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User research activity



User research - why and what?

For designers to come up with successful products and services, they need to understand the people who are
going to use them. What makes them tick? Why do they buy what they buy? What do they really need that
they're not getting now? Market research based, for example, on questionnaires about buying habits or on
large-scale multiple choice surveys can provide very general information. But to get the full picture designers
often have to go deeper, and that's where user research comes in. It means watching what people do in real
life situations rather than listening to what they say they do. The difference can be crucial. When Philips asked
a focus group whether its new radio should be grey or coloured, they said coloured. But the designers noticed
that when, at the end of the exercise, members were offered radios as thanks for taking part, all of them took
the grey model. Without user research, designers rely on guesswork and run the risk that their designs will fail
commercially because they don't meet customer needs.

How and when?

User research is often carried out early in the design process to kick-start new ideas, sometimes alongside other
types of research such as analysis of existing products. There are two main research methods:

Observation helps build understanding of what people need from design and what prompts them to choose
certain products and services.

User profiles are created as a way of summarising what's been discovered in the observations. They help design
teams create empathy with end users, as well as bringing into the open any differences in the assumptions
team members bring to the design process. User profiles can be used later on for evaluating designs.

What is this resource?

This activity plan enables pupils to design for different user types by developing their observation and user
profiling skills. The exercises can be done in groups of five or six, with the teacher moving between them.

There are two exercises - observation and user profiling — followed by a feedback and discussion session.
The whole activity can be completed in an hour, but may be better suited to a double period.

The pack contains three sets of eight photos (there are two copies of each set), which have been colour coded
for ease of use, a suggested user profile format and instructions. There should be enough materials for a class
of around 30 pupils.

Exercise 1: Observation - looking for clues (approx 20 to 30 minutes)

The sets of photos show the domestic environments of three different types of people. They don't appear, but
there is enough evidence in the photos to build up an accurate impression of who they are. A guide to who the
people are, and the evidence, is provided for your reference - it can be used to help prompt pupils as they sift
the evidence. But why not look at the photos first to see what you can discover.

Instructions for pupils:

 Assemble in groups of five or six. Each group collects a set of eight photos

* Look at the photos carefully, one at a time, and interpret what you see

* List everything you see - even seemingly trivial details. Look for clues to who the people are. How old are they?
What are their interests? What is their family situation? Do they work?

Tips: Nominate one person to keep an eye on time
Don't jump to conclusions too quickly
Make sure your judgements are based on evidence

The photos
Set one - young, professional, childless couple

* They haven't been together long and she has recently moved into his house (his possessions predominate),
though she is beginning to impose herself on the environment (hairdryer, high heels, brush, perfume)



* The home is still being set up (a mismatch of furniture styles - some inherited, some bought - and improvised
storage arrangements)
* They travel extensively (guide books)
They like popular culture (magazines, movie guide, music)
* They are quite literary and therefore probably professional and university educated (thesaurus, dictionary, slang book)
* They like gardening (equipment and seeds)
* They are health conscious (natural products and vitamins in the kitchen).

Set two - retired couple

* They have grandchildren who visit (overnight bag and toys on the spare room bed, board games under the TV table,
Pooh Bear painting on the office wall - this was a child's room, suggesting that their own child has left home)

* They travel, or have friends and family who do (postcards in the kitchen)

* They enjoy a drink (wine rack, bottle, bottle opener)

* They are active (sports and outdoor equipment, map of France)

* They value selfsufficiency and disapprove of waste (shed full of firewood, with discarded tiles and
bricks outside)

* They embrace modern technology (TV, DVD player, VCR and cable box)

* One or both of them wears glasses (two pairs on the office desk).

Set three - family with young children

* There is more than one child (various Wellington boots and scooters in the conservatory)

* The children are probably pre-teen (PC and CD player in bedroom) and younger (playroom with paintings, dressing
up clothes and toys)

* The family uses technology (PCs in office and childrens' room, TV in playroom and discarded scanner and printer in
spare room)

* They have pets (bowls on the kitchen floor)

« They are busy (schedules on the kitchen wall)

* They are interested in: gardening (equipment in the shed); sport/outdoor activity (badminton racket and bike in
shed); arts, craft and DIY (pictures and framing equipment and partly constructed dolls house in the spare room,
paint, workbench and drill in the conservatory, camera in the kitchen).

Exercise 2: Creating a user profile (approx 20 to 30 minutes)

Instructions for pupils:

* Draw up a rough user profile based on the suggested format below. Leave plenty of space in each section for
adding ideas

* As a group, discuss the lists you made earlier - think about what the information tells you about the people. What
special skills might they have? What's important to them? What are their strengths and weaknesses? What is their
attitude to technology?

* Use your imagination to turn the information into a user profile - like a CV but deeper on factors like
personality, lifestyle and attitudes. Start by giving the people names, ages, jobs and family situations.
Summarise thoughts as you go by adding your comments on to the rough user profile.

User profile - suggested format

This can be tailored to suit any ongoing project. It could be given to pupils on paper or written
on a board and pupils could, of course, be encouraged to expand on it with their own ideas.

* Name e Their idea of a perfect day

* Age * Dream holiday

* Occupation * Things that annoy them

* Family situation * Things that make them happy

* Country * Favourite food and entertainment

* Town/city * Media interests - newspapers, magazines, films, music
* Main personality traits * Attitude to fashion

* Hobbies and interests * Personal strengths and weaknesses

* Values * Next major life event

* Things they care most and least about * Next major purchase

* Favourite saying or catchphrase * Attitude to technology



Feedback and discussion

Presenting back (approx 15 to 30 minutes)

Instructions for pupils:

* Nominate a spokesperson for your group

* The spokesperson summarises the evidence gleaned from the photos and the conclusions drawn. They could also
give feedback on how easy, or difficult, it was to reach consensus

* The spokesperson describes the person in the group’s user profile.

Wrap-up discussion (5 to 10 minutes)
Discuss with the pupils what they have learnt about:

* Discovering people's behaviour through their objects and how they are organised

» What these discoveries tell you about your own assumptions and ideas

* The benefits of having different points of view contributing to solving the same problem
* The value of building a mental picture of a person, compared to using statistics.

Also...

* Try to suggest ways in which the people they now have in mind have changed the way they think about what
they're going to design
* What other techniques might help them understand what users need?

Next steps

* Use the user profiles to identify needs and design opportunities, which could then lead to the pupils writing
their own briefs and design specifications

* To develop this further, create a storyboard, perhaps in the form of ‘a day in the life’ or an account of how a
user might behave in a given situation or interact with a product or service. This is a great way of revealing even
more design needs and opportunities

» When pupils are all designing the same thing, such as a domestic appliance, a promotional campaign or a piece
of clothing, use the profiles to envisage target audiences and work out, for instance, what functions a product
will need in order to satisfy the user, what aesthetics would appeal to them or what messages and media they
might respond to. This could be worked in reverse for a final session in which pupils try to establish the target
audience for each others' finished designs before going on to judge the likely success of the solutions in
meeting users' needs.
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