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Course Title: Qualitative Field Research for User-Centered Design of Technology
Instructors:  Susan M. Dray, Ph.D., CHFP, and David Siegel, Ph.D.
Qualitative field research is indispensable for user-centered design of technology, but it presents serious difficulties of scientific rigor.    Not all qualitative research is fieldwork and not all fieldwork is qualitative, but in this class we will focus on field research where both the raw data and analysis are qualitative, as an exemplar of these challenges to scientific rigor.  The issue of rigor will be a theme throughout the class, as we discuss planning research, collection of data, analysis and interpretation.  In addition, where appropriate, we will discuss differences in mindset and practice of field research between the academic and commercial worlds.  
The challenges of fieldwork do not lend themselves to pat answers and canned techniques.  Rather than teaching a set of how-to’s this class will expose issues and a range of approaches for dealing with them.  The goal is to help increase student’s sophistication about explicitly identifying the challenges they face in their own projects and making considered, creative, and defensible choices about how to address them.

Students will carry out activities representative of tasks in a field research project and synchronized with the class topics. Students will report on their activities in class.  The activities may be directly relevant to an existing research project the student is involved in, or, alternatively, students may plan a simulated field research project for purposes of this class.  
Students will also be assigned readings (TBD at this point) to supplement class materials.

There will be 2 – 3 assignments (TBD but including collecting and analyzing field research data.)
Tentative Class Outline

Session 1

Part A: Introducing the Challenges of Qualitative Field Research and Placing It in Its Intellectual Context

· Story of a fieldwork project, illustrating puzzles, dilemmas, key decisions, and insights

· Challenges to scientific rigor in qualitative field research elucidated by contrasting it with experimental research.  

· Positioning qualitative field research in terms of dimensions for describing approaches to understanding (without implying that qualitative field research necessarily represents one pole of each of these distinctions)
· Etic versus Emic (description of behavior or belief by an observer vs. description of meaning of a behavior or belief by the actor)
· Nomothetic versus Idiographic (abstracting patterns of behavior from particular cases and generalizing across cases vs. seeking full description of the particularities of specific cases)
· Positivist versus Interpretivist (Constructionist)

· Deductive versus Inductive

· “What?” Versus “How and Why?”

· Theoretical versus Strategic

· Brief overview of Grounded Theory as one approach to introducing “rigor” into qualitative field research
Part B: Planning the Research Strategy
· Issues in and approaches to defining and elaborating the research focus

· Issues in and approaches to developing the sampling strategy: people and contexts
· Planning the data elicitation


Session 2
Data Gathering: What Makes for Credible and Interpretable Field Data?

· Importance of multiple data sources, and the concept of triangulation

· Role of and issues with various data types:

· Self-report data

· Direct versus indirect evidence

· Behaviorally-grounded data

· Observational

· Behavioral Artifacts

· Contextual data, e.g.:

· Historical

· Economic

· Physical 

· Organizational

· Demographic

· Data capture and data quality

· Distinguishing behavioral description from interpretation
· Field notes and the concept of the “incident”

· The role of video and audio

· Debriefing

Session 3
Interviewing and Contextual Inquiry

· Basic interviewing skills, e.g.:
· Open-ended questions

· Verbal and non-verbal following behaviors

· Reflections

· Neutrality

· Probing and progressive probing

· Mitigating the limitations of self report 

· Developing an interview protocol

· Contextual Inquiry (CI)

· Core concepts: Context, apprenticeship

· Use of the focus in guiding the inquiry

· Key interviewing and probing skills for CI

· Assembling a holistic picture 

· Differences in CI between the workplace and consumer contexts

Session 4
Artifact Walkthroughs and Naturalistic Usability Evaluation
Session 5
Analysis: Coding

· Code types

· Coding as an indexing process

· Coding as a process of extracting or discovering meaning

· Memos and annotation

· Coding tools

Session 6
Analysis: Clustering, Affinities, Dimensions

Session 7
Wrap-up Topics

· Survey of Issues And Strategies For Other Common Qualitative Methods

· Surveys, open-ended questionnaires

· Diary studies

· Focus groups

· Analysis of existing qualitative data archives, such as service call logs

· Common interpretive Issues

· The small sample problem

· “Outliers”

· Relating the qualitative and quantitative

· “Post hoc-ism”
· What does validation mean in relation to qualitative field research?[image: image5.png]
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