joy even when you are collecting data relevant 
to a business too.

Seeing the details of the interaction and the emotional 
response to it is hard—you may have to devote 15–20 minutes of 
the interview to focus on getting data for these Cool Concepts. 
You can do this at the end of the interview if it did not come out 
along the way.

The wrap-up
At the end of the interview, you have a chance to wrap up your 
understanding of how the target activities play out in the user’s 
overall life and motivations. Skim back over your 
notes and summarize what you learned. Don’t 
repeat verbatim what happened; describe the pat-
terns you saw in the activity you observed, what 
you thought was important, roles they play in 
collaboration, and identity elements you discov-
ered. Share the drawing of the Relationship and 
Collaboration models you drew in your notebook, if you haven’t 
already. Identify roles the person may play in their organization, 
describe the overarching strategies they use to get things done, 
and talk about what worked and what didn’t. Review any Day-in-
the-Life notes for emerging patterns. This is the user’s last chance 
to correct and elaborate on your understanding, and they usually 
will—allow 15 minutes for the wrap-up.

Share your final 
interpretation of the user’s 
life and work
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Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry76

Design with and for children
Allison Druin, University of Maryland
Designers of new technologies for children (ages 0–13) often forget that young people are not just 
short adults but an entirely different user population who approach their experiences with abilities, 
norms, and complexities that differ from adults. Young people are growing physically, changing 
cognitively, and developing emotionally as they traverse the rules of their peer groups, parents, 
teachers, social workers, doctors, or other adults. Young people may not understand why they 
need to be kept safe in their virtual and physical worlds, when all they want to do is be given the 
freedom to explore. Designers must remember that there are big differences in what a 6-year old 
child needs, wants, or can accomplish as opposed to a child at 10 or 13. The idea of a K through 
12 technology solution rarely exists, because children need such different tools as they grow older.

Even with these complex challenges in understanding the world of young people, 
designers still may believe that it’s good enough to get an adult translation from other parents, 
teachers, and even themselves, rather than talk and design with children. Some designers 
may be parents, others may be teachers or know trusted teachers, and all designers were once 
children with memories of what the world was like in school, at play, and growing up. But no 
adult today can say they were a child in 2016 and know exactly what it feels like to crack the 
glass screen on their mobile phone for the third time because it fell out of their pocket while 
playing soccer. Adults today may not understand why it’s so important to be on social media 
for their middle school friends’ group chats. They may not get why children would rather 
follow a YouTube channel than watch broadcast TV. Children are actively mobile, social 
beings who want to control when they consume and create their information.

Designers need to learn more about today’s children from children. Generally, young 
people are very willing to help and can be extremely honest in their ideas surrounding 
technology. However, depending on age, abilities, and communication preference, some 
young people may feel more comfortable sharing aspects of their lives and their preferences 
about technology more verbally, visually, and/or physically than adults. In our work, we 
engage children during user research and during the design process.

During research, children can play several roles, the most common being that of user. 
Children interact with technology, while adults may observe, videotape, or test for skills. Adult 
researchers may gather data on children’s behavior and experience at school, at play, and at 
home within permission from parents. In these cases, adult researchers try to understand the 
child’s world and the impact that existing or new technologies have on child users, so better 
technologies can be designed. In another role, the role of tester, children try out prototypes of 
technology that have not been released to the world by researchers or industry professionals. 
As a tester, children are again observed with the technology and/or asked for their direct 
comments concerning their experiences.

Children can also codesign or impact the design itself. Children who are informants 
may be asked for input on design sketches or low-tech prototypes. Children may share their 
observations and interpretations of their world and use of technology much like anthropologists 
solicit informants in cultures under study. And once the technology is developed, these children 
may again offer input and feedback. Finally, children can take on the role of design partner. 
They are equal stakeholders in the design of new technologies throughout the entire experience. 
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Tailoring the interview
To get the appropriate data for task-focused activities, interviewers need 
just to observe people doing the task and discuss what is happening. 
Retrospective accounts let you find out about activities over a longer 
time than the 2 hours of the interview. If an activity is done by mul-
tiple people as part of a larger process, do interviews with the different 
people in the process to get a complete picture. Some activities have 
several stages—for example, first planning a vacation, then traveling 
to the location, and then doing things while there. In this case, inter-
view people at each stage. And some activities, such as tax preparation, 
are seasonal—you have to gather the data at the right time. If you 
are designing a service, look beyond interaction with technology or 
activities where you plan to introduce technology—instead, look at 
all the players and the physical context involved in service delivery. To 
get the best data, make sure you are in the field with the right people 
at the right time while they are doing the right things.

With adult facilitation, children create low-tech models of their emergent ideas, acting out the 
use of a possible new technology or drawing out an idea on big paper as a team.

Yes, if designers brainstorm with children it can lead to fanciful ideas—they regularly 
suggest magic sofas, interactive footsteps, superpower necklaces, and magic wands. But they can 
also expand a sometimes narrow adult vision to develop new technologies not just for work, but 
for play, creativity, communication, and mobility. But methods typically used with adults for 
design need to be adapted. Use more concrete, physical, prototyping tools which can be used as 
a bridge for communication and problem solving. These tools can include simple art supplies 
such as clay, string, paper, sticky notes, markers, and more. These tools can be combined with 
acting out the use of a new technology. These methods end awkward silences and transform 
boredom into active discussion including both adult and children’s voices and ideas.

By including children in the research and design process, surprising and important 
uncharted territory can be coinvented.6

6 � For more see: Fails, J. A., Guha, M. L., & Druin, A. (2013). Methods and techniques for involving children  
in the design of new technology. Foundations and Trends in Human-Computer Interaction, 6(2), 85–166.
Druin, A. (2011). Children as co-designers of new technologies: Valuing the imagination to transform what is 
possible. New directions in youth development: Theory, Practice, and Research: Youth as media creators, 128, 35–44.
Druin, A. (2002). The role of children in the design of new technology. Behaviour and Information Technology, 
21(1), 1–25. 
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78 Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry

Some project foci can present challenges that change the way 
you gather data. Typical software products supporting consumers or 

businesses can be studied easily with the observe- 
and-interpret structure outlined above. But other con-
texts require modifications. Here are some examples:
  

Travel: Plan interviews with people at each stage 
of travel: planning, getting to the location, and 
being at the location. Planning is regular research 

activity and traditional contextual interviews work well—
but remember it’s not just a heads-down, focused activity. 
It is likely to happen in small moments throughout the day, 
so use Day-in-the-Life retrospective accounts to see those 
small events. Plan to be with users at their vacation destina-
tion—try to find users who are vacationing where you are 
located. In addition, use retrospective accounts to gather 
similar data more easily. Unless there’s a particular reason to 
go on the voyage itself, retrospective accounts of traveling 
to a destination are probably good enough.

Driving vehicles: Start at the user’s home and get an 
overview of the experience of the car while standing next 
to it. Then get in and drive, talking about the aspect of the 
car you care about as you go. Plan for both long and short 
trips; you may need a chaser car to pick the interviewer up 
after 2 hours into a longer road trip.

Shopping: Start at the user’s home looking at online 
shopping. Focus on the research or buying they are doing 
and do retrospective accounts of recent shopping from 
the last few days. Replay any online interactions to get 
the detail. Then go to an actual store to pick up an item. 
Alternatively, start in the store: meet them there to see 
what they do, their use of mobile information, and any 
communication. End the interview back at home if that 
is where they do most of their searching.

Group activities: (such as a meeting, a doctor appointment, 
surgery, or a teacher’s class): These group events are hard 
to interrupt without disrupting the activity you came to 

Where and how the activity 
happens affects where and 
how you run the interview
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The Contextual Interview structure 79

see. So identify key individuals to shadow. Talk with them 
one-on-one first, then watch what goes on during the group 
activity. Write down your observations and interpretations 
but do not interrupt. Immediately afterward, debrief 
one-on-one with your user to go over what just happened.

Construction equipment: The problem here is there 
is often only one seat in the vehicle. For any activity 
where it is impossible to accompany the user, talk to 
them before they start their day to introduce the focus 
and do the traditional interview. Instrument the activ-
ity with a camera and capture about 30 minutes of vid-
eotape. Then watch the video with the user right after 
the event and talk about the experience. Do all this in a 
single 2–3 hour session.

Consumer electronics: When studying consumer elec-
tronics such as TV or music, go into the home and watch 
people use their products in the traditional way. But use 
of these devices often takes place all over the house, so also 
do a “room walk.” Go from place to place in the house to 
talk about the experience within the context of each room 
and discuss how the experience changes as the family moves 
around. In each room, observe the family using the target 
products or replay what they did in the days before—asking 
them to do it again for you now. The room walk creates the 
opportunity to discuss the experience as families live their 
lives throughout the house.

Products for children: Working with children poses a 
new set of challenges for collecting data and doing design. 
We asked Allison Druin, an expert in the field, to share 
her thoughts on this. See the Box below.

  

The Contextual Interview structure forms the framework for 
designing any interview situation. Setting project focus so you know 
what you need to observe and discuss allows you to plan the data 
collection strategy so it ensures that you get the best data you can to 
drive your product design forward. There is always a way to get the 
data you need!

Holtzblatt, Karen, and Hugh Beyer. Contextual Design : Design for Life, Elsevier Science & Technology, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aalto-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4745653.
Created from aalto-ebooks on 2022-10-28 11:32:24.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

6.
 E

ls
ev

ie
r 

S
ci

en
ce

 &
 T

ec
hn

ol
og

y.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



80 Chapter 3  Principles of Contextual Inquiry

Gathering Data on your own
Gathering field data from real users is something you never want to trade off. There’s 

simply no substitute for the real data, and it gives you instant credibility—especially if your 
organization isn’t used to having it available.

If your organization is used to field visits, then you’ll just plug into that mechanism. If 
not, do what you have to:
	 •	� Tag along with product managers when they visit customers. Work out the schedule 

with them so that while they are in “Very Important” meetings with management, 
you’re doing user visits with the people who do the work.

	 •	� Work the support desk. Offer friendly and interested callers the opportunity to 
participate in the company’s new “customer feedback program”, which just so happens 
to involve onsite visits.

	 •	� Work through your business’s user group or online forums.
	 •	� Find a supporter in the sales organization. In our experience, a broader plea to the sales 

team doesn’t often yield results. They are focused on making their sales numbers and 
this is a distraction—and they are very concerned about disrupting a sale. But if you 
make friends with a given salesperson, he or she may be helpful. Look to go in after a 
sale is made; see the next point.

	 •	� Work with your implementation, onboarding, or professional services team. Many 
business systems have some sort of onboarding or implementation process to introduce 
the product or service to a new client. This is a good time to go in, help with the 
implementation, see the problems—and do some Contextual Inquiries as well.

	 •	� Work your personal network. Maybe a relative does the job you care about, or a friend 
of a friend. Put a plea on Facebook. Visit them where they do the activity if you can; 
meet them in a coffee shop if you can’t.

	 •	� Advertise on Craigslist or any other communities where your user population hangs 
out. Offer a reasonable compensation for an interview.

	 •	� Work with a professional recruiter. You’ll have to get agreement to pay the recruiters, 
and they’ll expect you to compensate the users, but they can find people.

However you get to them, you want to run some interviews. If you’re doing a small 
piece of a larger product, you’ll likely find out about much more than you need—the overall 
practice, feedback on other parts of the system, and so forth. This is good—you don’t want 
too narrow a focus. You’ll be a better designer if you understand the whole context.

For the interpretation session, you can interpret on your own, but try not to. If your 
organization is starved for information about its users, there are people who are feeling the pain 
and who are desperate to know more. This is an opportunity to spread the knowledge and start 
building consensus. So look for others who can participate in an interpretation session: your 
product manager, another UX person on the same project, a friendly developer. (Developers, 
being engineers, like to see that a process is empirically based. They are likely to be quite 
receptive.) Don’t look for a big commitment—just line up people to help interpret, one 
interview at a time. You’ll develop a cadre of people who find value in the activity for itself. 
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