
Enquiry techniques – Student guide

5 ‘Whys’ Interview Technique

Teacher Introduction

This interview technique is a simple and quick tool 
useful for exploring a stakeholders beliefs, decisions, and 
behaviour relating to a specific context.

Developing and using this tool is very simple, because the 
student only has to establish the opening question. This 
should be a broad and open question that provides the 
interviewee an opportunity to describe something. They 
then listen carefully to the response, and develop a “Why” 
question based on the response. They repeat this 5 times, 
and the tool will help explore a stakeholder’s thoughts 
about the context being discussed.

Example: Social Interactions

Student 

“Tell me about the different social interactions you experience 
in a typical day at work, the people you talk to, what you 
generally talk about, and how long they last.” 

Interviewee goes on to talk about their day. 

The challenging part of this tool is the student must listen 
to the response, and having listened carefully, ask a ‘Why’ 
question that explores behaviours, decisions or beliefs.

Example continued: Social Interactions

Interviewee

“In a typical work day, I chat with my partner in the morning 
whilst getting ready, then I walk to the train station, usually 
not talking to anyone, then touch in at the station and get 
on a train. I might talk to someone on the train if they are 
someone I recognise from work, but this is quite rare. At work 
I will chat to people adjacent to me at my desk about their 
personal lives for no more than 3-4 minutes here and there 
throughout the day, and I might have a meeting with my 
manager about targets or issues that need to be resolved. 
I usually sit alone at lunch and enjoy some time outside at 
the local park, and at the end of the day I will say goodbye to 
my colleagues only briefly, and head home. The next person 
I would typically talk to is my partner about the day, and we 
then sit and watch TV until bedtime.”

Student (now asks the 1st or 5 ‘Why’ questions)

“Thank you for that detail. Why do you eat your lunch on your 
own in the park rather than eating with your colleagues at 
work?”

The student continues to ask up to five Why questions. 
Students should:

• Avoid yes or no questions

• Avoid leading questions

• Avoid questions that would result in a single word 
answer

The tool gets easier with practice, and students should 
not be disappointed if some questions fall flat with the 
interviewee. Students will improve when they are able 
to identify effective tactics that help them to establish a 
successful next ‘Why’ question. 
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Cluster Down Technique

Teacher Introduction

The motive for clustering down is to transform the broad 
and detailed research gathered into a set of meaningful 
and actionable insights that help the student design 
solutions with purpose. It is about making sense of the 
data and observations, turning them into themes that can 
define a real opportunity for design. Each step requires a set 
of post it notes to write down and organise the discoveries. 

The technique is structured into 5 steps, as set out below.

1. Learnings - The student writes down all the things 
they learnt from their research. This might include 
observations, quotes from users, even the sounds or 
smells of an environment.

2. Themes - Looking at all the learnings, the student 
should begin to find recurring themes and write these 
down. This might be a common issue that many users 
mentioned, or a number of things that all fall under 
one or two headings.

3. Insights - This is where the student writes down things 
that were ‘surprising’ or ‘new learning’. They will include 
things they did not know about the context, things 
that might inspire them.

4. How might we? - At this stage, the student will have 
lots of learnings, Themes and Insights. Looking across 
these, they need to start asking “How might we…” 
questions. These should be optimistic and exciting 
opportunities, that really challenge the context. For 
example, “How might we make recycling fun for children 
and not just a chore for adults?”

5. Ideas - This last step is often more effective in groups, 
but the student reviews the “How might we…” 
questions, and begins to conjure up fun, creative and 
innovative solutions in a brainstorming style approach. 
In groups, it is important to avoid judgement and 
simple encourage free thinking and set a goal to come 
up with as many ideas as possible.

By completing this technique, the students should be able 
to take often messy and complex research, establish its 
meaning to the context, and define a design route forward 
by looking for the insights and asking new and leading 
questions.
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