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Contextual Inquiry is a primary research method to understand 
the needs of the user through observations and conversations 
at the user’s own location or environment while the person is 
doing/performing the activity. 

Observe the user while he/she is doing the task or activity. The observations are 
documented. Observing users in action while they are using and interacting with the 
product/services can lead to interesting inferences. 

Converse with the user to seek feedback/opinions about the activity, decisions, 
challenges, interests, backgrounds, context, etc. You can request them to narrate 
their experiences.



Contextual Inquiry:
Individually or in groups?
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Contextual Inquiry can be done individually or in small groups. 

It helps when done in groups with people from diverse backgrounds and opinions 
are involved. One can share responsibilities while doing the study.

How does it help?
Contextual Inquiry can get you detailed information.

Contextual Inquiry involves you to be at user’s natural environment while the 
person is doing/performing the activity. This can lead to experiential 
understanding of the Topic.
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6. Give a title for each of 
the categories and mark 
the ones that are 
important 

1. Observe and converse 
at users location while 
the user is performing 
the activity

2. These have been 
documented through 
text notes, images and 
video

3. Go through this 
information and write the 
summary as key phrases 
on Sticky Notes/cards

4. You could use 
different colors to 
denote Observations, 
Problems, Suggestions, 
etc.

5. Sort those with 
affinities into categories 
through open card 
sorting



Contextual Inquiry Steps:
1a. 
Identifying 
the Users:
Identify 
appropriate users 
relevant for your 
Topic (you can 
use User 
participant 
Mapping).
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1c. 
Observation:
Observation 
involves 
observing the 
Users at their 
natural location 
while using the 
product or the 
service.
A. Sketchbook/
Notebook to take 
down points will 
be quite useful.  

1d. 
Documentation:
These observations 
are documented 
through text, images 
and video using a 
sketchbook/
notebook and a 
mobile camera. Get 
users permission to 
document.

1b. 
Locating the 
User:
Find the location 
of the user and 
contact them so 
that you can go 
and do user 
studies at their 
place.



Contextual Inquiry Steps . . .
1e. Points for 
Conversation:
Note down as points a list 
of key issues that you 
intend to discuss on your 
notebook. A simple 
practical method is to use 
separate cards to write the 
points down and refer to 
them one by one during 
the discussions. 
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1f. Converse with the 
Users:
Converse with the User 
while he/she is doing the 
activity. This is to get the 
user’s thoughts, opinion, 
feedback, challenges while 
using the product or 
service. Requesting them 
to narrate their 
experiences could provide 
useful information.
Do remember that 
listening to the users is 
very important.

1g. Documentation 
of conversation:
Get users permission to 
document and record. 
These conversations can 
be recorded to refer to 
it later on. 
Also, take down notes 
as points during the 
discussions. 



Contextual Inquiry Steps . . .
1h. Summary as 
Key Phrases:
Go through the 
information (both 
observation and 
through 
conversations) and 
write the summary 
as key phrases on 
Sticky Notes
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1i. Use colours 
to 
differentiate:
Make use of 
coloured sticky 
notes to denote 
different aspects. 
It could be for 
Observations, 
Inferences, 
Problems, 
Suggestions, etc. 

1j. Affinity 
Sorting:
Sort these with 
affinities into 
categories through 
open card sorting

1k. Titling and 
importance:
Give a title for each 
of the categories 
and go through the 
notes and mark the 
ones that are 
important/relevant 
in levels of 
importance.



Contextual Inquiry - Introduction
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Contextual Inquiry - Demographics
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Contextual Inquiry - Interpretations
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Contextual Inquiry – Summary on Cards
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Contextual Inquiry – Sorted Cards
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Contextual Inquiry – Key Inferences
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Contextual Inquiry – Conceptual Model
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Contextual Inquiry – Final Solution
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Why do ‘Contextual Inquiry’?THINK!
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How does it help? (mentioned in DT&I process)

Primary Research based on first hand information/data becomes useful and 
necessary to fill-in the gaps that secondary research did not reveal. 

As a designer, when you go to the environment where the issues are, you 
experience the problem space and this is an invaluable asset to the understanding 
of the problem.

Primary Research is about finding minor details and specific information that can 
make a major difference to your understanding of the problem and issues 
connected with it.

Contextual Inquiry can provide both qualitative and quantitative information/data.



Persons behind 
Contextual Inquiry:
Karen Holtzblatt and Hugh Beyer:
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Karen Holtzblatt and Hugh Beyer conceived of the user 
centered design process ‘Contextual Inquiry’ in 1988.

According to Karen Holtzblatt and Hugh Beyer, 
“Contextual Design is a user-centered design process that uses 
in-depth field re-search to drive innovative design”
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DT&I  Course – Week 5:

DT&I 
Process
(20%)

DT&I 
Project
(50%)

DT&I 
Tools
(20%)

DT&I 
Case Study
(10%)

> Primary Research 
   Part 1
> Interacting with Users

> Primary Research 
> Contextual Inquiry

> Contextual Inquiry > Case Study 
Project ‘IxD
Project’
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