
Methods of Problem-Finding 
in Design for Government



Differences of traditional academic and 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 of chosen theories to make sense of 
the research topic

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



Analytical approach fuels the creative process

Five stages:

1. Discover 2. Define

1. Re-framing the issue

What are we trying to understand?
How does the client problem translate to a 
phenomenon we can study?

2. Designing the research

What will the research questions be?
What kind of methods should be used?

3. Empirical research

How to apply the methods in the real world?
How to document and map the data?

4. Analysis

What the data is telling us?
How should we make sense of it? 

5. Communication

What kind of opportunities can we see?
What does this mean for the creative task 
at hand?

Delivering insights



Starting Point



Different types of problems require different types of thinking

Expertise Experiment Experience

Three types of problems – three types of thinking

Low level of uncertainty High level of uncertainty

”Where do we cut costs from 
operation?”

Domain of classic business 
consultants. 

Logical analysis of existing data.

Predictable business environment 
with clear cause and effect.

Executable plans.

”Which design will improve our 
conversion rate?”

Domain of software developers 
and growth hackers.

Prototyping and user-testing.

Hunch for different creative 
options to try out as hypothesis.

Iterations of new products and 
services.

”Why do kids play and what 
makes a ‘toy’?”

Domain of anthropologists and 
philosophers.

Contextual immersion and critical 
thinking.

Something is wrong, but no clear 
idea what, and what to do about 
it.

Understanding of what is 
valuable.

Type of 
problem

Domain

Activity

Situation

Outcome

Based on: Harnoss & Harnoss (https://medium.com/@JJ_Harnoss/sense-making-and-innovating-a-primer-fc2061a0b384) 
and Madsbjerg & Rasmussen, 2014.  



What type of problems are we working with? What type of thinking do 
we need to do?



Knowns and unknowns – recognizing new opportunities and issues

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) 



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



Where and how can we learn the most? What will it be like? 

Remote Sensing

•  Field research usually means that 
learning is connected to concrete places.

•  Exercise for getting a sense of a place 
prior to going there

•  Helps you orientate, be prepared and get 
more out of your field trip

•  You can also do an exercise of how 
someone would go about planning a 
specific kind of trip or activity

•  Potential tools include youtube-videos, 
google maps, travel websites and 
discussion with people who live or have 
visited the location.

•  Search for: places and their names, 
routes, potential issues to tackle, 
landmarks, sites to visit etc. 



Framing the related Phenomenon

People

StructurePractice



Building an understanding of the relevant aspects - People

Who are the people we need to understand?

What is it like being them?

How is the service/product/policy x part of 
their life?



Building an understanding of the relevant aspects - Practices

What are the relevant practices that 
people engage in? 

How do people experience these?

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



Building an understanding of the relevant aspects - Structure

What are the relevant social and cultural 
structures for the context of service/product/
policy x? 

How have these changed over time and what 
are the ongoing changes?

How do these changes affect the people and 
practices?

https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-9937017



Ethnography in modern settings – studying different social worlds

Photo credits: National Eye Institute. Flickr.com. 	
 



From gathering data to 
building understanding



Collection of data is not sufficient in itself

Deep understanding

Truth

Discovery

Unconscious needs

Inspiration

Ackoff’s view: From data to wisdom

•  Wisdom: evaluated understanding that can 
be applied to decision-making.

•  Understanding: appreciation of "why“ – 
synthetization of new knowledge.

•  Knowledge: collection and application of 
data and information; answers "how" 
questions

•  Information: data that are processed to be 
useful and have a meaning; provides 
answers to "who", "what", "where", and 
"when" questions.

•  Data: symbols as raw data. For example 
0&1

Ackoff,	R.	L.	1989.	From	Data	to	Wisdom.	J.	Appl.	Syst.	Anal.	16,	pp	3-9	



Insights as wisdom to make right kind of business decisions 



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 understand how EU citizens planning a 
move to Finland perceive the immigration services. Main focus is on 
the perceived value and potential issues of AI-powered services. 

•  Provides guidance for research and setting of research questions
•  Helps in taking the research to a more concrete empirical level
•  Not the same as the original problem leading to the study



Insights are crystallized forms of understanding that support the 
creative work or decision making 

Insights are NOT just data

Insights are NOT just findings of market 
research

Insights give perspective that inspires 
good business decisions 

They don’t just answer WHAT, but also 
WHY and HOW

Truth is not final

Deep understanding

Truth

Discovery

Unconscious needs

Consumer aspirations

Inspiration

Perspective

Words typically used to describe human 
insights

Typical explanations of the insights



How to Study People?





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




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




When you move into interviewing keep these in mind:

Interviewing 

•  Leave your worldview behind the door. Embrace 
and learn from theirs.

•  Introduce your goals, timetables and 
practicalities. 

•  Build rapport. 
•  Listen to, by asking questions and body language 

– don’t be afraid of silence. 
•  Feel free to ask stupid and simple questions – 

you are there to learn about their experience and 
views. 

•  Make the familiar foreign and foreign familiar. Re-
learn from a new viewpoint. 

•  Plan your interview, but be prepared to discover 
emerging themes and new ways to frame the 
problem 

•  Think about where you will have the interview 
and how you will document it.

Listen



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. 

•  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 important for people to visit the 

forest?” 
•  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 



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: 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



Attention is finite – plan what you are observing in the field

Observation

SOURCE: A DATA COLLECTOR’S FIELD GUIDE 
NATASHA MACK • CYNTHIA WOODSONG KATHLEEN M. MACQUEEN • GREG GUEST • EMILY NAMEY 



Try out a service from 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. 


