Principles of Contextual
Inquiry

Contextual inquiry is a user research method that mixes interviews with observations. They are an
excellent way to gain insight into people’s work processes, daily routines, how they use different
products, and so on. There are clear guidelines for how to conduct contextual inquiries, and here

we summarize the four most important principles of how to run a contextual inquiry.

There are 4 overall principles of contextual inquiry:

Context

Interviews are conducted in a natural setting for the activities. The researcher watches users do

their own tasks and discusses any artifacts they generate or use with them. The researcher may

also ask about and collect notes on past events when they are relevant to the project focus.

[Continued on next page]
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Partnership

User and researcher collaborate to understand the user's work. The interview alternates between

observing the user as they work and discussing what they did and why.

Interpretation

The researcher shares interpretations and insights with the user during the interview, particularly if

any significant re-wording has taken place or if the insights do not directly follow from what the

user said or did. The user may expand or correct the researcher's understanding.
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Focus

The researcher steers the interaction towards topics which are relevant to the team's scope. Note

that significant steering may be needed for some participants.
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Do you want to learn more?

Learn how to use this template to your best advantage in our online course User Research -
Methods and Best Practices. Sign up for it today and learn how you can gain and apply user

insights through qualitative research if you haven't already started the course.

User Research - Methods and Best Practices

acD Beginner course

User experience (UX) design requires you to understand the pains and pleasures of your users—and
user research is the way in which to do just that. In that sense, it's actually the largest part of the
field... meaning it's essential for you to have the relevant skills and knowledge if you want to be
competing with the best. In our course User Research — Methods and Best Practices, you'll learn
the best practices for getting first-hand knowledge of your users, thus enabling you to design the
optimal product—one that’s truly relevant for your users and, subsequently, outperforms your
competitors’. In the course you'll be equipped with templates that will give you pointers on how to
effectively interview your users, conduct observations, and best present your findings to
stakeholders. You've already downloaded one template, now take the next step and master the full

range of user research techniques!

Learn more about this course »
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See all our courses >

About the Interaction Design Foundation

With over 66,000 alumni, the Interaction Design Foundation is the biggest design school globally.
Industry leaders such as IBM and Adobe train their teams with our courses, and universities such
as MIT and the University of Cambridge include our courses in their curricula. Our online courses
are taught by industry experts and cover the entire spectrum of UX design from beginner to
advanced. We give you industry-recognized course certificates to advance your career. Since 2002,
we've put together the world's biggest and most authoritative library of open-source UX Design

literature created by such noted authors as Don Norman and Clayton Christensen.
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