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Contextual Design

Today’s goal: teach you how to observe and interview people

And teach you how to interpret/model the interview data


Structure:


- Intro to Contextual Design


- Contextual Inquiry


- Interpretation, modeling and consolidation



Contextual Design
A brief introduction



Contextual Design

The goal is to answer the question:

“What should we build to help people do a task better?”


Understand your users before you design a product

Acknowledges that software is more than a list of 
requirements/features



Contextual Design

Contextual Design consists of:


- 	Contextual Inquiry: Gather data from users while they do 
the task


- 	Experience modeling: Use data to build models of the 
context of the task that are explicit and sharable 


The focus is on the task, not on the technology

The user experience should be central



Contextual Inquiry
How to interview people about a task



Contextual Inquiry
This is not a regular interview


There is no list of questions

It mainly consists of observation and explanation, plus 
clarifying questions

Think of it as “learning from the user”


This is not about the app / Web site

You are not doing “usability testing”

Your main goal is to find out how and why users do the 
task, and everything around it



Contextual Inquiry
To obtain data from users in their context


- insights about the users’ identities and their daily lives


- insights about relationships and how the task involves 
collaborations with others


- insights about how the task influences (and is influenced 
by) users’ emotions


- insights about the users’ physical environment 

- insights about the steps and decisions involved in the task  


Understanding of breakdowns in current processes 



How it works:
Directly observe how people do the task


- People are bad at saying what they want (the user is not 
the designer!)


- People are bad at telling you how they do the work (tacit 
knowledge)


What if direct observation is not possible?

Re-creation of experience

Cued recall of past experience

Don’t settle for what they “usually” do!



4 Principles of CI
1. Context:


Understand users’ real needs in their environment


2. Partnership:

Work with users as co-investigators


3. Interpretation:

Assign meaning to the observations


4. Focus:

Listen and probe from a clearly defined set of concerns



The interview

A note about participants:


- Identify users (primary, secondary)


- Make appointments to interview them (individually) for ~1 
hour


- Meet them at a time and place where/when they do the 
real task


- Explain that this is not a normal interview, but an 
observation study



The interview

Preparation:


- Voice recorder 


- Pen and notebook


Ask them to use the device they normally do the task on!



The interview
Introduction


Get permission to record, explain your goal, explain CI, let 
them give you an overview of what they do


Transition

Now have them do the task in front of you


Observation and Interpretation

Ask them to think aloud; you will interrupt to ask questions; 
avoid “summary information”



Observation and interpretation

Understand people’s underlying goals


- What are people trying to accomplish? Why?


Understand their current behavior


- What are they doing? Why?


- What are their priorities? 


- What problems do they currently have? 


- What inefficiencies or costs are they putting up with? 


- How do they feel about the things they do?



Observation and interpretation

What, exactly, should I pay attention to?


- “life context” of the task (how it reflects their identity how it 
interferes with their daily life)


- others involved in the task (the nature of their relationships 
with these others, and how they collaborate)


- how the task makes them feel (latent needs, delighters)


- physical environment in which the task takes place 
(location, artifacts)


- the steps and decisions involved (flow of the work)


You need this to model the work in contextual design 



Wrap-up

Summarize understandings


Ask any “pet” questions


Give tips on system use


Thank the user


Leave door open for future explorations

Important for contextual design, in case you discover 
things you should have asked but didn’t



Questions

Any questions about Contextual Inquiry?



Interpretation session
Interpreting your contextual interviews



Interpretation session
Goal: Create a shared understanding of the user’s world


Learn multiple perspectives


Method: an immersive experience (not just a report)

One interview at a time, about 1.5–2 hours per session


Interviewer talks through the interview line-by-line

Do not summarize! It must be immersive


Others interview the interviewer

Multiple perspectives; shared understanding



Interpretation session
The session should happen within 48 hours of the interview


What if you wait longer? You will no longer remember!

Solution: go back to the recording (transcribe/listen)

Better solution: do multiple short sessions


Preparation


- Yellow sticky notes (100 per session) + pens


- Flip chart paper or unwaxed butcher paper + markers (red, 
green, black)


- Interview notes, photos, audio (backup)



Interpretation session

Result of one interpretation session (you’ll do 4–5 of these)

5 experience models*

50-100 affinity notes

3-8 key insights


Eventually…

…the models from all sessions will be consolidated

…the affinity notes will go into a large affinity diagram

…the insights go directly into the report



Team roles

Interviewer:


- walks through the interview


- makes sure important stuff gets captured


Others:


- ask questions, suggest interpretations, design ideas


- write important things on stickies (affinity notes)


- builds/annotates experience models



Team roles

Everyone:


- tell each other to capture stuff if needed


- make sure everyone is actively involved


- make sure everyone stays on track



Steps
Write a user profile


User ID, demographics, system use, knowledge


Create a physical model (if applicable)

Annotate during interview walkthrough


Walk through the interview

Interviewer starts talking, others ask questions, take affinity 
notes (yellow), build the models (now, not afterwards)


At the end: discuss/select main insights 

Put them on 3-8 green sticky notes



Affinity notes

Interviewer gives objective account of user’s actions (“how”)

Everyone else probes the “what” and “why” behind the 
actions, write down important things on sticky notes


What are examples of important things? See next slide…



Affinity notes
Take from interview:


- Interpretation of events


- Important task 
characteristics


- Insightful quotes


- Higher-level inferences 
(label them I)


- Design ideas (DI)


- Sensations (S)


Take from models:


- Breakdowns


- Design questions


- Anything unexpected



Affinity notes

Result


- All relevant things on sticky notes


- About 50-100 per interview, labeled U#-#


- Keep them concrete and short (more notes = better)


- Facts + explain why it matters


- Make them concise but not too cryptic



Affinity diagram

After all interviews are done, put the affinity notes into a 
diagram:


- Shuffle and divide your affinity notes (in batches of 30)


- Put up your yellow notes in groups (of max 6)


- Add blue notes to each group (overarching statement)


- Add pink notes (groups of 2-6 blues; still use “I” language) 


- Add green notes (themes; groups of 6-8 pink)



Affinity diagram

Any questions so far?



Experience models
Different perspectives on the user’s life



Experience models

The experience models describe users’ practice in context of 
their life


Understanding the context helps software designers go 
beyond single-feature solutions


Each model provides a different “lens” that reveals part of 
what matters


First, create a full set of models for each interview

Then consolidate the models into a single model



8 models*
Day-in-the-life model


how things get done 
throughout the day


Identity model

what matters to the user


Relationship model

how closeness to others is 
affected through the activity


Collaboration model

how collaboration gets things 
done and improves 
relationships


Sensation board

aesthetic and emotional 
experiences


Sequence model

the order of work tasks over 
time


Decision point model

what influences the user’s 
decisions


Physical model

the constraints of the physical 
environment



Day-in-the-life model

This model captures how people get the task done

How the activities involved in the task integrate with their 
life


Collecting the data:

During the CI, make sure to capture the full activity


Building the model:

Divide model into the places where the activity takes place

Capture every act related to the activity



Day-in-the-life model

What to capture about each act?


- Where the user was (location on the model)


- What they were doing


- Content accessed during the act


- Attention needed / given to the act


- Device used


Put it on a sticky-note

This makes it easier to move around and consolidate
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Figure 7.3 Notes for the Day-in-the-Life Model captured from one interview.

Day-in-the-life model



Day-in-the-life model

Consolidate after all interviews are done:


- About 3 “organizing contexts” (main locations of the 
activity)


- Organized activities by context


- Best stories per activity



Day-in-the-life model



Identity model
This model highlights sources of pride, self-esteem, value


How the user’s identity relates to the task


Collecting the data: 

During the CI, sensitize the concept of identity


Building the model:

Set up identity element groups (3-4 broad categories)

Add identity data to the groups (Points of pride, 
excitement, personal investment, disgust)



Identity model

What are the identity element groups?


I do: identity as it relates to the work of the activity 

“I optimize my time”, “I make time for my kids”


I am: how the person approaches the activity 

“I’m a responsible parent”


1-2 other groups

keep these empty at first; they’ll emerge



Chapter 7 Building Experience Models174

Capture phrases and 
quotes that point to pride 
and values

When data comes out that speaks to identity, write it up on the 
model in whichever section feels best. Write phrases; include quotes 

and points of pride. Include enough context about 
the situation so the underlying story is clear—this 
is critical for later consolidation:
  

 •  “It’s up to me to make sure everything in 
the trip goes smoothly—then when it does, 
I feel great!”

 •  “I’d never have a car with those silly LED headlights. 
!at’s just not me.”

 •  “Two days before the surgery, I check to make sure every-
thing’s ready and accounted for. I know other people are 
checking, and I looked last week myself. I check again 
anyway. !at’s because I’m responsible.”

Figure 7.10 An Identity Model as captured for one user during the 
Interpretation Session.

Identity model



Identity model

Consolidate after all interviews are done:


- 3-4 sections (I am, I do, …)


- 8-12 identity elements that characterize people


- Each element has a name, an “elevator pitch” (speech 
bubble), a description, and a number of “give me’s”



Chapter 7 Building Experience Models168

Figure 7.8 A full Identity Model for travel showing the three sections “I am,” “I plan,” and “I like.”

Identity model
169!e Identity Model

Figure 7.8 Cont’d
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Collect observation into potential identity elements. !e job 
of consolidation is to "nd the aspects of self which go together 
to create an identity element. As always the process is bottom-
up, grouping sets of observations that go together thematically 
and experientially among those captured during Interpretation 
Sessions. During interpretation you may have already been sort-
ing observations into potential elements; you may have candidate 
names. Also, possible new sections may have emerged. So the 
team has a lot to go on once all interviews are interpreted.

To do the consolidation, start with six of the most detailed 
models as we did for Day-in-the-Life Model. Break into groups of 
two to three people each with a few of the models. Walk the state-
ments of identity from the individual models you were assigned, 

Figure 7.11 One identity element from the travel Identity Model. The “Give Me” design ideas act as 
starting points for the team’s own design thinking. Note how they respond directly to the special concerns 
of the Cultural Sponge.

Identity model



Relationship model
This model captures closeness


How closeness is affected by the activity

How closeness affects the activity (support network)


Collecting the data:

For each other person involved, get the user to talk about 
the level of intimacy with / importance of that person


Building the model:

Draw during the interview, then redraw later



Relationship model
During the CI, pay attention to:


- Who that person is and their role


- How often that person is touched as part of the activity


- What information or conversational content is shared as 
part of the activity 


- How decision-making is impacted


- How the activity promotes doing things together


You can draw a preliminary model during the interview

Each person is a bubble, containing activities and feelings



Relationship model

Each person is a bubble, containing activities and feelings

Distance = closeness

Add drivers of intimacy (e.g. frequency of doing this task 
with this person, family relationship, etc.)
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Figure 7.14 The Relationship Model for travel shows the stories of interactions with people most intimately involved in the travel 
planning. The triangle on the side denotes the reasons people feel closer in this context.

Figure 7.13 Relationship information captured during an Interpretation 
Session. Activities and feelings about that person represented in the bubble are  
captured along with drivers of intimacy up the side.

throughout provide the Way In. See Fig. 7.14 for the travel rela-
tionship model.

Design from this model pushes the team to learn about the 
players in the activities, and how to better involve and support 
them so as to increase the feeling of connection in the context of 
the activity.

As always, small teams start with about six dense, interesting 
individual relationship models from the interviews. Separate the 

Relationship model



Relationship model

Consolidate after all interviews are done:


- 3 levels of relationship


- At each level: the main relationships and illustrative stories


- On the right: introduce issues, activities, and sources of 
closeness for each level


- Far left: what creates the closeness


- Question bubbles: boundaries and opinions



187!e Relationship Model

Figure 7.14 The Relationship Model for travel shows the stories of interactions with people most intimately involved in the travel 
planning. The triangle on the side denotes the reasons people feel closer in this context.

Relationship model



Collaboration model
This model highlights collaboration


Activities and relationships

Preparation, schedules and deadlines, delegation/roles, 
meetings, etc.


Collecting the data:

Anytime the user interacts with someone for the activity, 
pay attention to coordination, (in)formal roles, devices


Building the model:

A flow diagram for each collaboration intent



Collaboration model

For each collaboration intent:


- A bubble for each person (including the user)


- A square for each repository


- Communication = arrows between bubbles


- Write the content of the communication on the arrow; 
include the tool


You can already capture them during the interview, but make 
sure to re-capture them during the interpretation session



193!e Collaboration Model
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Figure 7.17 Small Collaboration Models from the same interviewee captured during Interpretation 
Session separately to show interaction around two intents. They would look much the same had they been 
captured during the interview.

Collaboration model



Figure 7.18 Collaboration among enterprise workers, showing how individual mobile devices and apps support 

them. The Project Overseer is one key role that a company might support.

Collaboration model



Collaboration model



Sensation board
This model captures aesthetic and emotional experiences


Mood board with various sections


Collecting the data:

During the interview, pay attention to the smile or grimace


Building the model:

Put  emotions and sensations in your affinity notes

At consolidation time, walk the affinity diagram to extract 
key sensations



Sensation board

Step 1: Walk the affinity diagram; find emotional themes, 
write them down


Step 2: Agree on 4-8 sections that seem to contain strong 
emotional themes


Step 3: Label each section


Step 4: Find pictures that fit the feeling expressed by the 
section
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Figure 7.21 The travel Sensation Board communicates the key phrases and 
visual inspiration needed to help visual and industrial designers create the emotional 
experience desired by the customer population.

Sensation board



Sequence model

This model captures users’ actions in detail

Reveals strategies, intents, and how tools help/hinder the 
task

The steps may change, but the intents tend to be stable


Collecting the data:

Watch the action and write each step down in order; level 
of detail depends on the task



Sequence model

Building the model:


For each activity:


- Identify overall intent (“title” of the model)


- Identify the trigger


- Capture each step


- Identify breakdowns 


- Identify additional intents (why certain sub-tasks are done)



Trigger: G1 
notices mutual free 

time with U1.

Intent: G1 hangs 
out friends when 

she has free time. 

G1 emails U1 that 
she is free for 

lunch on Tuesday. 

U1 contacts 
spouse for his 
availability on 

Tuesday. 

U1's spouse is too 
busy to do 

anything on 
Tuesday. 

Intent: To catch up 
on gossip

U1 emails G1 to 
confirm lunch on 

Tuesday and 
suggests place to 

eat. 

U1 event 3 
sequence model

Conflict

Accommodation

4/5
9:00pm

9:00pm

2:00pm

2:00pm

3:00pm

G1 emails back for 
directions to the 

place to eat.

G1 calls U1's 
house to cancel 

the lunch. 

U1 checks her 
answering 

machine: G1 can’t 
do lunch anymore.

U1 didn’t pick up her 
phone

U1 emails G1 to 
do lunch at 

another time. 

3:15pm

4/7
9:00am

4/10
11:00am

11:00am

Intent: U1's 
spouse’s birthday 

is  on Tuesday. U1 
wants to know if 
he is available to 
go to lunch with 

U1.   

Intent: U1 can go 
to lunch with G! 
because U1's 

spouse is busy. 

Intent: Something 
comes up to G1. 

People need to 
negotiate an 

event

People want to 
know when their 

friends are 
available to do 

something.

Sometimes people 
are available for the 
event at the time the 
event was proposed, 
but their schedules fill 

up.

Some people may 
want to attend, but 
something might come 
up. They want to 
communicate that to 
the other attendees.

People need to 
discuss what 

to do

Because people have 
access to different media 
at different times, people 

need multiple ways to 
contact or receive 

information from other 
members of an event.

If the event does 
not happen, 
people might 
want to do it 

some other time. 



Sequence model

Consolidated structure:

Like a sequence model, but with common structure and 
strategies

Group sequences that do the same thing

Segment them into common “activities"

Identify the common intents



Consolidated sequences



Decision point model
This model explains what influences users’ decisions


Things that have a pos/neg impact on the outcome


Collecting the data:

Look for decisions, collect everything that influenced it


Building the model:

Put the positive and negative influences in a model


Consolidated structure:

Put the ones together that are about the same decision
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Figure 8.6 Capturing a Decision Point Model for the travel project.

!e Decision Point Model is easy to build and 
consolidate. In the interview, collect data about 
what in"uences a choice. In the Interpretation 
Session, capture the in"uences as they appear 
over the course of the story. !en consolidate 
the in"uences, bringing together the ones that 
go together. Write a phrase that summarizes the 
in"uence in the language of the user, in the same way as a blue 
label in an A#nity. Finally, choose which in"uences are most 
important to raise up to the team if there are too many. Put it 
online and you are done (Fig. 8.7).

Collect the influences, 
name them, and pick the 
most important

Decision point model
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Figure 8.7 A consolidated Decision Point from a project focused on how people choose insurance. 
(The decisions we observed in the travel project weren’t compelling enough to warrant doing a full  
consolidation; we just allowed the Affinity to hold the decision point data.)

Decision point model



Physical model
This model describes how people use their space


How do people organize and cluster their space

	This informs how to best organize things in an app


Collecting the data:

Draw a picture of the environment and annotate it during 
the interview… where are things put and why (intent)?


Building the model:

Add detail about organization, division of space and 
groupings, movement, breakdowns
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Figure 8.8 A Physical Model showing the interior of a car and how all the things people use fit into 
the space.

When the design and use of space is central to the product 
or service, we create a Physical Model. Studying the users’ space 
ensures that the product accounts for their behaviors, work-
arounds, and intents. Studying the way users organize and clus-
ter their space tells you how to improve the space—and how to 
cluster things online if you are creating a parallel online space. 

Physical model



Physical model

Consolidated structure:

Very similar to a regular physical model (although perhaps 
a bit more schematic)

Might include variants
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Figure 8.9 A consolidated Physical Model from an automobile project showing only the break-
downs—the team wanted to highlight how problematic the design of the internal space was for the driver.

Physical model


