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ABSTRACT 
Within this paper we examine three different research 
efforts that employed the methodology of contextual 
inquiry.  We begin our investigation into each paper by 
determining if the paper includes the four original 
principles of contextual design: Context, Partnership, 
Interpretation, and Focus (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 
1998).  After we complete an inventory of these papers, we 
then move toward a discussion regarding the impact that 
presence or absence of these principles might have on the 
understandability, believability, applicability, significance, 
and ethics of the paper.  We conclude with 
recommendations for the use of contextual inquiry within 
future research as well as suggestions for future research 
that could more fully evaluate the questions raised within 
this paper. 
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INTRODUCTION  
The term “Contextual inquiry, first coined in 1988 by 
Whiteside, Bennett, and Holtzblatt, is a qualitative research 
methodology whereby a researcher employs semi-
structured interviews and observation of users as they 
conduct work within their actual environment.  Contextual 
inquiry is oftentimes characterized by the use of the 
“master-apprentice” relationship during observation, with 
the researcher placing herself in the role of an apprentice 
learning a new skill via the hands-on guidance and 
explanation from the master (Contextual Inquiry, 2006). 
 

Beyer and Holtzblatt defined four core principles that they 
considered to be critical components of contextual inquiry.   
 

Table 1 provides the basic explanation of these principles as 
Beyer and Holtzblatt originally defined them (1998, p. 37-
39):   
 

Principle Explanation 

Focus Direct the inquiry from a clear 
understanding of your own purpose 

Context Go to the customers’ workplace and 
watch them do their own work 

Partnership Talk to them about their work and engage 
them in uncovering unarticulated aspects 
of work 

Interpretation Develop a shared understanding with the 
customer about the aspects of work that 
matter 

 
Table 1:  The Four Principles of Contextual Inquiry 

 

Contextual inquiry, and the entire process of contextual 
design “has proven to be highly successful, with many other 
practitioners having adopted and used it” (Rogers, p. 
41).  Because contextual inquiry is highly popular and 
(arguably) very pragmatic, it aroused for the authors of this 
paper two key questions: 
 

1. Are researchers following the four basic principles 
outlined by Beyer and Holtzblatt? 

2. If the principles are followed, do they positively 
impact the understandability, believability, 
applicability, significance, and ethics of the paper? 

 
This paper conducts an initial investigation of these 
questions via the analysis of three different research efforts 
utilizing contextual inquiry.  We follow this review with a 
discussion that addresses design implications and provides 
suggestions for future research. 
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LANDSCAPE 
To find examples of the use of the contextual inquiry 
method we started with Google Scholar, JSTOR, and the 
ACM Digital Library at the UW to search through 
journals.   Google Scholar is a free online search engine that 
allows researchers to locate both physical and digital copies 
of articles. It searches a wide variety of sources such as 
academic publishers and universities for peer-reviewed 
articles.  The ACM Digital Library is provided for the 
members of the Association for Computing Machinery (an 
educational and scientific computing society) and for 
members of the computing profession to provide 
publications and conference information.   Lastly, we 
searched JSTOR, an online repository of academic journals, 
books, and primary sources. JSTOR provides full-text 
searches of almost 2,000 journals.  We are not aware of any 
journals that are specifically dedicated to the use of 
contextual inquiry within the HCI or technology fields and 
we discovered only one journal devoted to the topic within 
the field of behavioral psychology.  
 

To begin our research, the search term we started with was 
“Contextual Inquiry.”  This term returned several hundred 
thousand results.  We then narrowed our search by using 
“HCI,” “Computer Interaction” and other related keywords 
as additional filters.  We looked within the resulting subset 
of articles to locate research papers that used contextual 
inquiry as a research method to investigate a discrete 
product or phenomenon. 
 

From the top results, we saw that this method is used 
primarily in technology, education, and medicine. We also 
see that there is a large body of research around this method 
itself. We did not consider articles that were examinations 
of contextual inquiry itself as a method.   
 

Once we found an article that was in the technology or HCI 
field that used contextual inquiry as a research method, we 
evaluated it to see if this was the primary research method 
used within the study.  Our goal was to find a sample of 
articles discussing research that used mixed methods and a 
sample of articles that only used contextual inquiry.  We 
further narrowed down our pool of possible articles to those 
published within the last 15  years to keep the use of 
contextual inquiry in the realm of recent technology.   In 
order to determine if contextual inquiry is still utilizing 
Beyer and Holtzblatt’s original principles, finding more 
recent articles was necessary for our investigation. 
 

From the final pool of articles identified, each author picked 
the article of highest interest for further study.  We 
intentionally picked two articles that utilized contextual 
inquiry as the primary method and one article that uses 
contextual inquiry as the least dominant method of a mixed 
methods approach.       

CRITERIA 
The framework of UBASE  (Understandability, 
Believability, Applicability, Significance, and Ethics) 
(Divine, 2014) is used as a tool for critically examining 
empirical research.  
 

The authors aligned each of the contextual inquiry 
principles of Focus, Context, Partnership, and Interpretation 
with the UBASE criteria by looking at the principle’s 
impact on each element of UBASE.  This alignment is 
noted in Figure 1 (below) and then more deeply explained 
immediately thereafter. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: How Each Contextual Inquiry Principle 
Impacts the UBASE Criteria 

 

Focus (Understandability, Applicability, Significance) 
The Focus of a contextual inquiry is the point of view that 
an interviewer brings to the research and can determine the 
direction the study takes (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 1998). This 
Focus, along with any associated research goals for the 
contextual inquiry, give the reader an understanding of 
what the study is about and what information the research is 
intending to find in the study. It also provides information 
to a reader to help them determine if their situation is 
similar to the Focus and if they can apply the findings to 
their own position (Shenton, 2004).  Finally, it defines the 
topic of the study, from which the community that it is 
contributing to can utilize to draw conclusions on the 
significance of the study. 
 
Context (Understandability, Believability, Applicability) 
The backbone of a contextual inquiry is trying to 
understand who the users are and how they act on a daily 
basis (Holtzblatt, 2001). Appropriate context allows the 
reader to understand and recognize the natural setting where 
the user does their work. The closer the context is to the 
setting of actual work also influences the believability of 
the paper. Finally, sufficient contextual information must 
also be provided to enable a reader to determine 
applicability (Shenton, 2004). 
 
Partnership (Believability, Ethics) 
Partnership refers to the relationship of the researcher to the 
participant. The development of this relationship during the 
study creates an environment that can yield more realistic 
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and rich results. The credibility of the study is centered 
around the questions posed in this partnership, the selection 
of participants, and the interactions between participant and 
interviewer. Due to the high level of embeddedness and 
engagement, the ethical issues of informed consent and 
coercion must be addressed by the researcher to assure the 
reader that the results are believable and dependable. 
 
Interpretation (Understandability, Applicability, 
Significance, Ethics) 
The role of the researcher during a contextual inquiry is to 
take what they are observing and assign meaning. The 
interpretation of what the researcher observes helps to guide 
the research in a direction that will allow her to gain a 
greater understanding of the facts surrounding the work 
being performed and the meaning behind a participant’s 
actions. A clear and understandable description of these 
interpretations are therefore important to the transferability 
(Shenton, 2004) of the research to different contexts and 
also provides confirmability toward the significance of the 
design implications in the field of research. Clear 
documentation of a researcher’s interpretation can remove 
questions of bias in the data and thus address ethical 
concerns around the legitimacy of the results. 
 

DEEP DIVE INTO SELECTED PAPERS 
 

Selected Paper 1: Robot, asker of questions (2003) 
Robot, asker of questions, was based on the idea of 
reversing the roles of human-robot interaction from that of 
a robot operated exclusively by human command to an 
object that works with humans as partners who drive the 
interaction. Contextual inquiry was chosen to provide a 
deeper insight into robot-human interaction and the learning 
of the users than what the researchers thought could be 
gained from quantitative methods (p. 236). 
 

Focus 
The overall focus of the study was, “to examine using 
collaborative control in the context of remote driving (p. 
237).” 
 
Understandability: The focus and goals are clearly stated, 
giving the reader a foundation on which to evaluate the use 
of contextual inquiry in the study.  
 
Applicability: The study goals of, “to observe how different 
users react to robot dialogue, to understand how work 
habits develop, and to evaluate system usability (p. 237)” 
help a reader find similarity. 
 
Significance: Using the clear focus and goals, a reader in 
the field of robotics would be able to quickly initially 
evaluate the study for significance to their community. 
 
 

Context 
The context of the study was a “cluttered research 
laboratory (p. 237)” where participants were required to 
command robot motions, to perceive the environment, and 
to assist robot safeguarding based on an assigned 
experience level (pp. 237-238). 
 
Understandability: The choice of a cluttered lab is not well 
understood, nor was why the users were asked to do two 
different routes depending on experience level. 
 
Believability: The lack of understanding of why this 
particular context and questions of whether it is a truly 
representative setting reduces believability. 
 
Applicability: Given that there is likely not an established 
‘context’ in which to test this experimental robot-human 
interaction, the ‘cluttered lab’ may be the only option. More 
background could have been given to help a reader 
determine if the context is applicable to their situation.  
  

Partnership 
Participants were evaluated using the apprenticeship model 
(p. 237). Reference is made to interactions with participants 
during testing (p. 238). 
 
Believability: While the authors did not directly address the 
level of partnership, they do use a lot of participant quotes 
and descriptions of follow up questions, along with a 
defined method, which enhances the study’s believability. 
 
Ethics: No mention is made of informed consent, although 
participant identities were kept anonymous.  Due to the low 
risk nature of the study it would appear to be ethical. 
  

Interpretation 
The authors break the results down into sections related to 
the focus and goals, and spend considerable time detailing 
quotes and robot-human interactions of the participants. 
They also describe their follow up questions, give design 
considerations, and suggest further research. 
 
Understandability: The authors used direct quotes from 
participants, described the level of interviewer interaction, 
and provided clear interpretations on the actions and 
dialogue. 
 
Applicability: By being detailed with participant quotes and 
providing good context to their interactions, the authors 
paint a clear contextual picture that can be easily examined 
for applicability. 
 
Significance:  Clear and understandable design implications 
and discussion allow a reader in the robotics community to 
easily evaluate how significant the findings are to their 
field. 
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Ethics: Clear documentation quotes and participant 
behavior followed by interpretation limits bias and 
addresses ethical concerns. 
  
In Summary 
We observed the presence of Focus, Context, Partnership, 
and Interpretation principles within this paper. 
 

 

Selected Paper 2:  A contextual study of police car 
telematics: the future of in-car information systems 
(2005)   
 
This study looks at telematics systems in police vehicles 
and the implications for officer effectiveness and driving 
while distracted.  The findings show that the Mobile Data 
Terminal implemented for the Sussex Police Force 
improved productivity of double-crewed patrol cars but was 
not as effective (and potentially more dangerous) for patrol 
cars staffed by a single officer only.  Contextual inquiry 
was used to gather this data in ride-alongs with police 
officers. 
 
Focus 
This investigation started out with this question, “How can 
telematics systems be designed so that they do not 
excessively distract the driver from attending the road 
scene?” (p.109).    
 
Understandability: There was a succinct and clear 
explanation of the goals for the research. This research 
references a clear set of evaluation points and specifies five 
factors for evaluating an interactive system.  
 
Applicability: The researchers discuss their goals in terms 
of general telematics systems and reference other work 
done in aerospace and information appliances that informs 
their background work. The research appears to have high 
transferability.  
 
Significance: The findings are clearly articulated with a 
definitive recommendation for further action. 
 
Context 
The study incorporated  interviews, ride-alongs with 
officers in real-world situations, and assessments of the 
system using a telematics safety checklist. Sessions were 
conducted in single and double crew patrol cars and 
spanned seven participants. 
 
Understandability:  There is a high level of 
understandability, with the researchers clearly defining the 
three phases of the research - including interviews, patrol 
car ride-alongs and the checklist. 
 

Believability: Research was conducted as described in the 
real workplace of the user.  Unfortunately, the details of the 
observational setup were not discussed in detail, resulting in 
a reduction in believability.   
 
Applicability: The context for this study would be highly 
applicable (but mostly limited to) similar police force 
situations where in-car telematics are utilized. 
 
Partnership 
The paper defines contextual inquiry as "an approach 
where, ‘users and researchers participate to identify and 
understand usability problems within the normal working 
environment of the user’." (p. 113). 
 
Believability: We would have expected to see evidence of 
partnership supported through direct quotes from the 
observations.  Unfortunately, there were none provided 
within the research.   
 
Ethics: The ethics of putting people in potentially 
dangerous situations for research was discussed.  The 
researchers make it clear that ethics were taken into account 
within their study. 
 
Interpretation 
Contextual inquiry seems to be an appropriate method for 
this investigation, but the pros and cons of using this 
method were not discussed within the findings. 
 
Understandability: The findings are summarized in a 
“General Discussion” portion of the paper, and provide a 
clear summary of the future implications for design and 
research.   
 
Applicability: The findings of the paper appear to be 
transferable to other police forces and similar telematics 
systems. 
 
Significance:  The paper includes a very strong summary of 
the findings of each phase of the research and a very clear 
discussion of implications for future research.  
 
Ethics: There was a strong recommendation that future 
telematics system designs take into account not only 
standard HCI techniques, but to also consider safety issues 
which are not commonly in the purview of HCI. 
  
In Summary 
We observed the presence of Focus, Context, Partnership, 
and Interpretation principles within this paper. 
 
 

Selected Paper 3:  Understanding Tablet Use: A Multi-
Method Exploration (2012) 
Müller, Gove, and Webb utilized written diaries, video 
diaries, in-home interviews, and contextual inquiry to 
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“provide a detailed picture of how people are using tablets 
today” (p. 1).  Each of these methodologies served as 
triangulation within the study, working to enhance 
believability (Shenton, 2004). 
 

The paper’s adherence to the four principles of contextual 
inquiry, and their impact on UBASE Criteria, was as 
follows: 
 

Focus 
The researchers defined specific research questions for their 
overarching goal of understanding how users are interacting 
with their tablets:  (1) “Understand the activities people 
choose to do on their tablets and the places that they do 
them.” (2) Determine whether “the activities done on the 
tablet devices are self-contained, or required other devices.” 
(3) Determine “the extent to which activities that people are 
conducting on tablets also bridge into the real world...” and 
(4) “Collect rich examples of tablet use.” (p. 2) 
 

Understandability:  Succinct and clear explanation of goals. 
 

Applicability:  Broad concentration allows applicability 
beyond tablet usage. 
 

Significance:  Focus on investigating a new domain (tablet 
computing). 
 

Based on specificity and clear documentation, the research 
clearly addressed the Focus principle. 
 

Context 
The researchers conducted two-hour contextual inquiries 
with four different participants.  They “observed the 
participants activities, recorded their interactions with tablet 
and other devices, and periodically asked follow-up 
questions for clarification.” (p. 3).   
 

Understandability: Successfully explained method of 
observation and noted specific activities that were observed. 
 

Believability:  Researchers neglected to note the specific 
locations of observation. 
 
Applicability:  Information about activities in home and 
office can transcend specific goals of this research effort. 
 

Although specific locations were not identified, specific 
activity descriptions allude to the places where those 
activities would occur.  We considered the criteria of 

Context fulfilled, although it was noted that documentation 
of such context could have been improved. 
 

Partnership 
Believability:  Although researchers did not specifically 
mention the usage of a master-apprentice relationship, 
partnership was observed via direct participant quotations 
and activity summaries. 
 

Ethics:   Researchers did not document how preceeding 
research methods drove contextual inquiry decisions 
(although chronology was implied). 
 

Many specific examples provided strong evidence that 
Partnership occurred within the contextual inquiries. 
 

Interpretation  
While interpretive insights were gained via multi-method 
research, it seems clear they were also obtained directly 
from contextual inquiry.  For example, researchers 
observed cooking activities supported by tablets.  This 
observation lead to discoveries that users would not have 
been self reported - “through our contextual inquiries, we 
found that the time while the recipe is cooking is ‘down-
time’ during which the tablet was used for media 
consumption” (p. 8). 
 

Understandability:  Key interpretative insights from 
contextual inquiry were not consistently documented. 
 

Applicability:  Many of the interpretative insights focused 
directly on the scope of the research. 
 

Significance:  Rich details confirmed and better explained 
the discoveries generated by the other research 
methodologies. 
 

Ethics:  Readers must make assumptions regarding which 
findings were discovered via contextual inquiry. 
 

Lack of appropriate documentation forces the reader to 
assume that interpretative insights were gained in part due 
to contextual inquiry.  Attributing the interpretative 
discoveries to specific contextual inquiries would have 
eliminated this issue. 
 

In Summary 
We observed the presence of Focus, Context, Partnership, 
and Interpretation principles within this paper. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Having completed our method landscape for contextual 
inquiry we feel that it remains a useful tool in our human-
centered design research toolkit.  We approached this 
examination with the idea that contextual inquiry would 
help researchers uncover information deeper than an 
interview alone.  We feel this has borne itself out to be true. 
The insights in the papers we examined were gained 
partially from talking to the users and partially from 
observations made while those users were in their element 
working on a task. In fact, there are many subtle things that 
a user might not think to mention that can be picked up by 
on-location observation. We also noted that some things, 
such as the dynamic circumstances or high-risk situations 
seen in the telematics study (Hampton  & Langham, 2005) 
absolutely could not have been reproduced successfully in a 
lab environment.  These situations could only be observed 
in the field via ethnographic research methodologies such 
as contextual inquiry.  
 

Contextual inquiry is a powerful tool for allowing a 
researcher to observe how a person makes use of the 
technology “in the wild” - which may be very different 
from person to person. It is in this difference where some of 
the “Ah ha” moments in research may be found. 
 

We were initially unsure of the amount of rigor involved in 
what sounds like a very unstructured data-gathering format 
such as contextual inquiry. During our investigation into the 
methodology, it became apparent that Beyer and 
Holtzblatt’s specific process for contextual inquiry would 
be a useful guide for our evaluation of the methodology 
within our selected paper.  Although our attribution of each 
of their principles to the UBASE criteria is admittedly 
subjective, we still found it to be an effective tool in helping 
us to evaluate at a very basic level whether or not the 
presence of the principles, from our perspective, impacted 
the understandability, believability, applicability, 
significance, or ethical nature of the reviewed papers. 
 
As noted, our efforts found that all four principles of 
contextual inquiry were consistently utilized within all three 
reviewed papers.  However, the first and most obvious 
recommendation for future research would be to conduct a 
more thorough landscape analysis (i.e. larger sample) of 
research efforts utilizing contextual inquiry to understand if 
this is truly a representative finding.  The authors of this 
paper also recognize that the connection between the four 
principles of contextual inquiry and the UBASE framework 
requires more thorough investigation to determine if a 
correlation between the two exists. Identifying a correlation 
would yield credence to an important design implication:  if 
your contextual inquiry includes the principles of Focus, 
Context, Partnership, and Interpretation, you will most 
likely improve the understandability, believability, 
applicability, significance, and/or ethics of the research.  
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