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Session Goals

Å Describe how Contextual Design methodology can be modified to 

define business objectives

Å Share our experiences and lessons we have learned when using this 

process
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Definition of Business Objectives

Å Business analyst concept of business objectives

Å Solutions could be anything: application redesign, business process 

modifications, implementation of new database, etcé

Business objectives = future business innovations



centralis  | 5

Definition of Traditional Contextual Design

Contextual Design process as defined by:

ñ Contextual Design: Defining Customer -Centered 

Systems(Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt, 1998)

ñ Rapid Contextual Design: A How-To Guide to Key 

Techniques for User-Centered Design (Karen 

Holtzblatt, Jessamyn Burns Wendell, and Shelley 

Wood, 2005.)

General definition: A user -centered design methodology that leads to 

concrete design solutions from ideas inspired by ethnographic observations 

of users
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Why use Contextual Design for determining business objectives?

User needs should drive not only how things are made, 

but also what is possible.
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Overview of Traditional Contextual Design

Traditional Process:

Research captured in five models and affinity diagram:

1. Cultural Model ðOutlines the cultural influences in the work environment

2. Flow Model ðShows the coordination of work between people and objects

3. Sequence Model ðSummarizes the steps required to accomplish an activity

4. Artifact Model ðDiagrams documents and other items used to do work

5. Physical Model ðRepresents the environment where work is being done

6. Affinity Diagram ðSummarizes research session notes

How should this be modified to support defining business objectives?
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Problem Analysis

Å Orients the project team to the problem under study

Å Helps set boundaries for the scope of inquiry

Å Traditionally accomplished via stakeholder interviews and analysis of current 

applications

When using Contextual Design to define future business 

opportunities, the goal is to identify the problems themselves:

Å The scope of inquiry is a broad domain, not a specific role or process

Å Boundaries must be flexible

Å Inquiry should not be framed by current applications

Problem Analysis provides a knowledge base for user observation:
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Problem Analysis

Modification to Problem Analysis: Add Total Immersion
Å Become a participant -observer to gain a more detailed understanding of the 

domain

Å Augment stakeholder interviews with educational/training opportunities and 

work process walkthroughs

Example: Fraud Investigation Training 

To develop innovative solutions for fraud 

investigators, we participated in training 

courses as students, not observers.

Å Provided a big-picture orientation

Å Helped set a phasing strategy for 

contextual inquiry
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Contextual Inquiry

Å Users are observed doing work in the context of that work

Å Information about how the work is accomplished, problems participants 

encounter, and the work environment is captured

What do you do when your object of study is not observable?

Å Broader scope usually equals multiple processes involving multiple people

Å Processes that unfold over days or months rather than minutes or hours

Å This constraint is often present in traditional Contextual Design and is not 

unique to defining future business opportunities

Contextual Inquiry grounds the initiative in actual user behavior:
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Contextual Inquiry

Modification to Contextual Inquiry: Add Retrospective Case Analysis

Å Go in the field as much as possible ðthere is no replacement for being there!

Å Augment direct observation with a structured exploration of longer processes 

Example: The Moving Process 

To define products and services to meet the 

needs of people who are moving, we:

Å Recruited participants in different stages of 

moving to a new home

Å Used a card sorting activity to jog memory 

and provide a framework for discussion

Å Modeled and revised the model in real -time 

with the participant
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Model and Consolidate Data

Å For each participant, session notes are captured and individual models are 

created

Å When all contextual inquiries have been completed, the models are 

consolidated and an affinity diagram is created

Are some data representations more useful than others when 

defining business objectives?

Å Cultural Model

Å Flow Model

Å Sequence Model 

Å Artifact Model 

Å Physical Model

Å Affinity Diagram

Models and data consolidation summarize findings from the field:
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Model and Consolidate Data: The Cultural Model

The Cultural Model illustrates external influences on the work 

environment:

Å Provides information about the 

values and constraints in the 

culture

Å Shows hierarchy of players in 

the cultural environment

Image from Contextual Design: Defining Customer -Centered Systems (Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt, 1998)
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When exploring innovation, Cultural Models incorporate even wider 

spheres of influence.

Model and Consolidate Data: The Cultural Model

Example: Academic Librarians 

To determine what new products and 

services might meet the needs of 

academic librarians, it was helpful to 

understand:

Å Relationships with immediate 

colleagues

Å The impact of school -specific priorities 

and points of view

Å Characteristics of academia
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Model and Consolidate Data: The Flow Model

The Flow Model shows the coordination of work between people 

and objects.

Å Shows roles and responsibilities 

of persons located in various 

parts of the process

Å Illustrates where there are 

opportunities for improvement 

in the process

Image from Contextual Design: Defining Customer -Centered Systems (Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt, 1998)
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Model and Consolidate Data: The Flow Model

Flow Models provide a critical framework for exploring innovation.

Example: Architecture & Construction 

A Flow Model of commercial 

development projects 

illustrated:

Å Key players and the 

relationships among them

Å Ancillary players that 

influence behavior and 

outcomes

Å Interactions that warrant 

further exploration 
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Model and Consolidate Data: The Sequence Model

The Sequence Model outlines the individual steps required to 

accomplish a task.

Å Captures the motivations and purposes 

of user activities

Å Notes problems observed at each step

Image from Contextual Design: Defining Customer -Centered Systems (Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt, 1998)
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Model and Consolidate Data: The Sequence Model

When setting business priorities, sequence models may be too 

specific.

Å Due to the broad scope of inquiry, tasks performed often vary greatly among 

individual participants

Å Tasks may not be linear in nature

Å Focusing on individual tasks may improve those tasks, but may miss larger 

opportunities
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Example: In -House Counsel 

To set the product development 

agenda for in-house counsel, we:

Å Compiled a list of high -level 

activities observed in the field 

across all sessions

Å Generated an activity map for each 

participant

Å Consolidated individual maps into 

Activity Models, revealing three 

distinct user types

Model and Consolidate Data: The Sequence Model

Modification to Sequence Models: Add Activity Models

Å Illustrate the variety of activities performed by each user type

Å Use interesting distinctions in the sample as a springboard for brainstorming


