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What is design research?
Design research  

With its focus on understanding human experience, Design Research is 
frequently ethnographic:


it’s aimed at understanding people in the context where experience 
occurs.  

It comes with a documentation protocol. 

The data we seek is best understood qualitatively. It’s aimed at 
understanding the experience of a targeted group of people.


Why do we do Design Research? 

You can’t really be human-centered without it. 


You do DR to build empathy, to inspire each other and our clients, to 
ensure that all the design decisions we make are meaningful to the 
people who matter.


If you cannot get close to the user, use the next best method.




The Design Research mindset

Objective over method  
We’re method agnostic. Our aim is to achieve our research objectives and we’ll use whichever 
method(s) to get there. 

Actionable over interesting  
We do applied research - our methods and findings must serve design. 
Learn over prove  
We don’t aim to prove ‘how many' or defend our clients’ hypotheses. We seek the unexpected and 
for people to show us what’s true for them. 
Shape over validate

We support an iterative design process with cycles of learning. 



Different phases of our projects demand 
different types of design research.

DISCOVER DESCRIBE CREATE DEVELOP RELEASE 

Exploratory 
Open-ended, 
with aim of 
immersing in 
the culture and 
landscape of a 
service

Generative 
Aiming to 
develop insights 
which can inspire 
design

Evaluative 
Testing 
assumptions and 
decisions that have 
been made along 
the way

01  
UNCOVERING NEEDS & 
GENERATING INSIGHTS 

02  

SELECTING  
THE SOLUTION 

03  

TESTING & 
ITERATING 

04  

OPTIMIZING  
FOR LAUNCH 

Design Research  
within project phases



Methods 
Table 
showing 
exploratory, 
generative, 
evaluative

Fjord Evolution Global Call

Spectrum of methods
There are a range of approaches that can work, in combination, to achieve 

your design research objectives. All are qualitative as we are concerned 

with the quality of experiences rather than the number of people having 

those experiences.

LESS STRUCTURED MORE STRUCTURED 

Informal

observation
Formal

observation

In-context

interview
Discussion

groups

Self-

documentation

Concept 

testing
User

testing

Design 

Stimulus

Q1



Human insights?
Design research is usually qualitative: 

• aimed at understanding the experience of a targeted group of 
people


• not concerned with the number of people having that experience, 
but rather the quality of it.


The outcome of our research is usually insights summary, human 
insights. 


Insights are not observations.


An insight is relevant and actionable - it’s a “Aha” moment 

Human insight offers a valuable new understanding of your customer/
people that results from listening and observing with empathy and 
can be used to connect the dots between what they think, feel, say 
and do... When human insight is used to make business decisions, it 
becomes the core driver of compelling customer experiences.
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TOOLS
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TOOLS

Uncover needs & generating insights, identify problems and 
inspire creative thinking: 
  

• Qualitative interviews

• Ethnographic observation

• Diary


Inform and evaluate potential solutions with user input: 

• User testing of Low-fi prototypes

• Group discussion 


Test and iterate chosen solution: 
 

• Usability testing

Tools & methods?



When? Immersion 

• Interviews are particularly useful to get at the story behind the 
interviewee’s experiences. The interviewer should prompt the 
participant to explain the reasons for these narratives.


How to apply? 

• The researcher usually meets the research subject in his or her 
home, workplace or any other environment related to the theme 
of the project and talks about relevant issues, following a 
predetermined protocol that can be adjusted, depending on the 
conversation.


• By delving into each person’s point of view, different 
perspectives of the whole can be discerned, and it is possible 
to identify polarities that will help to develop Personas, thus 
providing raw materials for the generation of ideas in 
theIdeation phase.

Interviews



Dscout is a mobile 
application that allows 
users to document in 
context their experiences 
according a pre-defined 
mission. 


D-scout



Reframer

Reframer is an online tool 
that captures information 
and observations, reviews 
data from a team and 
makes sense of the 
findings through tags and 
diagrams.  
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Examples of outcomes 
following design research 

Design thinking 

Empathise with the targeted audience 
 

• Persona 

• Empathy map

• Mindsets


Understand needs and painpoints 
 

• As -is journey map

• To -be journey 

• Blueprint 


Important concept: 

Design principles



Design thinking “Double Diamond” 
process

Finding the right problem Finding the right solution

Dive
rsi
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Dive
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Conversion

Research Synthesis Ideation Implemen- 
tation


