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Human–Computer Interaction (HCI) addresses problems of interaction design: understanding user needs to inform 
design, delivering novel designs that meet user needs, and evaluating new and existing designs to determine their success 
in meeting user needs. Qualitative methods have an essential role to play in this enterprise, particularly in understanding 
user needs and behaviours and evaluating situated use of technology. Qualitative methods allow HCI researchers to ask 
questions where the answers are more complex and interesting than ‘true’ or ‘false’, and may also be unexpected. In this 
lecture, we draw on the analogy of making a documentary film to discuss important issues in qualitative HCI research: 
historically, films were presented as finished products, giving the viewer little insight into the production process; more 
recently, there has been a trend to go behind the scenes to expose some of the painstaking work that went into creating 
the final cut. Similarly, in qualitative research, the essential work behind the scenes is rarely discussed. There are many 
‘how to’ guides for particular methods, but few texts that start with the purpose of a study and then discuss the important 
details of how to select a suitable method, how to adapt it to fit the study context, or how to deal with unexpected 
challenges that arise. We address this gap by presenting a repertoire of qualitative techniques for understanding 
user needs, practices and experiences with technology for the purpose of informing design. We also discuss practical 
considerations such as tactics for recruiting participants and ways of getting started when faced with a pile of interview 
transcripts. Our particular focus is on semi-structured qualitative studies, which occupy a space between ethnography 
and surveys – typically involving observations, interviews and similar methods for data gathering, and methods of 
analysis based on systematic coding of data. Just as a documentary team faces challenges that often go unreported 
when arranging expeditions or interviews and gathering and editing footage within time and budget constraints, so the 
qualitative research team faces challenges in obtaining ethical clearance, recruiting participants, analysing data, choosing 
how and what to report, etc. We present illustrative examples drawn from prior experience to bring to life the purpose, 
planning and practical considerations of doing qualitative studies for interaction design. We include takeaway checklists 
for planning, conducting, reporting and evaluating semi-structured qualitative studies.
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GETTING FOOTAGE

CHAPTER 4

Gathering Data

Once overall decisions about the focus of the documentary and the locations 
for filming have been made, it is time for the film crew to gather footage. As 
anyone who has watched behind-the-scenes accounts from wildlife documen-
taries will know, the gathering of footage requires a variety of techniques, from 
filming sequences with the narrator on location to using powerful long lenses 
or specialist cameras, e.g., for underwater shots. Sometimes things do not go 
according to plan, such as when the subject of the documentary fails to show 
up or attacks the camera, and rapid re-planning is needed. Conversely, at other 
times, unanticipated, delightful things may happen, such as capturing a very rare behaviour or in-
teraction between animals. The same can be true of qualitative data gathering: it may be valuable 
to apply complementary techniques to obtain richer data that yields deeper insight. There will be 
moments of surprise and delight, but there will also be times of frustration and challenge, when 
things do not go according to plan and there is a need to improvise or change direction.

The analyst can only work with the data that is collected. Therefore, it is important to gather 
the best possible data, working within the resources of the project. The most common techniques 
for gathering data are discussed below: observation, semi-structured interviews, think-aloud, focus 
groups and diary studies. The increasing focus on the use of technologies while mobile, in the 
home, and in other locations are leading to yet more ways of gathering qualitative data. As Rode 
(2011, p.123) notes: “as new technologies develop, they allow new possibilities for fieldwork—re-
mote interviews, participant-observation through games, or blogs, or virtual worlds, and following 
the lives of one’s informants via Twitter.” The possibilities are seemingly endless, and growing. 
The limit may be the imagination of the research team. We have chosen to focus on established 
techniques because they are the most widely used, and because many of the same basic skills are 
required for more novel methods exploiting new technologies.

Whatever method(s) of data collection are employed, it is wise to pilot test them before 
launching into extensive data gathering. This is to check that the data gathering is as effective as 
possible and to ensure that the resulting data can be analysed as planned to address the purpose of 
the study. If the study design is highly iterative then it is important to review the approach to data 
gathering before every data gathering episode, e.g., as described using GT (Chapter 6).

http://www.morganclaypool.com/action/showImage?doi=10.2200/S00706ED1V01Y201602HCI034&iName=master.img-013.jpg&w=70&h=99
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4.1 THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER
Before presenting an overview of methods for gathering data, we will briefly review the roles of the 
researcher, in particular, their relationship with participants. Are they more like a “fly on the wall” 
that does not impact the participant or situation, or are they more like an active participant in the 
situation that does influence the context?

Some kinds of studies, such as diary studies and think-aloud studies, typically involve little 
engagement between the researcher and participant. Once these types of studies are initiated the 
researcher is reliant on having designed it well and on participants providing data as anticipated. 
Good pilot testing is advised! Such studies are relatively easy to describe in terms of how partici-
pants were instructed. Interventions by the researcher may be planned, and may nudge data gath-
ering. However, on the whole, the approach does not evolve significantly during the study, and the 
role of the researcher is limited. For example, it is likely that substituting one researcher for another 
would have little effect on what data is gathered. Arguably, the same is true of relatively structured 
interview and observational studies. However, it is important to be aware of, and reflect on, the 
potential effect that data gathering may have on participants’ behaviour. 

In many documentaries it is apparent that the subjects’ behaviour is influenced by the pres-
ence of the camera. Similarly, many subscribe to the view that it is not possible to conduct a study 
of a situation without both influencing and being influenced by that situation. Being observed 
influences participants’ behaviour. The researcher’s challenge is to limit the influence of data gath-
ering on the data that is gathered. Like “fly on the wall” documentaries, some observational studies 
involve the researcher trying to minimise the effect of their presence on the activity being observed 
by avoiding asking questions. Then, for some studies, it may be a reasonable approximation to as-
sume that the presence of the researcher has little influence on the data that is gathered. However, 
it is important to reflect on the likelihood that observational factors such as the Hawthorne effect, 
in which participants were found to perform better when being observed (Roethlisberger and Dick-
son, 1939), might have an impact on findings.

In interviews, the influence of the researcher is likely to be smallest when the interview 
is structured. While it is arguably impossible (perhaps even undesirable) to remove all traces of 
researcher influence from a study, it is possible to approach a piece of research with the intention 
to remain as open and unbiased as possible in order to minimise the influence of the researcher. 
For example, if the purpose of the study is to understand how a particular group of professionals 
use technology to support their working practices and the implications for design, the researcher 
may decide to observe the use of a broad range of technologies rather than restrict participants to 
using particular technologies. They might decide to observe with minimal intervention rather than 
ask questions. For example, in our study of how ambulance controllers use technology to maintain 
awareness of the situation, both within the control room and in the outside world of ambulances 
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and incidents (Blandford and Wong, 2004), it seemed reasonable to assume that the way we related 
with study participants had little influence on their performance as professionals. 

More active participation brings the researcher into the frame, and increases their influence 
on the data being gathered. This is most obvious in studies involving action research, in which the 
researcher is intentionally intervening and working with participants to assess the effects of inter-
ventions on perceptions, processes, and outcomes (Kock, 2013). It is also likely to be the case where 
the researcher acts as a participant observer, playing an active role within the study context, and 
to a lesser extent in approaches such as Contextual Inquiry (Holtzblatt and Beyer, 2013), which 
bring the researcher into the observation/interview space, though data gathering is still shaped 
mainly by the activities being performed (see Chapter 6). In our think-aloud observations of how 
professionals interact with information (Makri et al., 2008a; Makri and Warwick, 2010) we took a 
more active role than is usual in think-aloud studies. Here, we not only wanted to understand what 
professionals did when interacting with information, but also why they did what they did. We asked 
probing, opportunistic questions such as “what did you just do?” and “why did you click there?” 
While we cannot be certain that this did not influence participants’ behaviour, we did not find any 
evidence of influence, e.g., changes in behaviour as a result of our questioning.

In some studies, the researcher and their relationship with participants is central to the re-
search process. This relationship can have a strong influence on what information is shared with 
participants, how it is shared by participants, how it is interpreted by the researcher, and how it 
is reported. For example, Rode et al. (2004) discuss their approach of exploring families’ use of 
programmable technologies in the home by using fuzzy felt props as being “provocative,” aiming 
to establish “rich dialog” with participants. They describe the props as being effective mediating 
representations to support the conversation about programmable devices in the home to give a rich 
contextual understanding of use.

Semi-structured interviews inevitably bring in the interests of the researcher as well as the 
participant. To pretend that they are purely objective is to downplay the individuality of each 
researcher and the relationship between researcher and participant. The interview is a dialogue be-
tween people. Where the interview strays into potentially sensitive areas, such as negative feelings 
around technology use, it may even be unethical to remain artificially detached from the setting. In 
such situations, it is impossible to substitute one researcher for another without further changes. 
The researcher is shaping the conversation and the data that is gathered, and the extent of that 
shaping should be recognised and reported transparently and unapologetically.

Where the topic is one that participants might be sensitive about, it can sometimes help to 
have pre-existing common ground between the researcher doing data gathering and the participant, 
e.g., being of the same sex or a similar age. An example might be intimate health issues that are 
important for the design of some health behaviour change technologies and interactive medical 
devices. Where multiple researchers are available, this might mean matching them well to partic-

4.1 THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER
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ipants. Where there is a single researcher, it might mean reviewing the purpose of the study to be 
sure that data gathering is likely to be productive.

While the researcher may be an expert in HCI (or similar), it is the participants who are 
experts in their work and in living their lives; they may not always understand the details of the 
technologies that they use, but they have the greater understanding of their own situations and their 
needs. This differential expertise is at the heart of qualitative HCI studies. We normally recommend 
taking an apprentice stance during fieldwork (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 1998) but we have experienced 
situations where this has not felt appropriate. For example, while doing observational work on a 
ward we heard a complaint by a doctor that a device’s alarm could neither be silenced nor turned 
down. The nurse said she had tried everything to turn the volume down but it did not work. Curious 
as to what the problem was and dissatisfied with the response because of the effect on the patient 
who was critically ill, we decided to help rather than just observe. The device’s volume button alone 
only operated the pulse volume, while holding down the alarm silence button for three seconds 
and then using the volume controls operated the alarm volume, which the nurse did not know. We 
had to be sensitive in how we raised this issue with the nurse, as our expertise in interaction design 
challenged her position (Furniss, 2014). 

It is also important to remember that participants may have an interest in the research and its 
outcomes after their participation in a study. In the short term, it may be important to manage their 
expectations where those expectations are unrealistic, e.g., of having a fully functioning new system 
within a few months. In the longer term, it is a courtesy to offer to keep participants and others who 
facilitate research informed of the outcomes of the research, though not all will want this.

In the following sections, we summarise the most common approaches to gathering data in 
qualitative HCI studies.

4.2 OBSERVATION
Put simply, observation involves watching and noting what happens, and usually takes place in the 
situation where the technology of interest is or will be used. The focus may be on work or leisure 
activities, and how the technology supports, hinders or otherwise shapes them, or on people’s in-
teractions with the technology. Observation is often complemented by interviews, e.g., Contextual 
Inquiry, described in Chapter 6. There are many possible forms of observation, and many dimen-
sions on which observational studies may vary, including:

• The extent to which participants are aware they are being observed. Covert obser-
vation is unusual in HCI, but there are exceptions. In interaction labs there is often a 
one-way mirror to allow observation of participants. Participants are usually told they 
are being observed but they cannot see who is behind the mirror. Covert observation 
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and one-way mirrors are also used in simulation labs, e.g., mock-up hospital operating 
theatres or home spaces. 

• The extent to which obtaining informed consent is necessary for the observation. In 
some situations, it may not be feasible to seek infomed consent, such as when observ-
ing group interaction behaviour in public spaces. But it is still possible to let people 
know you are observing them by putting up signs, giving out leaflets, etc. If some peo-
ple do not want to take part, you should delete any data that includes them. It is also 
essential to get permission from the owner of the space to conduct the observation.

• The extent to which the observer becomes a participant in the situation being ob-
served. As discussed above, sometimes observers try to be unobtrusive; at other times 
they are clearly present in the situation. In action research (Chapter 6), where the 
researcher is intervening and assessing the effects of the intervention, the researcher 
is a key participant. In other situations, the researcher may minimise their active en-
gagement, particularly if they are studying expert work in a domain which they have 
limited knowledge of.

• How realistic the environment in which observation takes place is. While many ob-
servational studies take place in the workplace, some take place in specially designed 
simulation laboratories (e.g., where there might be safety implications of working in 
the real environment), in specially instrumented “smart homes” (e.g., when studying 
how people interact with novel home technologies) or in laboratory settings (e.g., 
when studying people’s interactions with a novel computer interface). 

• Whether the observation is of established systems to support requirements gath-
ering and understanding people’s needs for new systems, or whether it involves an 
intervention such as the introduction of a novel technology. When new technology is 
introduced, the ways that people interact with that technology, or the way it changes 
their behaviour, is likely to be the focus of the observation.

• How structured the observation notes are. For some studies, where the objects of 
interest are clearly defined, observation notes may be highly structured and systematic; 
where the study is more broad or exploratory, notes may include sketches and notes 
of various aspects that relate to the research question. In some studies, other forms of 
data capture may supplement the researcher’s notes, e.g., audio recording, still photos 
or video.

In summary, there is no single right way to conduct an observational study. The study design 
should be appropriate to the study aims, but it is also likely to be shaped by the expertise of the 

4.2 OBSERVATION
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researcher (e.g., to what extent they can meaningfully participate in the situation), the structure 
and culture of the situation being observed, the resources available and even the personality of the 
researcher (e.g., what they feel comfortable observing). Furthermore, the way a study is conducted 
will often evolve over time as the researcher develops an understanding of the context and an ability 
to participate constructively in it.

Planning an observational study involves several steps. The first is to select the setting(s) for 
observation. Just as participants for an interview study are recruited based on selection criteria, so 
settings for observation are chosen based on their suitability for addressing the research questions, 
and this might involve elements of convenience as well as objective suitability. For example, for his 
MSc project (Rajkomar and Blandford, 2012), Rajkomar aimed to investigate the use of infusion 
pumps, which deliver intravenous medication, in intensive care. Negotiating access through our 
nearest hospital turned out not to be too difficult, so we did that; we are aware that the resulting 
analysis may only apply to the one hospital setup, but we did our best to present our method and 
findings in sufficient detail that they could be replicated in other healthcare settings to assess their 
generalisability. We return to the topic of generalisability in Chapter 8.

Another step is to determine what is to be documented in each observation. It is not pos-
sible to observe everything so some focus is needed. This focus may be shaped by extant theory 
and by the research question. For example, we have tested and extended DCog in several studies 
(Rajkomar and Blandford, 2012; Furniss et al., 2015; Rajkomar et al., 2015). Given a focus on the 
design or use of a particular technology, it is likely that an HCI study will focus on user interactions 
with that technology, or on the broader system of work that they are situated in.

It is also necessary, as discussed above, to agree on the role of the observer within the study 
setting. Most perspectives on research study the situation as an outsider looking in. Participant ob-
servation and action research involve the researcher playing a more active role in the context while 
also studying it. These research approaches are discussed in Chapter 6.

In any observational study, data needs to be gathered, through note taking, perhaps audio, 
image and video recording, and maybe from existing documentation. It may also be necessary to 
refine the focus of the study. For example, when studying the work of ambulance control and the 
role of technology within this, we came to recognise that situation awareness, and the ways in which 
the work system and technology supported it, was an important theme. As well as continuing to pay 
attention to their interactions with their information systems, we developed a more detailed focus 
on how the ambulance dispatchers maintained situation awareness and how the systems they were 
working with supported this (Blandford and Wong, 2004).

Whatever is observed, it is important that detailed notes are taken and that correspond-
ingly detailed digital data is recorded so that analysis results in a rich and insightful description 
of the situation.
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4.3 THINK-ALOUD
In some forms of observation, the researcher is clearly present, shaping the data gathering through 
the questions they ask; in contrast, in a traditional think-aloud study the researcher retreats into the 
background. Think-aloud involves the users of an interactive system articulating their thoughts as 
they work with that system. Think-aloud studies typically focus on the interaction with a particular 
interface, and so are well suited to identifying strengths and limitations of that interface as well as 
the ways that people undertake their tasks using the interface. Think-aloud is most commonly used 
in laboratory-based usability studies, but also has a valuable role in situated studies; for example, our 
observations of how lawyers interact with information on the Web (Makri et al., 2008a) involved 
the lawyers thinking aloud so that we could better understand their interactive behaviour and their 
rationale for that behaviour.

There are two important aspects of preparing participants to think aloud. One is instructing 
them in how to think aloud: participants might tell the researcher what they are doing while in-
teracting with a system; it is more important that they should provide a “stream of consciousness” 
on what they are thinking. Depending on the focus and scope of the study, participants might be 
encouraged to focus their think-aloud verbalisations primarily on the interface and their interac-
tions with it, or primarily on the broad work they are undertaking. It is often helpful for people 
to practice thinking aloud using another system before starting data gathering, particularly if the 
focus of interest is on their reactions to a new interface, so that by the time they start using it they 
are comfortable with thinking aloud.

The second aspect of preparation is what tasks people are instructed to complete. When 
gathering data for a qualitative study, it is most common to ask people to simply do their work 
while thinking aloud (this is obviously not a suitable approach to take if that work involves talking 
or interacting with other people!). For example, in several of our studies of how people interact with 
information (e.g., Makri et al., 2007; Makri et al., 2008a; Makri and Warwick, 2010), we have asked 
participants to choose their own tasks. These think-aloud studies were naturalistic in the sense that 
the tasks were intended to be as realistic as possible in an observational setting. As most of our 
participants were students, they would typically choose to find information for their dissertations. 
Practicing lawyers typically chose tasks that involved finding information related to a case they were 
working on. In other studies of information interaction, we have given specific tasks to users; for 
example, when we compared the support for exploratory search provided by three different search 
interfaces (Diriye et al., 2010), one of the specific tasks we set was for users to find a web page on 
human trafficking. Specific tasks are also often given to users when think-aloud is used for usability 
or user testing, or for studies of cognition. However, this is outside the scope of this book.

Thinking aloud does not come naturally to everyone, so participants may sometimes fall 
silent. When this happens, asking “what are you thinking?” or similar can be useful for prompting 

4.3 THINK-ALOUD



40 4. GATHERING DATA

them to resume thinking aloud (without being too abrupt a reminder). Sometimes participants may 
be unusually chatty, which may distract them from the task(s). When this happens, politely steer 
the participant back to the task.

In traditional think-aloud approaches (e.g., Boren and Ramey, 2000; Ericsson and Simon, 
1984), it is recommended that researcher interventions are kept to a minimum in an attempt to 
avoid the interventions changing what users subsequently say or do as they continue to interact 
with the system. However, Nørgaard and Hornbæk (2006) found that, when conducted in practice, 
think-aloud studies did not do this. While this can be viewed negatively, this need not necessarily 
be the case; in think-aloud studies aimed at understanding users’ interaction behaviour and their 
rationale behind this behaviour, asking questions can be more useful than staying silent. McDonald 
et al. (2015) found that the most useful types of intervention a researcher can make during a think-
aloud observation are those that sought participant explanations and opinions. Interventions aimed 
at seeking clarification about participants’ actions were found to be less useful. The decision on 
whether, how and how often to intervene in a think-aloud study should be made by referring back 
to the purpose of the study and, ultimately, by asking oneself, “are the benefits of intervening in this 
way likely to outweigh the drawbacks?” Piloting the study allows the researcher to find out, and to 
amend their approach if necessary. As with most other data gathering techniques, there are many 
different ways to go about gathering data, and these are shaped by the interests of the researcher, the 
purpose of the study and the practicalities of the situation. Olmsted-Hawala et al. (2010) outline 
and compare several different think-aloud protocols that you may want to consider.

4.4 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
While think-alouds are often effective ways to gather verbal data from participants about per-
ceptions and use of technology, they are only possible when people do “work” in a fixed place and 
already have access to the technology of interest. When “work” is mobile, or when the focus is on 
people’s perceptions rather than their actions, or infrequent events that are hard to observe, inter-
views (discussed in depth by Portigal, 2013) are often a more appropriate way of gathering data.

Interviews may be more or less structured; a completely structured interview is like a ques-
tionnaire in that all questions are pre-determined, although a variety of answers may be expected; 
a completely unstructured interview is more like a conversation, albeit one with a particular focus 
and purpose. Semi-structured interviews fall between these poles, in that many questions (or at least 
themes) will be planned ahead of time, but lines of enquiry will be pursued within the interview to 
follow up on interesting and unexpected avenues that emerge. 

Interviews are best suited for understanding people’s perceptions of and experiences with 
technology. People’s ability to self-report facts accurately is limited; for example, in one study 
(Blandford and Rugg, 2002), we asked participants to tell us how they completed a routine task, 
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and then to show us how they completed it. The practical demonstration revealed many steps and 
nuances that were absent from the verbal account: these details were taken for granted, so obvious 
that participants did not even think to mention them.

It is important to prepare carefully for interviews. One key step is recruiting suitable partic-
ipants (discussed in the previous chapter). Another is planning the interview carefully (Arthur and 
Nazroo, 2003). Even though semi-structured interviews are less formal than structured ones, they 
are more than coffee shop chats: they have a purpose, and you will typically plan to cover several 
topics that address that purpose. This plan is called a topic guide, semi-structured interview script or 
interview guide. It should list topics to cover, and may include examples of possible questions that 
might be asked, or adapted. It can be useful to have prepared important questions verbatim—not 
because the question should be asked rigidly as prepared, but that it gives one way of asking it. This 
is particularly valuable if the researcher’s mind goes blank during the interview. The topic guide 
should also serve as a plan for the interview, providing a logical order for covering topics. In prac-
tice, participants may introduce topics earlier than you plan, so the plan may change substantially. 
The overall plan for an interview would typically have the following structure:

1. Opening the conversation: It is important to put participants at their ease early on, and 
to assure them that they have expertise and experiences that you wish to understand.

2. Introducing the research: This involves ensuring that the participant is aware of the 
purpose of the research, and has given informed consent and understands their right to 
withdraw. It is also important to check whether they are happy to have the interview 
recorded.

3. Beginning the interview: The early stages usually focus on gathering background facts. 
This might include details about the participant’s job or technology use. This can help 
with putting participants at their ease as well as contextualising the rest of the interview.

4. During the interview: The body of the interview will be shaped by the themes of inter-
est for the research. HCI interviews are likely to involve participants focusing on issues 
surrounding the usability, usefulness and use of technology. These are likely to be topics 
they do not consider in such depth in their everyday lives; for many people, technology 
design and use are not the focus of their attention, except when it goes wrong. It can be 
helpful to have access to the technology during the interview, if this is possible.

5. Closing the interview: Participants should be given the chance to add anything else 
they want to say—e.g., on closely related topics, or things they forgot to say earlier. Many 
participants think of additional things to say once the recorder is off, and these may be 
noted. At the end, participants should be thanked and told what will happen next with 
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the data they provided. For example, the interview data may be used to inform future 
technology design. Participants are often glad to contribute to studies that aim to im-
prove the technology they work with.
When interviewing, it is important to avoid leading questions and to make sure all questions 

are clear and succinct. It is often effective to employ a variety of strategies for questioning, includ-
ing the use of broad and narrow questions. Try to use open rather than closed questions to invite 
detail. A useful technique for probing more detail is to echo the participant’s words. For example, 
if the participant says, “I wish the information on this screen was clearer” and then goes silent, the 
researcher might say, “you wish the information was clearer?” This can invite the participant to 
provide more detail while demonstrating that the researcher is listening.

Within the core phase of interviewing, one technique to help with recall is the use of ex-
amples, asking people to focus on the details of specific incidents rather than generalisations. For 
example, the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) can be used to elicit details of unusual and 
memorable past events. In the context of HCI, this might include times when a technology failed 
or when particular demands were placed on a system. A variant of this approach is the Critical 
Decision Method (Klein at al., 1989). In brief, this approach involves working with participants to 
reconstruct their thought processes while dealing with a problematic situation that involved work-
ing with partial knowledge and making difficult decisions. The Critical Decision Method helps to 
elicit aspects of expertise that are particularly well suited to studying technology use in high-pres-
sure environments where the situation is changing rapidly and decisions need to be made, such as 
control rooms, operating theatres and flight decks.

When exploring future design possibilities, it is often useful to be very “grounded” to get at 
critical details that need to be understood for interaction design. Figure 4.1 shows some example 
questions that we devised for understanding women’s needs for a decision support tool for making 
choices about contraception.
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 º Think back to the most recent (or the first) time you had to make a choice about contra-
ception.

 º What was it that caused you to review your choice of contraception?
 º Talk me through how you made the decision: who did you talk with about it? What 
sources of information did you consult? Did you look online for information? Did you use 
any online tools to help you make a decision? Do you remember which ones?

 º [If they used online resources]: What features of the resources did you find particularly 
helpful [ideally focusing on named resources if they can remember them]? Were there 
things they could have done better, or features that you’d have liked that weren’t available?

 º If you look ahead to the future, what do you think might prompt you to review your choice 
of contraception?

 º Can you imagine any new kinds of online resources or apps that you’d like to see to help 
you make an informed choice? What might they be like?

Figure 4.1: Example questions to probe past experiences for the design of a future contraception deci-
sion support tool.

When planning for the design of future tools, it is important to understand the contexts in 
which people might choose to use them. To make the situation “real” for people, it is often effective 
to present detailed scenarios of use and invite people to critique them. An example from the same 
study is shown in Figure 4.2.

4.4 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
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Imagine the following situation:
At your local chemist, they’ve installed a small, discreet booth (it looks a bit like a photo 

booth, except that it has neither photos nor signage on the outside) near the pharmacy counter. 
When you visit the chemist (for whatever reason), the shop assistant tells you that the booth is 
available for you if ever you wish to review your method of contraception, and hands you a short 
leaflet describing the decision support tools that you can access in the booth and inviting you to 
try it out. You step inside and draw the curtain. There, you find an interactive display that allows 
you to explore the benefits and limitations of a wide range of contraceptive methods, to express 
your values, to explore myths and truths about different methods, and to print out information 
about the methods you find most interesting, together with details of how to get access to each 
of those methods or where to go if you wish to discuss the options further. You spend about 10 
minutes in the booth. When you step outside, you notice a couple of other women hovering 
around, apparently waiting to try out the booth for themselves.

Could you imagine yourself doing this? What would prompt you to make use of such a resource? 
Would you feel comfortable about it? Would it be something you’d find a positive experience? Would it 
give you more confidence in your decision? How could it be improved?

Figure 4.2: Example scenario from a study that focused on the design of a future contraception deci-
sion support tool.

Not all HCI studies are heavily directed towards informing design: some focus more on un-
derstanding people’s experiences with technology, or on constructing models of technology use in 
practice. Charmaz (2014) describes an intensive interview as a “directed conversation.” Her focus is 
on interviewing within GT, and on eliciting participants’ experiences. She emphasises the impor-
tance of listening, of being sensitive, and of encouraging participants to talk, of asking open-ended 
questions and not being judgmental. Although the participant should do most of the talking, the 
interviewer will shape the dialogue, steering the discussion towards areas of research interest while 
attending less to areas that are out of scope. She emphasises the “contextual and negotiated” (p. 71) 
qualities of an interview: that the interviewer is a participant in shaping the conversation. Therefore, 
it is often important to reflect on the interviewer’s role when analysing the data and reporting the 
outcomes of a study.

Legard et al. (2003) present two views of in-depth interviewing. One starts from the premise 
that knowledge is “given” and that the researcher’s task is to dig it out. Although they do not use 
the term, this is in a positivist tradition. The other view is an interpretivist one, i.e., that knowledge 
is negotiated through the conversation between interviewer and interviewee. We describe these 
contrasting traditions in Chapter 6. Legard et al. emphasise the importance of building a relation-
ship, noting that the interviewer is a “research instrument,” but also that researchers need “a degree 
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of humility, the ability to be recipients of the participant’s wisdom without needing to compete by 
demonstrating their own” (p. 143). Some have introduced other instruments to complement how 
the interview and conversation is handled. For example, Blythe and colleagues used sketches and 
artwork as “tickets to talk” and “tickets to be silent” for people in a residential care home (Blythe 
et al., 2010). These acted as excuses to talk and afforded more comfortable silences within a shared 
space respectively. These metaphorical tickets could suit engagement with groups that are vulner-
able, different from ourselves, and when discussing potentially sensitive non-work-related issues.

4.5 FOCUS GROUPS
Focus groups (e.g., Krueger and Casey, 2014) may be an alternative to interviews. However, they 
also have important differences. The researcher typically takes a role as facilitator but the main 
interactions are between participants, whose responses build on and react to each others’. The 
composition of a focus group can have a great effect on the dynamic and outcome in terms of 
data gathered. Sometimes a decision will be made to gather data through focus groups to exploit 
the positive aspects of group dynamics; at other times, the decision will be more pragmatic. For 
example, Adams et al. (2005) gathered data from individual practicing doctors through interviews, 
because these people typically had their own offices (a location for an interview), but also had 
very busy diaries, so that each interview had to be scheduled for a time when the participant was 
available (and many had to be delayed or rescheduled due to the demands of work). However, they 
gathered data from trainee nurses through focus groups because these people formed a cohort who 
knew each other reasonably well, and who often had breaks at the same time, so it was both easier 
and more productive to conduct focus groups than interviews.

Planning for a focus group has many similarities with planning for interviews, except that 
all people in the group need to be introduced, that questions cannot reasonably be so detailed or 
personal and that topics should be presented in a way that encourages open discussion between par-
ticipants. It is usually a good idea to establish and agree to some rules at the beginning of the focus 
group to ensure that people are willing and able to express their views. For example, participants 
might be encouraged to take turns in speaking and to encourage others to speak so that everyone 
has a say. It is also useful to reassure participants that their views will remain confidential. Towards 
the end of the focus group, it is useful for the researcher to sum up key themes that arose to check 
that participants agree with the summary.

An important purpose of HCI focus groups is often to understand people’s experiences with 
an existing technology and to elicit requirements for new or improved technology. Traditional HCI 
approaches such as personas and scenarios can be useful in supporting these types of focus groups. 
For example, when we were at the early stages of designing a “semantic sketchbook” mobile app 
that aimed to support users in making connections between people, places and information on the 
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Web, we ran a focus group with potential users of the app to elicit their requirements. In the focus 
group, we presented several personas and scenarios to illustrate potential uses of the app and then 
asked questions based on them. For example, one of the personas, Richard, was invited to provide 
the app with access to his calendar (in order for the app to suggest places he might want to visit 
when he was already in a particular area). We asked the focus group participants what would en-
courage and discourage them to provide the app with access to their calendars. While we received 
a variety of responses, we were able to converge on a consensus that nothing would completely 
reassure participants. We therefore decided against supporting this functionality in our subsequent 
designs. The personas and scenarios helped participants to better understand the implications of 
proposed design features.

4.6 DIARY STUDIES AND AUTOETHNOGRAPHY
Diary studies enable participants to record data in their own time, at particular times of day or when 
a particular trigger occurs. Diary entries may be more or less structured; for example, the Experi-
ence Sampling Method (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 2014; Consolvo and Walker, 2003) requires 
participants to report their current status in a short, structured form, often on their smartphones, 
whereas video diaries may allow participants to audio-record their thoughts, with accompanying 
video, with minimal structure. Kamsin et al. (2012) investigated people’s time management strat-
egies and tools using both interviews and video diaries. While interviews gave good insights into 
people’s overall strategies and priorities, the immediacy of video diaries delivered a greater sense of 
the challenges that people faced in juggling the demands on their time and of the central role that 
email plays in many academics’ time management. As an alternative to a video diary, it is possible 
to ask participants to capture their own images related to the focus of the research study, e.g., on 
their smartphones. These images can act as prompts for later interviews (e.g., Kindberg et al., 2005), 
where the researcher can ask participants for details about the images and why they were taken.

When planning a diary study, it is important to prepare clear instructions for participants, 
and to pilot test them with a few volunteers to make sure that they are not open to misinterpreta-
tion. When recruiting people to a diary study, it is common to plan an initial interview to introduce 
participants to the study and allow them to answer any questions they may have, and a debriefing 
interview to enable participants to reflect on their experiences and discuss the data in more detail. 
It is also often useful to recruit more diary study participants than you think you will need, as some 
will inevitably drop out or not record data as regularly as required.

Another approach that has been used occasionally to better understand user experience, 
particularly with mobile and personal devices, is autoethnography (Ellis et al., 2011; O’Kane et al., 
2014). This is a form of diary study where the diary is kept by the researcher to record their experi-
ences of living with a particular technology. For example, O’Kane “lived with” a wrist blood pressure 
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monitor used by people with conditions such as hypertension. While a single person’s experience 
cannot be considered representative of a broader population, it can be an excellent starting point. 
O’Kane et al. (2014) note that autoethnography can be a useful first step in user research as it can 
provide in-depth data and fresh insights that might help in planning subsequent studies with other 
participants.

Figure 4.3: Exemplar photos from an autoethnography (O’Kane et al., 2014), illustrating different 
contexts in which the researcher found herself measuring her blood pressure (a dark place, a wash-
room, an airport lounge, a restaurant, a café). Images courtesy of Aisling Ann O’Kane. Far left image 
from O’Kane et al. (2014). Used with permission.

4.7 WORKING WITH EXISTING SOURCES
There are some research questions that are best addressed by analysing existing sources. For exam-
ple, reviews of mobile apps can provide an overview of what certain people think of the app, and 
published games reviews can provide insights into what features matter to games reviewers (Calvil-
lo-Gamez et al., 2008). When working with existing textual sources, it is important to understand 
the limitations of those sources. Without knowledge of the authors or the ability to ask further 
questions, you are limited to the data as presented. It is also important to determine criteria for 
including and excluding particular text and to apply those criteria rigorously and transparently. For 
example, Rubin et al. (2010) analysed blog posts on Google Blog with a focus on finding potential 
examples of serendipity (“happy accidents”). They analysed only those blog posts that included one 
of several defined phrases in the blog text, e.g., “I had an aha moment” or “discovered…by accident.”

Another useful source of data can be videos (e.g., from YouTube), particularly when there is 
existing data for contexts that may be hard to access, such as people’s homes. For example, Paay et al. 
(2015) discuss the use of existing video material to study people’s interactions while cooking. Sim-
ilarly, Blythe and Cairns (2009) draw on user-generated content (particularly YouTube resources) 

4.7 WORKING WITH EXISTING SOURCES

http://www.morganclaypool.com/action/showImage?doi=10.2200/S00706ED1V01Y201602HCI034&iName=master.img-014.jpg&w=414&h=115


48 4. GATHERING DATA

to present an analysis of people’s responses to a new smart phone, exploring the use of different 
analysis methods (the theme for the following chapter) to draw out insights from the data.

Figure 4.4: There are many different semi-structured qualitative methods and techniques that can be ad-
opted and adapted to good effect. Different methods will be more or less suitable for different purposes.

http://www.morganclaypool.com/action/showImage?doi=10.2200/S00706ED1V01Y201602HCI034&iName=master.img-015.jpg&w=396&h=467
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4.8 SUMMARY AND CHECKLIST: DATA GATHERING
Researchers want to gather the most appropriate and best quality data that they can, so that 

the next stage (analysis) delivers valuable findings. 
Checklist C summarises some of the issues that need to be considered when gathering data.

Checklist C: Data gathering
Techniques for 
data gathering

How will data be gathered (interviews, observation, etc.)? 
How will it be recorded?
If multiple methods are to be used, how will they be sequenced and coordi-
nated (see Chapter 6)?
What role (if any) will theory play in data gathering? 
What protocol will be used for observations? What script will be used for 
semi-structured interviews? What participant instructions will be given for 
think-alouds?
How will data gathering be timed, e.g., to sample particular kinds of activity?
What is the likely relationship between interviewer and participant, and how 
is this likely to affect the data that is gathered?
[Reflect:] Is the proposed data gathering method appropriate to the purpose 
of the study?
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