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Content Forward

First of all, I want you to know that whatever 
experience for which you are preparing will turn out 
just fine. If you can hold a conversation with another 
human being, you already have most of the skills 
required for research photography. This primer will 
simply give you a leg up and guide you to  
better results.

Please keep in mind that observational research is a 
cornerstone of design. There are professionals who 
do this for a living, so your first attempt at this will 
probably not be flawless. Don’t get caught in your 
head. Design attempts to build context and deeply 
understand people’s experiences. Whenever you’re 
lost or flustered, think about your participant. Are you 
understanding their needs and motivations? Are you 
recognizing how your subject fits into their life? There 
is always time to get back on track.

This guide aims to prepare you for what you’ll 
encounter in the real world. As a rule of thumb, 
however, nothing in this guide is as important as being 
present during the time with your participant. As my 
professor Dan Chichester said, “you have to care more 
about the relationship with the person sitting in front 
of you than the stuff on the paper.” 
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Forward Interview Protocol

Get      in the mindset

It’s helpful to have a list of questions prepared 
beforehand. You can do this in a group or individually, 
but if you have multiple teams going out, make sure 
your list of questions is standardized. 

Start by imagining yourself meeting the participant, 
sitting down with them, and beginning a 
conversation. Even if you don’t know how they’ll 
respond, you can anticipate follow up questions 
or new avenues to explore. Once you’re done 
brainstorming, sort your questions by themes and 
then order each theme into subcategories. Scheduling 
a practice interview will help you refine your questions 
and gauge the timing for your interview.

After you have a list of questions, think about how 
you’ll bring them to the interview. If you print them 
out, is there enough space between questions for 
notes? Is the paper too flimsy to take notes? It might 
seem like a bit much, but designing a field notebook 
can be helpful and get you in the right mindset. 
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Question Types Shot List

Using photography to capture information about 
participants is a powerful tool. Photographs are vivid 
and convey a sense of reality not captured in the 
written form. Include a list of shots you need in your 
interview protocol. Moments are hard to capture, so 
err on the side of more photographs. Remember to 
take a mix of far away and close up shots, portrait and 
landscape. Aim for volume and variety. 

Below is a list of recommended shots that will cover 
your bases:

Establishing/environmental shots

Portraits

Posy-shots

Detail shots

Gesture/action shots

Artifacts/interactions

Context shots

Simpler questions reveal more profound answers. 
Take a focused approach to your questions and let 
the participant reveal the connections from their 
perspective. Here are some tips to guide you:

Questions that start with what, where, when, why, 
and how are a good place to start. 

Try to get the general lay of the land before diving  
into details.

Only ask about one thing at a time. Try not to 
compound questions together.

For tougher or emotional questions, give context 
before asking questions.

Avoid framing questions with negative connotations.

Good types of questions

Direct a simple question with a basic interrogative  
Control checks for lies, ignorance or lack of attention  
Repeat ask two different questions to get one thing  
Persistent ask the same question in different ways  
Summary ask a question that allows summation  
Non-pertinent it doesn’t address the key issues but 
has a positive effect 

You want to remove any barriers that get between 
you and your participant’s willingness to share and 
clarify. Don’t be sophisticated. Simpler is always better. 
Remember that this interview is about the participant 
and not about you.

Question types courtesy of James O Pyle and Maryann Karnich’s 

Find Out Anything from Anyone, Anytime: Secrets of Calculated 

Questioning from a Veteran Interrogator 
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Shot List | Establishing/environmental shots Shot List | Portraits

Useful for storytelling later in your work.Start by setting the scene and building context.
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Shot List | Posy-shots Shot List | Inventory Shots

While you won’t use these for a presentation, they 
can be helpful to document items quickly and record 
the data later (ex. items in a pantry, medications in a 
bathroom cabinet, cleaning items under a sink, etc).

At first, your participants will probably be nervous 
around your camera. Let them pose in the first 
few. After they get used to the situation and more 
engaged in the subject, they will probably forget 
about the camera. During lulls in the interview, they 
might become aware of the camera again. This is 
totally normal.
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Shot List | Detail Shots Shot List | Gesture/Action Shots

Shots that convey how people move around space or 
use objects are powerful. They convey a message of 
immediacy.

Closer shots convey unspoken meaning about 
individuals and environments. 
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Shot List | Artifacts/Interactions

Keep an eye out for obstacles, workarounds, re-
purposing of objects, wear patterns, indications of joy 
or conflict, and moments of user torture.

Shot List | Context Shots

These are helpful for presentations because they tell 
a story of the space and experience without being 
directly relevant.
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CompositionComposition

When photography is good, clear, sharp, detailed, and 
interesting, it can be used to enhance your message. 
Here’s a few tips to compose better photos:

Rule of thirds Think about this grid or even change 
your camera settings to show the grid on your screen. 
Place elements that are important or that you want 
to emphasize where the grid intersects. People’s eyes 
tend to gravitate towards these intersection points. 
This is more effective than placing objects in the 
center of your frame.

Perspective Switching perspectives changes how we 
view an image. Viewing a subject from above can 
make it seem diminutive while viewing from below 
can imply aggressiveness or passivity.

Patterns Keep an eye out for repeated patterns 
created by shapes or lines. They create leading lines 
that draw your eye to certain areas.

Framing Zoom in or step back. Using things naturally 
occurring in an environment can create a natural 
frame for your image that draw your eye to your main 
point of interest.

Rule of thirds  Framing

Perspective

  Patterns
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Forward Interview Kit

Get      prepared

Keep an inventory of items to bring. Here are some 
suggestions:

Camera

Tripod

Extra SD cards

Extra batteries

External flash

Audio recorder

Phone

Notebook

Consent forms

Water bottle

Snack
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Interview Techniques Before You Go

Practice makes perfect. Review your interview 
protocol, shot list, and check in with your team.

Dress appropriately for the setting. Try to wear 
nondescript clothing in lighter colors. Make sure your 
outfit and bags won’t distract the participant. Try to 
avoid logos – especially corporate branded items from 
your company.

Practice changing your techniques based on 
participant feedback. Things probably won’t go 
according to plan. Be ok with being flexible.

Make sure your electronics are working and fully 
charged. Nothing is worse than a dead  
camera battery.

Make sure you use the restroom before going to 
the interview. You might not be able to during the 
interview, especially if you’re in someone’s home.

Most interviews you do will be observational in nature. 
Let the participant set the pace. It’s hard to know how 
much you are influencing the participant’s actions. This 
is ok. Try your best to remain neutral and gauge what 
the participant would be doing if you were not there. 
Then decide to get involved or ask the participant to 
slow down. 

Try to monitor your emotions as much as possible. 
If you see a participant doing something wrong or 
struggling with something, try not to get involved (life-
threatening situations excluded). If you’re struggling 
with this, write it in your notes. This can be especially 
difficult if you’re observing something with which you 
have expertise. If users ask questions in this context, 
try not to answer or guide them. Editing yourself in 
that moment will lead to better observations and 
insights later in the process.

If you’re new to an area, participant observation in 
which you become a participant can be helpful. Just 
be aware of yourself and your interactions while you 
are in the process.
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Forward Interview Roles

Get      going

Before going into the interview, decide how your team 
will approach the process. In general, it’s good to have 
a lead interviewer engaging and interacting with the 
participant, a note taker recording key insights and 
comments (I recommend time stamping your notes 
especially for finding key moments in video/audio 
footage) and a technician who handles the electronic 
equipment and any paperwork.

Feel free to switch roles at any time in the interview, 
especially if you feel that things are not going well or 
if the interviewer needs a break. While not everyone 
will be the lead interviewer, make sure everyone 
talks with and interacts with the participant. A silent 
observer can be a bit creepy.

I always recommend doing participant interviews with 
at least a team of two. It’s safer, easier, and will lead to 
better results. Think about gender dynamics on your 
team as well as with your participant. Mixed gender 
teams tend to work better unless topics are about 
sensitive gender-specific issues. Think about the topic 
and any sensitivity/discomfort the participant  
might feel.
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Consent/Setting The Stage Language

Remember to think of your audience when choosing 
what words to use. Try to avoid overly complicated 
words or industry jargon. Keeping it simple with 
prevent barriers forming between you and  
the participant.

Before you begin your interview, you need to 
build some rapport with the participant and have 
the participant sign a consent form. Follow the 
participant’s lead on whether to explain the form or 
allow them to read through it themselves. It’s helpful 
to explain how the interview is going to go. Now is a 
great time to ask those non-pertinent questions and 
allow the participant to shake any nerves and get 
comfortable with the situation. This also allows time 
for your technician to get everything set up for  
the interview. 

Let the participant know how you’ll be using the 
information gathered and that their personal 
information will not be revealed to anyone. Remind 
your participant that they do not have to answer any 
questions that make them uncomfortable and can 
stop the interview at any time.

Helpful Not Helpful

“Thank you for sharing that” “That reminds me of when I…”

“Say more about that.” “That’s great feedback.”

“I heard you say… “That’s not very helpful.” 

does that sound right?”

“Can you explain…” “I totally understand.”
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Forward How Did It Go?

Get      reflexive

After your interview, sit down with your team to 
discuss the interview. Here’s a few topics to get your 
started:

Key insights

New discoveries

New challenges

Unique observations

New depth

Anything you may have missed

Anything else you want to now know
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How Did It Feel?

Reflecting on your experience and interview is an 
overlooked technique that will help your research 
in the long run. Try to reflect on your feelings and 
emotions during and after the fact. How did they 
influence the interview? Did something make you 
uncomfortable? 

Strong emotions tend to carry influence and may be a 
key to an unspoken orthodoxy or insight buried in the 
issue. I know this may sound a little silly, but try not to 
skip this part! It will make your project better and your 
interview skills sharper.

Research is the prelude to the real value of design and 
innovation work. If you read nothing else, here’s the 
most important tips:

KISS Keep it simple, stupid.

Think through your participant’s eyes. Empathy is your 
#1 skill in research.

You are never the only observer. People will want 
to figure out their relationship to you during an 
interview.

Meet your participant where they are. Authenticity 
cannot be manufactured.

People generally want to tell you things. Be sure 
you’re in the position where you are ready to  
receive it.

Don’t risk your humanity in order to get it right. Care 
more about the person than the process.

What’s Important?
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Notes Notes



Thanks to Dan Chichester and Ben Jacobson for 
inspiring me to be disciplined and humane when 
observing users.

Special thanks to my volunteer users Phoebe 
Marcus, Yuvraj Pathak, and Jun Qiu. 


