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How to find problems worth 
solving?





Goals + institutions
What other viewpoints can we have? 



PEOPLE



PRACTICE



STRUCTURE



PEOPLE

• Who are the people we need 
to understand?

• What is it like being them? 
• How is this 

policy/service/problem/solution 
part of their life?

PRACTICE

• What are the relevant 
practices people engage in? 

• How are these practices 
experienced? 

• What is the role of 
policy/service/product in these 
practices?

STRUCTURE

• What are the relevant social 
and cultural structures in our 
context?

• How are they changing?
• How are the changes 

affecting people and 
practices?



How to Study These?





Traditional academic research vs. applied research in DfG

Academic Applied

Absolute value in the accumulation of 
knowledge itself

Long processes 

Chosen methodological frameworks as 
discourses to participate in

Using chosen theories to make sense of 
the research topic and to connect to a 
theoretical discussion

Functional value in order to achieve 
something

Limited projects and resources

Choosing and mixing methods according 
to the task at hand 

Using a mix of concepts and theories as 
ideas that serve as tools to make sense of 
data

Value

Time

Use of methods

Use of theories



Problem-finding in design processes



Aim of the research is to help define right (fruitful) problems

Double diamond model of Design Council UK



Aim for access and informed consent



What about methods?



Disclaimer on method-naming:

- It is about differentiation and legitimation
- In practice research methods are tools for an 

end – choose a tool based on your aim



Watch

Listen

Work

Play

Observations Desktop research

Interviews

Co-creation 
workshops

Prototyping 
workshops

Design probes Design games

• Get viewpoints
• Engage in creating together
• Test how something works

• Step out of institutional roles 
• View things from different perspectives
• Use imagination

• Dig deeper by asking
• Learn the story
• Understand their thought process

Group discussions

• See what is being done in practice
• Immerse yourself in the context



DfG 2015. School Fruits and Vegetables team. Anna-Kaisa Varjus, Jaakko Kalervo Kalsi, Maija Jantunen, Maria Jaatinen, Paula Karlsson

Examples of methods from past DfG courses

Desktop for statistics Interviews Co-creation workshops



DfG 2015. Primary Producers team. Bice Lee Herold, Eevi Pauliina Saarikoski, Panu Matias Autio, Richard Eric Birger Hylerstedt

Examples of methods from past DfG courses

Participant observation Interviews of extreme users Prototyping



Examples of methods in the pandemic



How to set up an interview? 

Interviews

Recruitment – find the right people Brief – explain what and how of the interview

Steve Portigal, 2013

• What will we discuss, in some cases also what 
not

• How long will it take
• What will it be like
• What if you need to take a break
• What kind of information are we after
• Why we want to talk to you
• What kind of a project is this part of
• How their words and their name will be referred 

to, what is the level of anonymity
• Make sure you have consent on your research 

and documentation



Using an interview guide vs. defined script

Interviews

• Following a strictly defined set of questions 
vs. themes you wish to cover.

• Translate your research questions into 
something that can be asked in a 
discussion. Typically, you start from more 
open-ended question and consider 
possible follow-ups. 

• Plan well and use the guide as a tool that 
supports you but doesn’t restrict you. You 
don’t have to go word-by-word.

• Think about your timing – how much for 
different themes and sections.  

• If you are doing exercises, such as card 
sorting or map drawing, have everything 
you need prepared beforehand. 



5 x Why? 

Interviews

• Often used for root-cause analysis in 
organizational settings, but you can also 
apply it in an interview setting.

• Helps you discover how actions, believes 
and thoughts ladder. Consider also 5 x “in 
order to”  



Other tips on getting the most out of an interview:

Interviews

• Think about where you will have the interview and how you will document it. Real 
contexts usually provide rich discussions. When remote, make use of cameras. 

• Leave your worldview behind the door. Embrace and learn from theirs.
• Listen to, by asking questions and body language – don’t be afraid of silence. 
• Focus on the respondent, don’t start sharing too much of your own experiences.
• Feel free to ask stupid and simple questions – you are there to learn about their 

experience and views. 
• Try to ask open questions that provide stories instead of closed “yes” or “no” 

answers. 
• Don’t lead the respondent e.g. “Why do you think it is important for high school 

students to learn about bio-diversity?” 
• Think about the order in which you’re asking your questions, make it easy in the 

beginning and allow them to relax.
• Plan your interview but be prepared to discover emerging themes and new ways to 

frame the problem you are working on.



Different types of interviews: focus groups or group discussions –
study the discussion on a specific topic 

Interviews

Example from: guardian.com Taking time out to listen: the benefits of focus groups.

• Often used for concept and product 
testing in different phases of the 
development process.

• Well-planned discussion moderated 
by a researcher whose goal is to 
tease out useful answers and 
engage all participants into the 
discussion.

• Typically 6-8 people in a group for 1-
2 hours. 

• Allows you to study how ideas, 
topics or concepts are received in a 
group. What kind of conflicts and 
consensus they evoke.



Different types of interviews: extreme users 

Interviews

• Consider different extreme types of 
users that really stretch some 
qualities of a service or product

• “If it works for the extreme user it 
works for everyone” 

• Very skilled and experienced vs. 
inexperienced users



Different types of interviews: drawing exercises 

Interviews

• Visualizing while discussing helps 
stick to concrete experiences, and
tell stories around them.

• Drawing as an activity allows the 
respondent to take a step back from 
their own life and reflect. 

• Drawing timelines and sociograms
provides comparable visual data.



Different types of interviews: synchronous vs. a synchronous 

Interviews

• Asynchronous discussions can be a 
way to give people time to reflect 
their answers. 

• You can develop the discussion and 
take time to clarify your thoughts in 
the written form. 

• Might be easier for some people with 
hectic schedules. 

• It may be challenging to keep people 
engaged in asynchronous discussion 
for longer time periods. 



Different types of interviews: card sorting exercises  

Interviews

• Visual aids that evoke discussion 
through the exercise of arranging 
cards or coming up with thoughts 
and stories based on them.

• You can use visual cues of ideas, 
sort brands an images related to 
them, use pictures of places, times 
of the day etc. 

• Helps you see how people organize 
and relate things to each other and 
what kind of preferences they have.

Portigal 2013.



Probes and diary studies help you gather qualitative self-reported data 
over time

Cultural Probes

• Packages with tasks and artifacts given to 
research participants. They record and 
deliver the tasks to researchers.

• Typically, disposable cameras, diaries, 
stories, maps etc.

• Allows the gathering of data over time. 
• Requires good briefing. 
• Recruitment is crucial to get right kind of 

people who are able to self-report with your 
support.

• Analyzing the probes and conducting a 
follow-up interview with the respondents.

• Originally introduced by Gaver, Dunne & 
Precenti on a design research project of 
elderly people in 3 different EU countries.



Observation without interfering vs. participant observation

Observation

Fly on the wall Participant observation

• Active learner who engages with the field
• Reflection on biases, but no value judgments

• Observe and record
• Beware of the illusion of objectivity



Try out a service from the perspective of a specific role

Mystery Shopping

• You can do this yourself or ask someone 
to try out and record their experience. 

• Can be used to search for moment-of-
truths, potential problems in how the 
service is perceived etc. 

• Consider connecting this to other 
methods as part interviews or group 
discussions for example. 



How to plan?
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A5 Research Plan



Goals of your project
What are your commissioner’s goals? Why does your commissioner need these goals met?

Identify key stakeholder roles (both within and outside the commissioning organizations)
Who do you need to learn from? Who will be important for framing the problem space?

Research questions:
Frame the learning goals, focus and scope of your research into 1-2 research questions. 

1.…
2.…

Research goals (1/4)
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Desktop research:

• Information, documents and reports you will study
• Organizations and websites to study
• Hours you plan to spend and roles within team

Research methods (2/4)
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Fieldwork activities (fill in the table below):

• Stakeholder group: What are the key stakeholder groups you will interview? (e.g. end-user) 
• Profile: What are the specific needs/behaviours you want to learn form (e.g. working young adults commuters?)
• Number of research participants: How many form this group you’d like to interview?  
• Research methods: What kind of research methods you will use? (e.g. semi-structured interviews 45 min.) 
• Any specific requirements?: What kind of activities or environments you need to observe? How will you do this?
• Team members: Who will conduct the interview? Can it be conducted with supergroup members ? 
• NOTE: you can add (TBD) or (TBC) if you are unsure about certain details at this point. 

Research methods (3/4)
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Stakeholder 
group

Profile Number of 
research 
participants

Research method(s) Any specific 
requirements?

Recruitment 
status

Team members 
group/supergrou
p

Date to conduct 
interview

Social 
workers

Social workers 
working at Kela ‘x 
service’

2 45 min. in context interview 
+ observations 

Remote 
connection via 
Teams. Record 
meeting with 
Teams

Contacted. 
Contacts provided 
by Marjukka
(partner)

2ppl, one from 
group 1A and one 
from 1B 

10.03 at 10am Example:



Documentation:
• How will you capture and record your research? (consider audio, video, formats for notes, photos etc.)
• How will you share the data within your team and supergroup?

Analysis:
• How and when will you analyze the data? (you will be given tools and time to do this in the class, but reserve face-to-

face time besides class, also be prepared to revise your analysis after comments from mid-review)

Research documentation (4/4)
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Supporting exercises to 
consider



Consider a purpose statement for your research 

The purpose of this study is to 
[explore/describe/discover/understand/develop] the [phenomenon] 
in/at [research site/field].

For example:

The purpose of this study is to explore opportunities for secondary 
schools to address climate anxiety in their curriculum and counseling. 

• Provides guidance for research and setting of research questions
• Helps in taking the research to a more concrete empirical level



Write your assumptions and hypotheses down and put them in a 
bucket

“How do we know that we are not biased 
in our analysis?” 

-> 

“What kind of thoughts, roles and relations 
affect our biases?” 

Pre-Research Method



Discuss what is known and what is not

Pre-Research Method

Known unknowns 
(identified factors to study or measure)

Unknown unknowns 
(things we don’t know will be recognized as 

important)

Known knowns
(the world as understood and measured)

Unknown knowns 
(things we recognize, but don’t know how 

or why behind them)
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• Gov students – move to workshop 
Zoom and re-join for round table

• Others – pause and reflect
• After the roundtable: build the first 

version of your research plan
• Comments for research plans to 

fellow teams (10.3.)
• Blog 1 (12.3.)


