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Feedback about A6

Requirements engineering interview with 1 person
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Summary

1 point: 3
2 points: 27
3 points: 102

Very good work overall!

3



Requirements engineering interview with 1 person

Your task is to find out, by interviewing one 
Instagram user, how Instagram could be even 
better in supporting its users in self-branding.

1) 
Preparatory work: 
what were your 
sources, what 
you’ve learned, how 
that informed your 
questions

2) 
Your main 
questions and 
follow up questions, 
why you chose 
them 

3) 
Transcript of 
the interview



Features of excellent answers
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1) 
Preparatory 
work

Answers referenced their sources, and 
specified what they learned from them 
with regards to the RQ.

The learnings informed the choice for 
the main research questions, and the 
link between the two was explained.  



Features of excellent answers
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2) Main 
Question & 
follow up 
questions 

Choice for main questions and follow-
ups well reasoned and related strongly 
to the RQ

Follow-up questions probed deeper into 
the topic, and related well to the main 
question 



Interview tips
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• Asking open-ended question usually yields a longer 
and more insightful answer (as opposed to yes or 
no questions)

• Asking one question at a time is better – this way 
you make sure all your questions are answered

• If you say in an interview “this is my main question” 
before asking the question, it may put pressure on 
the interviewee and affect the quality of the answer

• Ask interviewee about specific experiences they 
had. This usually yields better answers than general 
questions



Features of excellent answers
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3) Transcription 
of interview

Transcription shows a realistic 
account of the interview (i.e. close 
to word-to-word, not a simplification, 
not a summary or overly edited)

Showed good rapport with the 
interviewee, by asking clarifying 
questions for example in addition to 
the planned questions, or 
improvising questions if something 
interesting emerged (not a 
mechanistic back and forth)
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Good interviewing is a skill that requires 
practice. Here are some additional resources, 
if you are interested:

Interviewing Users
How to Uncover 
Compelling Insights
By Steve Portigal

Ebook available from the 
library

https://rosenfeldmedia.com/people/steve-portigal/


The lecture
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Contents of the lecture

When do you need qualitative research?

How a qualitative study needs to be planned?

Data collection

Data analysis
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When do you need qualitative 
research?

The answer depends on your phenomenon of 
interest and on your research question
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13 !

How the control centre in Neste Rally ensures the 
safety in the rally competition

Wahlström et al. (2011). Resolving safety-critical incidents in a rally control center. Human-Computer Interaction, Vol. 26, No. 1 & 2, pp. 9-37.
(c) Juho Hänninen https://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Juho_Hänninen_Rally_Finland.jpg. 
Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.5 Generic

https://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiedosto:Juho_H%C3%A4nninen_Rally_Finland.jpg


IM chat messages
28 months
25 945 messages

Project 4
Project 3

Project 1
Project 2

How do frontend developers in a software company manage 
information overload?

= frontend developer
Salovaara & Tuunainen (2015). Mediated sharing as software developers' 
strategy to manage ephemeral knowledge. In Proceedings of ECIS 2015.
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How should 
Instagram increase 
its support for self-

branding?



What was common in these examples?
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How the control 
centre in Neste 
Rally ensures 

the safety in the 
competition

How do frontend 
developers 

manage 
information 
overload?

How should 
Instagram 

increase its 
support for 

self-branding?

The elements of an answer are not listed 
a priori (i.e., in advance)

Focus on a “way of doing”



“Bringing order to chaos”
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RQ RQ

Theory, literature, experience Theory, literature, experience

X

Y
Z

?

? ?
?

?
?

Relationships between elements Identifying the elements

MethodsMethods

Repetition from last lecture (L6)



When do you need qualitative research?

When research questions are:
Open-ended
Non-quantifiable

When your sample size is small:
Only a handful of people
When repeated measurements are not possible
Natural settings (or just one setting)

When a suitable (quantitative) theory is not available
Pre-theoretic level of research knowledge
Interest in humans’ lived experiences and meanings
Interest in processes or ”ways of doing” (e.g., ”how”-questions)
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What are we aiming for?

Qualitative research:
Saturation of observations

Quantitative research:
Statistically significant 
differences between 
conditions

Accumulation of data

Number 
of 

findings

Point of saturation: When new data does 
not increase your understanding



Planning of a qualitative study

Research designs of qualitative studies
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Quantitative vs qualitative research 
process

NOTE!
Open-endedness 
does not mean:

No upfront 
planning needed

Data collection

Interpretation

Formulation of more 
detailed questions

Answers

?!?

How do people do 
self-branding with 

Instagram?

A5



A successful interpretation:

Increases your understanding
Reveals things that you did not know in advance
Is insightful: gives you new possibilities to think about
=> Interpretations are abductive inferences: “it could be this way” *

Is truthful to empirical evidence
Is not biased and does not exaggerate
Is substantiated with examples from data

Is plausible
Is the best among the possible alternatives
Is informed with existing research knowledge

22

* “Abductive reasoning […] is a form of logical inference  which starts with an observation or set of 
observations then seeks to find the simplest and most likely explanation” (Wikipedia). See also 
Muller (2014) in Assignment 7’s materials.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abductive_reasoning
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-1-4939-0378-8_2.pdf


Interpretations in the three examples

23

How the control centre in Neste 
Rally ensures the safety?

!

By having these practices: 
1. Using representationally 

redundant information artifacts
2. Making coordinative 

articulations
3. Acting based on worst-case 

scenario

How do developers 
manage information 

overload?

1. Incremental 
commitment to new 

knowledge, 2. 
Customized worker-

specific technologies, 
3. Collective filtering of 

news

How should Instagram 
increase its support for 

self-branding?

You will find this out in 
Assignment 7



Challenges of a successful interpretation

In qualitative research, success is 
harder to ascertain in advance

Less control on the phenomenon
Uncertainty on what the finding should 
be

=> Requirement: 
You have to remain open for novel 
insights until the very end of the study
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Data collection

Interpretation

Formulation of a 
question

Answer



Why open-endedness should be minimized?
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Tightly 
scoped 
research:

Loosely 
scoped 
research: ? Loose scope requires 

more data collection
Typical result of 
excessive open-

endedness
Volume of data

Number 
of 

findings

Volume of data

Number 
of 

findings

saturation

saturation

more data!

no saturation



How to narrow down the scope

By reading and being informed:
Build your research on the shoulders of earlier studies

By making informed choices:
Decide what elements are less important or what special cases 
you will not consider
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Data collection
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Use triangulation and redundancy

Method 2Method 1

RQ

Method 2Method 1

RQ

Triangulation: Redundancy:



Example: interview with a participant
Introduction, informed consent etc.

A background questionnaire
If you will have N>15 participants, 
include a quantitative part, 
e.g., regression analysis.

Writing ideas on small cards
Cards help you gather more material that can be 
easily compared and categorized

Participants explain the card contents

More detailed discussion about your RQ

Direct question to your abstract RQ
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� triangulation

redundancy

0-10

10-20

20-30

30-45

45-60

60-65

Plan how you’ll use the time so that you don’t run overtime!



Gathering rich and detailed data

Ask follow-up questions
Do not leave loose ends, or unexplainable behaviours
Prepare a set of follow-up questions in advance: “if she answers 
this way, I’ll ask about X, otherwise I’ll ask about Y”

Tailor your questions for each participant
Make sure that the participant understands your question.
=> If needed, you can ask the same question with a different 
wording from every participant
In abstract questions, verbalize your question several times with 
different words, and allow time for user to elaborate on the answer.

30



How to make qualitative data comparable

The problem: 
If interviews and observations are unstructured, every participant 
provides so different data that they are hard to compare with each 
other

Solution:
Add repetition into your data collection method
E.g., Ask participants to tell stories about experiences that relate to 
the RQ. E.g., “Can you tell me about the most recent time when 
you…”
=> If 10 participants provide 3 stories each, you’ll have 30 stories 
analyse, categorize and compare.
To further ensure comparability, make sure that each story includes 
the same basic characteristics.
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How to make people talk and act naturally

1. Express interest in what the participant does/says
2. Reciprocate: Especially in topics that may feel too personal: you 

can try reciprocating  informants’ stories by revealing something 
personal about yourself *

3. Spend time with the participants
4. Learn the culture and practices of the community and show that 

you know them
5. Choose a “safe” place for an interview (e.g., café is a neutral 

ground that may be better than a general meeting room or a 
participant’s home)

6. Anonymity: Tell what happens to sensitive content that is 
collected (“it remains within the research team”)

7. Adopt a master/apprentice relationship with the participant: 
interviewer/interviewee, expert/novice, guest/host **
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* Ignatius, E. & Kokkonen, M. (2003). Tarpeeksi mutta ei liikaa: itsestä kertomiseen vaikuttavat 
tekijät [Enough but not too much: factors affecting the self-disclosure]. Psykologia, 38(5), 346–358.
** Beyer, H. & Holtzblatt, K. (1998). Contextual Design: Defining Customer-Centered Systems. San 
Francisco, CA: Morgan Kaufmann.

https://mycourses.aalto.fi/pluginfile.php/855300/mod_resource/content/2/ignatius2003%20Tarpeeksi%20mutta%20ei%20liikaa%20-%20itsesta%20kertomiseen%20vaikuttavat%20tekijat.pdf


Further reading
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Beyer & Holtzblatt: 
Contextual Design 

(especially 
chapters 3 & 4)

Agar:
The professional stranger 

(about ethnographic 
research)



Data analysis

Data collection

Interpretation

Formulation of a question

Answer

?!?



With small datasets, analysis may look like this



Two analysis methods

Heavy weight: Grounded Theory
Suits also for cases of iterative data 
collection and analysis
More information in Assignment 7’s 
instructions

Low cost: Affinity diagrams
A Post-It note based method
More information: Beyer & Holtzblatt’s book
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Data

Empirically 
grounded theories

Codes

Categories

Categories 
compared with 

each other



General instructions

Analyse by exploring different interpretations
Here knowledge about previous research and theories is helpful

Create early conceptualizations
“Go behind” your observations: what lies behind them?

When you have a possible finding, try to verify it 
Be critical about your own interpretations 
Gather examples from your data from other participants and 
situations where the same finding should also appear
Cf. “constant comparative method” in grounded theory



More about interpretation

Subjectiveness is not (necessarily) a problem
Different researchers can get different findings from the same data. 

Know your data well
You often need to read through your data several times
Transform all your data to readable/browsable form.
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Exercise

Developing different approaches to the same question and 
same data

What elements need to be analysed?
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!

RQ: How can a control centre in 
Neste Rally ensure the safety 
so well?
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What (IT) tools do they use and how?

How do they get communicate to 
the radio to get more 
information?

How does each worker’s expertise 
contribute to problem solving?

Who talks to whom? What is the 
division of labour?

What are the steps in the problem 
solving process?



Recommended reading

Elliott & Timulak (2005):
Descriptive and interpretive approaches to qualitative research. 
In Jeremy Miles, Paul Gilbert (eds): A Handbook of Research Methods
for Clinical and Health Psychology. Oxford University Press, pp. 147-
159.
https://mycourses.aalto.fi/mod/resource/view.php?id=500882&forcevie
w=1

Muller (2014):
Curiosity, creativity, and surprise as analytic tools: grounded 
theory method. In Olson & Kellogg (eds.) Ways of knowing in HCI, 
pp. 25–48.
http://libproxy.aalto.fi/login?url=http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-1-
4939-0378-8
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https://mycourses.aalto.fi/mod/resource/view.php?id=500882&forceview=1
http://libproxy.aalto.fi/login?url=http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-1-4939-0378-8


Contents of the lecture

When do you need qualitative research?

How a qualitative study needs to be planned?

Data collection

Data analysis
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Next lecture

Jussi Jokinen, User Interfaces group, Aalto ELEC
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Assignment 7

Requirements engineering interview with 1 person
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