Contextual Inquiry and User-centered Design

Some notes for TC 518 students, winter 2005
Dr. Jennifer Turns
· Some thoughts on design

· A generic design process 

· Analysis 

· Design

· Evaluation 

· Iteration

· User-centered approach

· Analysis – Getting information about users, deciding what will help users (I want to focus on redesigning x because of these user-related characteristics)

· Design – creating solutions that are best for users, justifying solutions based on information about users (I have chosen to do x because of these user-related characteristics)

· Evaluation – demonstrating that the solutions work for the users

· Roles designers play

· Designer as creative source of cool ideas

· Designer as justifier of good idea

· Designer as decision maker

· Designer as information manager

· Designer as interpreter, archeologist, translator

· Analysis in the Context of User-centered Design – Goals (Why and What)
· What you are looking for – Who users are, what they believe, how they describe tasks, how they do tasks, what motivates them, etc. 

· Clarification – you are looking for *much more* than information about problems with specific devices

· Note:  Expert designers spend more time defining situation than creating solution, confident that there will be a solution that is promising… contextual inquiry is part of that type of process

· Analysis in the Context of User-centered Design – Methods (How)
· Get information from cognitive psychology or other sciences of human activity, however there are limits 

· Surveys

· Shadowing

· Talk to customer representatives

· Ask users to take pictures and then come back and tell you about them

· …

· Analysis in the Context of User-centered Design – Why observe, what you might learn

· Decision aid for KFC:  Real time aid in down-time location

· Investigation of teaching challenges of engineering educators – when do they have questions and when to they have situations

· Oncology conference:  Sharing not only information but also subtle people cues (glances, etc.)

· Air traffic control:  One person’s noise is another person’s information source

· Computer tools on the Boeing shop floor:  Some people have to leave their office because a crane is moving airplane parts overhead

· Designing consumer electronics:  Not all technology spaces are created equal

· Contextual Inquiry (One method) 
· Main principles – what they mean, what they are contrasted against

· Context:  Data gathering takes place in the context of users work

· Focus:  The inquiry is based on a focus

· Partnership: The people at the inquiry form a partnership

· Premise
· People are expert at their own work practices, but not talking about their work practices; you are expert at asking questions and helping them talk about their work practices, but not about their work

· What is this technique draw from

· Links to ethnography, yet ethnography time <> contextual inquiry time

· Tension because it is both a research activity and a design activity

· Contextual inquiry is a type of research – reason to be concerned about generalizability, replicability, validity

· Contextual inquiry is a design tool – reason to be concerned about time involved, design relevance of information, usefulness 

· Additional Pointers 
· Look for outcroppings, wear patterns, artifacts, lucky opportunities

· Learn domain

· Keep research ethics in mind 

· Take notes, consider audio and video

· Maintain a productive mindset – inquisitive, professional stranger
· Be careful about inferences

· If you are a user, be wary about assuming you already know what is going on. 

· Keep first principles in mind – learn about the user and how user does tasks

· Designing the contextual inquiry
· Simple situation – Existing product, lots of use, predictable environment, many potential users to choose from, limited types of users, limited expected variability in use.
· Be creative – designing the contextual inquiry, every situation is different

· What if…
· Existing product with little adoption 
· New product

· Activity occurs in unpredictable environments

· Activity is not interruptible 

· Activity occurs infrequently 

· When you already feel familiar/expert with user population

· When you are a representative user

· When you are novice in the domain

· Doing contextual inquiry now vs. doing contextual inquiry all the time

· What’s hard?

· Learning to see

· Learning to describe what you are seeing

· Learning to manage inferences

· Learning to ask questions

· Learning to avoid bias

· Managing the data that is generated
· Finding the time to do it

· Looking ahead - Hints for doing assignment 

· Consider distributing contextual inquiry over member

· Be aware of need to share

· Submission – data dump of what you did and what you learned… 

