Introducing
user research
Getting started
with user
interviews

...

Conducting an interview

What is user research?
User research is a key part of understanding a residents
perspective. It allows service teams to build empathy with users,
moving from caring about them to deeply understanding them, so
they can make very clear changes to the service that will improve
residents experience. User research in combination with user
centred design can help teams:
●
●
●
●

Uncover hidden problems;
Identify opportunity areas;
Make the service experience better, easier, or more eﬃcient;
Generate ideas for new features and services

It doesn’t need to be a complicated or prolonged process. Nielsen
Norman Group suggest that completing just ﬁve interviews about a
speciﬁc task can identify 80% of exiting usability problems*. Doing
just one interview will make you more aware of how residents
actually interact with your services, how they feel about using it, and
what underlying needs they are looking to solve.
Once you’ve conducted some interviews you’ll want to act on the
insights. User research should inform the decision making process
when it comes to changes to a service and the policies that
underpin it.

* Why you only need to test with 5 users
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/why-you-only-need-to-test-with-5-users

An interview using a device for testing

Think who your users are and who to talk to

Preparing for interviews
Decide who you will interview
Engage with as wide an audience as possible. Try to be
representative of the makeup of your residents; think about older
adults, digitally excluded people, levels of accessibility, social status
etc. In a small round of research, it will be diﬃcult to reach everyone,
aim to cover those you miss in later rounds.
Consider that those more likely to take part in research may mean
you aren’t getting the views of less engaged users. You’ll need about
an hour per interview to get good feedback.
Generate interview questions as a team

Recruitment
You may already have access to people to talk to, but you’ll have to
actively recruit them - this could be advertised at the point they use
the service. You may want to consider using incentives such as
vouchers to reward residents for their time.

Think about where you will conduct the interview
By interviewing residents at home, they will feel more comfortable
being in an environment they are used to. However it will mean
spending more time for interviewers to get there and set up each
time. If interviews take place at your own venue, the space can be
set up beforehand, and this can be a very eﬃcient way of
conducting interviews, but valuable insight may be lost by not being
able to simulate things as if the user were at home. Think about how
accessible the chosen interview location is and whether it will be a
barrier to accessibility for users.

Have a discussion guide prepared

During the interviews
What to ask
Asking questions is easy, getting useful feedback and insights is less
so. Interviews are limited in time so make sure the questions are
designed so as to get useful feedback.
●

Ask open questions. Getting a yes/no answer will not tell
you much. Ask questions that ask for an opinion on
something.

●

Avoid asking leading questions. These are questions that
make it easier for someone to agree with a statement.

●

Show me how, rather than tell me how. Seeing how
someone would ﬁnd and ﬁll in a form is better than hearing
how they would do it. As much as possible advocate seeing
how residents do things.

What to bring
●

Discussion guide. This is a list of questions for an
interviewer to ask, usually grouped by themes. Ideally this
would be contributed to by the whole team.

●

A way to record notes. For example a notepad or laptop.

●

A way to record video/audio. For example a phone to
record audio or a camera to record video.

●

A consent form for the interviewee to read and complete.
You can ﬁnd templates for these online; they should state
clearly what you are asking for, what you’ll do with any
stored data and the rights of the interview participant.

Ask open questions that gain more feedback

Do ask: “Which
device would you
most likely use to
complete x task?”

Don’t ask: “Do
you prefer to do x
task using your
phone?”

Setting up to interview an internal user in work context

Allow interviewees to show you how they do things in context

During the interviews
User research is as much about the interview technique as the
questions themselves. It can be a nervous experience for someone
to be interviewed – equally, it can also be scary for a ﬁrst time
interviewer! Look at the process as collaboration, both parties are
looking to reach a universal understanding of the same thing, so
think how you can help each other reach that goal.
●

Start oﬀ slow. Explain the format so interviewees know
what to expect. Make sure they are comfortable and that
they read and agree fully with the consent form.

●

Build empathy. Dedicate some time at the beginning of the
interview to ask easy 'about you' questions so that
interviewees get used to talking. Talk about anything other
than the topic.

●

Give time to reply. Try to not jump to the next question if
there isn’t a long answer. Leave some room for silence, ask
for more explanation or ask why a person thinks that.

●

Be a good listener. The interviewee should be doing most
of the talking. Actively listen and ask follow up questions. Use
the script as a guide don't rigidly ask every question on the
list - adapt to how the conversation ﬂows.

●

Ask why. Each time it will uncover further meaning whilst
getting closer to a root cause.

●

You are not your user. Remember that you might know a
lot about the system and process you are working within, but
try to keep an open mind and not frame a residents
experience through your perspective.

Ask why!

Could you tell
me more
about that?

Don’t be afraid to say nothing

Unconscious
action

So I usually
start by doing
this...

Could you
explain why
that is?

Uh huh...
And why was
that?

Root cause

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/5_Whys

...oh and actually
it's quite annoying
when this
happens...

Synthesising feedback

User journey mapping

After the interviews
Share what you found
It’s best to playback what you have heard from interviews to the rest
of the team as soon as possible, that way information is fresh. These
can be conveyed however best works for you, whether in person at
regular meetings (standups) or via digital channels (email, Slack etc).
If you have them, use recordings and / or written quotes from
residents to give the message more impact.

Synthesising
Once you’ve done a round of interviews (~5+) get the team together
and go through the insights, reading them aloud and begin to group
them by themes. Try to avoid being biased around comments that
already align with what you think, or things that were brought up by
only one user. You’re looking for patterns, reading through the lines
of what people say, to uncover the underlying causes of the
comments and observations that are made. This can be a tricky
stage and where having an expert can help!

User journey mapping
A user journey is a series of events that represent stages in a users
experience of a service or in trying to achieve a task. Once you’ve
mapped out a journey, start to add any pain points (negative events)
that you’ve heard from residents so that they can be addressed
when you start to propose service changes.

Sharing ﬁndings to wider team at a show and tell

In a co-design workshop

Generating lo-ﬁ concepts to test

What next?
Once you’ve done a round of interviews, and some synthesis, there
are lots of things you can do next.

How Might We’s..
It can be useful at this stage to reframe the pain points heard in user
interviews into opportunities. For example “How might we help
residents to report problems?”. The idea is to be broad with the
statement to allow for many diﬀerent solutions when it comes to
generating ideas.

Co-design some ideas
At a co-design workshop, members of the service team and service
managers get together to generate ideas to address pain points and
make service improvements. These can be as simple as annotated
sketches (see overleaf) up to hi-ﬁdelity prototypes.

Generate some experiments to test
Use insights from interviews to design experiments that can be used
to prove whether an idea will be useful of not. For example “If we
change that, we expect to see this. We’ll test by measuring x”.

Make changes to the service/system
Any validated experiments are ready to be rolled out to wider service.

Continue to do more interviews
Take what you’ve learnt from this round of interviews and testing to
inform the questions you will ask in the next round.

Creating experiments based on insights from research
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