
D E C I P H E R I N G  E X P E R I E N C E  D E S I G N  S C E N E S

S U B M I T T E D  A B S T R AC T

User interfaces and content alone don’t delight people—memorable experiences do. But in order to develop 
experiences people love, designers must discover the details that matter to target audiences. In this session you 
will learn ways to research human behavior that can inform the definition of detailed personas and the develop-
ment of interactive, service, and branding design solutions that delight. 

In this session I’ll share accessible research methods for studying human behavior and processes for converting 
them into actionalble design outcomes. We’ll review research methods that can be operated quickly and will 
sort out when to use them and for what effect. This session will cover what to look for in collected data and 
how to convert findings into insights that can direct the development of experience design outcomes. I will also 
cover how collected data can support design decisions to project stakeholders and can keep creative teams 
focused on a cohesive message over the course of a project.

When design starts with researching people, what matters to them comes to the surface. It’s a journey of dis-
covery that can inform design outcomes that strum users’ heartstrings.
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 � wikipedia: Jacklee
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I ’ve DesIgneD anD DevelopeD  
too many “BIllBoarD” weBsItes
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p e o p l e - D r I v e n  D e s I g n  r e s e a r c h

real value = Deep engagement
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BarrIers for men anD 
mental health care
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rewarDIng rIsk anD faIlure
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DecIsIons relateD  
to enD-of-lIfe Issues
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Q u e s t I o n

as DesIgners, what can we 
Do to create experIences 

that are meanIngful to the 
people we seek to engage?
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 » features

 » function

 » look & feel

 » visual & textual content

 » promotion
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I n t r o s p e c t I o n  t I m e

what’s your  
engagement challenge?
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the common 
DenomInator
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you’re seekIng answers
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t h e  r e a l  Q u e s t I o n

what’s meanIngful 
to your people?
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g o o D  n e w s

research answers 
QuestIons lIke that
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What’s Ahead
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 » why where and how to research

 » methods to collect and  
organize data

 » report and organize insights to 
convince others
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InteractIon DesIgn 
“proDucts”
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people 
(that are sometImes 

users, But not always)
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a QualItatIve research 
moDel for DesIgn practIce
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change the way you thInk
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thIs presentatIon 
Is Incomplete!
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People
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p e o p l e

ratIonal
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p e o p l e

IrratIonal
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p e o p l e

harD to preDIct
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p e o p l e

totally awesome!
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D e f I n I t I o n

Weltanschauung: world view is shaped by humans’ unique 
experiences—family, school, #HIDC, it’s all included.
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r e s e a r c h  r e v e a l s

the ways people thInk 
anD BelIeve
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Culture
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 📕 LeCompte, Margaret D., and Jean J. Schensul. 
Designing and Conducting Ethnographic 
Research: An Introduction. Walnut Creek, 
CA: AltaMira Press, 2010. (Page 25)

...group patterns of behavior and beliefs 
that persist over time… what people 
know, believe, think, understand, feel, or 
mean about what they say or do.
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cultures are everywhere 
(not just In yogurt, Borneo, 

or art museums)
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cue spaceBalls reference

(those of you who understand this will appreciate it)
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Researching culture reveals what’s 
meaningful to groups of people—in action.
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Research
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D e f I n I t I o n

Research is systematic inquiry to 
produce new knowledge.

 @dennischeatham #wkbnch

 research  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 research  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 research  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



empathy ≠  research
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Thomas Wendt
@Thomas_Wendt  

The problem with “empathy” 
discourse in design is that 
it’s often used as shorthand 
for “finding out what people 
think they want”
8:24 AM - 19 August 2015
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research ≠  user testIng

 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 research  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



r e s e a r c h

go where the people are
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Your people won’t just walk up to you 
and tell you what’s meaningful to them. 

You have to go find it for yourself.
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Research:  
Qualitative Methods
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c u l t u r a l  a n t h r o p o l o g y

ethnography 
(well, mIcro-ethnography actually)
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D e f I n I t I o n

Qualitative methods focus on understanding 
phenomena by exploring the totality of a situation.
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 » observations

 » interviews

 » focus groups

 » photo/audio/video

 » social media
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What people say, what people do, and what 
they say they do are entirely different things.

- Margaret Mead
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Methods focused on what people 
say and do reveal what matters to 
them, from their own perspective.
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 📕 LeCompte, Margaret D., and Jean J. Schensul. 
Designing and Conducting Ethnographic 
Research: An Introduction. Walnut Creek, 
CA: AltaMira Press, 2010. (page 5)

...address some or all of the following: beliefs, values, 
attitudes, perceptions, emotions; verbal and nonverbal 
means of communication; social networks; behaviors of a 
group of individuals with their friends, family, associates, 
fellow workers, clients, and colleagues; patterns of 
conflict and conflict resolution; use of tools, technology, 
and manufacture of materials and artifacts; structures 
of power and prestige; historical and environmental 
influences; and patterned use of space and time.
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Holy cow, that’s great! Where do I get one?
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ethnographIc anD QualItatIve methoDs 
capture what’s really happenIng wIth people

 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 research:  Qualitative Methods  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 research:  Qualitative Methods  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts



“...I mean, what’s so intimidating about a 
5'9" human being with a long stick? ... they 

don’t exactly know what to do with me.”
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“...I mean, what’s so intimidating about a 5'9" 
human being with a long stick? ... they don’t 
exactly know what to do with me.”

A woman whose vision was impaired, college age, sharing her church experience 

with a friend in a conversation via her iPhone. The phone had assistive technology 

so it read menus aloud to her. She skipped through menus extremely fast, not 

allowing the voice technology to finish each option. March 2015, 3:12 p.m., Miami 

University Art Department main lobby. She is sitting in an oversized chair with 

stick next to her, very full backpack on ground. One other person sitting in 

grouping of four chairs. No one was looking at her while she was talking...
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People. In their own words.
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A Qualitative Research 
Model for Design 
Practice
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 » Client or another project initiator 
has a hunch or desire.

 » May or may not have a question.

 » Knows they want “something.”
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 » What do we really need to know?

 » Are there questions worth asking 
that we haven’t?

 » If my design decisions depended on 
this knowledge, what would I need 
to know?
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what Do our people feel Is 
mIssIng from theIr DaIly lIves 
when It comes to theIr faIth?

coulD our sIte help wIth that?
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what are ways In whIch InteractIon 
woulD allow us to DelIver content 

where anD when It’s neeDeD?
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why Do people vIsIt our sIte?
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 » Focus on finding a single question.

 » Compromise may be necessary.
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what woulD Be a culturally approprIate way 
to get guys’ attentIon for thIs research?
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 » Who do you need to research to get 
an answer to your question?

 » Define the people group specifically.

 » Make sure they are in one of your 
“what’s challenging you” scenarios.

 » Make a plan for how you intend to 
find out what you want to know.
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who are the people who use our sIte?
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event planners. who knew?
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 » Operate your methods.

 » Use your designer high-fidelity 
detail superpowers!

 » Strive to record the same core data 
every time you are in the field.
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If It’s not on the page, In a 
photo, vIDeo, or auDIo.. .

It DIDn’t happen.

k I n D a  l I k e  l a s  v e g a s
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 » The context matters, you just may 
not know it at the time.

 » Record visible and invisible things:  
tone of voice, facial expressions, etc.

 » Photos/video/audio - be careful to 
honor privacy concerns.
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 » the things they do

 » the things they say

 » the ways they look

 » what they use

 » where they go 
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 » the tone they use when speaking

 » their body language

 » what they wear, when they wear it

 » if they seem lost, comfortable 
 
(record how you know these things)
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DetaIleD notes - nothIng Is InsIgnIfIcant  
 

(untIl you wIsh you haD wrItten It Down.)
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“...I mean, what’s so intimidating about a 
5’9” human being with a long stick? ... they 
don’t exactly know what to do with me”

A woman whose vision was impaired, college age, sharing her church experience 

with a friend in a conversation via her iPhone. The phone had assistive technology 

so it read menus aloud to her. She skipped through menus extremely fast, not 

allowing the voice technology to finish each option. March 2015, 3:12 p.m., Miami 

University Art Department main lobby. She is sitting in an oversized chair with 

stick next to her, very full backpack on ground. One other person sitting in 

grouping of four chairs. No one was looking at her while she was talking...
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 » open-ended interviews allow 
people to share their perspectives

 » get the story in people’s own words

 » let them wander

 » no “yes or no” answers!
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 » social media is in the open

 » one hashtag renders a lot of data

 » not always completely accurate
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 » Each bit of your findings has at least 
one quality. Mark them!

 » Identify where findings overlap 
repeatedly—that’s a theme.

 » Identify where there were strangely 
no findings at all—that’s a gap.
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 » Make sense of the themes and gaps 
you found. Can you triangulate them?

 » What do they mean?

 » Produce insights you can share that 
the evidence to supports.
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It seems that the rockIng chaIrs 
at charlotte’s aIrport may 

have a calmIng effect In the 
hectIc aIrport envIronment.
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 » Connect findings to specific  
design decisions.

 » Be open to untried design outcomes 
as much as improvements.
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 � Miami University Experience Design, 2015: Paulina Zeng



 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 a Qualitative research Model for design Practice  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts

 � Miami University Experience Design, 2015: Paulina Zeng



 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch

 a Qualitative research Model for design Practice  researcH yOur Way IntO users’ Hearts

 � Miami University Experience Design, 2015: Paulina Zeng



 » Release what you have designed.

 » Prepare to do the research of finding 
out how things were received.
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...and once you’ve launched, be prepared to 
have all new challenges and questions!

y a y !
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Change Your Mind

 @dennischeatham #hidc  #wkbnch
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see people anD places 
wIth fresh eyes.

l I v e  I n  a  s t a t e  o f  w o n D e r
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 » augmented vocabulary

 » amplified skills and methods

 » see and think differently
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 » remain objective

 » be fiercely curious

 » never assume

 » question everything
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 » think critically

 » strive to reduce bias

 » (traveling does wonders)
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y u m

just a lIck of the popsIcle®
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c a l I B r a t I o n

You are the scientific instrument.
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c a l I B r a t I o n

You are also a creative force.
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Dennis Cheatham
Design ReseaRch |  gRaphic  +  expeRience Design 

MiaMi UniveRsity |  OxfORD,  OhiO

DennischeathaM.cOM |  DesignwORkbench.cOM

Thank You.

DOWnlOaD slIDes
wkbn.ch/hidc2015



Tools for QualiTaTive 
research

Dedoose 
Qualitative and mixed methods 
research project data management 
http://www.dedoose.com/

eThnographic MeThods

LeCompte, Margaret D., and 
Jean J. Schensul. Designing 
and Conducting Ethnographic 
Research: An Introduction. Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2010.

on iMproving your Thinking

Burger, Edward B., and Michael 
P Starbird. The 5 Elements of 
Effective Thinking. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2012.

Buckingham, Will, Douglas Burnham, 
Peter J. King, Clive Hill, Marcus 
Weeks, and John Marenbon. The 
Philosophy Book (Big Ideas Simply 
Explained). London: DK, 2011.

Cathcart, Thomas, and Daniel 
Klein. Plato and a Platypus 
Walk Into a Bar… Understanding 
Philosophy Through Jokes. New 
York: Penguin Group, 2006.
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