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An insight is a provocative statement of truth 
about human behavior. 

FUNDAMENTALS

Empathy

Experience

The things and pressures on people that 
define and shape their interactions

Emotional Insight

Finding meaning in data by looking at 
it from the perspective of people

Narrative, Stories & Value

Stories of how a person can achieve their 
goals, and the value they get from an 

experience
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It’s the “big-rock” upon which we’ll anchor 
new product capabilities. 

FUNDAMENTALS

Empathy

Experience

The things and pressures on people that 
define and shape their interactions

Emotional Insight

Finding meaning in data by looking at 
it from the perspective of people

Narrative, Stories & Value

Stories of how a person can achieve their 
goals, and the value they get from an 

experience
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TRANSCRIPTION

Start by creating a 1:1 written representation 
of your participant data.
• Transcribe the inquiry verbatim: every single thing that was said. 

• Exception: remove verbal ticks (“uh”, “uhm)

• Try transcribing by hand; use oTranscribe (http://otranscribe.com/)

• Try using an online service like rev.com 

• Plan ahead: transcription takes approximately 4 times as long as the 
actual research.

• Don’t let your research build up; a backlog of transcription is terrible 
and intimidating. 

http://otranscribe.com/
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

Begin to identify themes in the data.

• Now, we begin the process of sensemaking. 

• The goal of this data-explosion and pattern-identification is to build 
knowledge – to create a shared, tacit sense for what happened in the 
research. 

• A “bottom-up” approach means letting the notes indicate the 
groupings, rather than starting with grouping names. 
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

Compare each utterance, and find “inferred 
likeness.” Avoid categories. 

1 - Matt (line 15)

My dad drove a red truck, so that is why I drive one 
today. It reminds me of him.

4 - Sharron (line 44)

Every time I see a red truck, it reminds me of the hot-
wheels toys that my brother and I used to play with. 

Group 1: Driving Red Trucks

BAD: These notes are grouped by category instead of inferred meaning 
– the grouping is based on the observation that “both participants 
mention driving red trucks.”

1 - Matt (line 15)

My dad drove a red truck, so that is why I drive one 
today. It reminds me of him.

4 - Sharron (line 44)

Every time I see a red truck, it reminds me of the hot-
wheels toys that my brother and I used to play with. 

Group 2: Vehicles carry sentimental value

GOOD: These notes are grouped by inferred likeness. The grouping is 
based on the observation that “both participants describe a sense of 
nostalgia or sentimental value when thinking about their vehicles.”
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to be 
on it during social situations, with like family, because I 
think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have that 
stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I don't like 
to be the typical "on facebook all the time", not being able 
to communicate in person.

11 - Mary (line 46)

I'm a teenager, but I can be an adult if I need to.  
Teenagers don't get listened to that often - they only care 
about their social life and what not, but I know when to 
put social life away. [an adult] means knowing when to 
disengage from the social stuff like drama, it's not going 
to consume my whole day.  

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to try 
and communicate without it - so I don't end up like those 
people who cant communicate in person.  I guess I 
learned a lot of that from my mom because she points 
that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up in 
minutes. 

1 - Matt (line 19) 

When I was first looking up what I wanted to do [before 
switching to business] I was searching careers in business.  
I searched administrative assistant and stuff - my mom 
talked about that - she said there is so many job for this.  I 
wanted to see what other jobs were out there; how much 
they make and how in demand they are.

3 - Peter (line 44)

I haven't discovered what I'm passionate about.  It's 
disappointing.  I've discovered the things that I'm not 
passionate about, so I guess that is good.  Next semester 
I'm taking my first marketing course, so I hope that ends 
up well.

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of the 
upperclassman seem to get them first.

11 - Mary (line 25)

I think getting an A or a B - keeping on the deans list -
having above a 3. something - I have a 3.6 right now and If 
I fail this class [calc] it will all be for nothing.  It will make 
my GPA plummet.  I'm working so hard and I’m not 
getting good results.  It makes me feel not good about 
myself.  

1 - Matt (line 35)

I do my homework in the student learning center at the 
library.  I also go to my prof office hours and stuff.  I tell 
them I'm working hard, but sometimes it doesn't click for 
me
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to be 
on it during social situations, with like family, because I 
think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have that 
stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I don't like 
to be the typical "on facebook all the time", not being able 
to communicate in person.

11 - Mary (line 46)

I'm a teenager, but I can be an adult if I need to.  
Teenagers don't get listened to that often - they only care 
about their social life and what not, but I know when to 
put social life away. [an adult] means knowing when to 
disengage from the social stuff like drama, it's not going 
to consume my whole day.  

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to try 
and communicate without it - so I don't end up like those 
people who cant communicate in person.  I guess I 
learned a lot of that from my mom because she points 
that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up in 
minutes. 

1 - Matt (line 19) 

When I was first looking up what I wanted to do [before 
switching to business] I was searching careers in business.  
I searched administrative assistant and stuff - my mom 
talked about that - she said there is so many job for this.  I 
wanted to see what other jobs were out there; how much 
they make and how in demand they are.

3 - Peter (line 44)

I haven't discovered what I'm passionate about.  It's 
disappointing.  I've discovered the things that I'm not 
passionate about, so I guess that is good.  Next semester 
I'm taking my first marketing course, so I hope that ends 
up well.

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of the 
upperclassman seem to get them first.

11 - Mary (line 25)

I think getting an A or a B - keeping on the deans list -
having above a 3. something - I have a 3.6 right now and If 
I fail this class [calc] it will all be for nothing.  It will make 
my GPA plummet.  I'm working so hard and I’m not 
getting good results.  It makes me feel not good about 
myself.  

1 - Matt (line 35)

I do my homework in the student learning center at the 
library.  I also go to my prof office hours and stuff.  I tell 
them I'm working hard, but sometimes it doesn't click for 
me

Can you infer meaning from this 
statement?
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to be 
on it during social situations, with like family, because I 
think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have that 
stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I don't like 
to be the typical "on facebook all the time", not being able 
to communicate in person.

11 - Mary (line 46)

I'm a teenager, but I can be an adult if I need to.  
Teenagers don't get listened to that often - they only care 
about their social life and what not, but I know when to 
put social life away. [an adult] means knowing when to 
disengage from the social stuff like drama, it's not going 
to consume my whole day.  

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to try 
and communicate without it - so I don't end up like those 
people who cant communicate in person.  I guess I 
learned a lot of that from my mom because she points 
that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up in 
minutes. 

1 - Matt (line 19) 

When I was first looking up what I wanted to do [before 
switching to business] I was searching careers in business.  
I searched administrative assistant and stuff - my mom 
talked about that - she said there is so many job for this.  I 
wanted to see what other jobs were out there; how much 
they make and how in demand they are.

3 - Peter (line 44)

I haven't discovered what I'm passionate about.  It's 
disappointing.  I've discovered the things that I'm not 
passionate about, so I guess that is good.  Next semester 
I'm taking my first marketing course, so I hope that ends 
up well.

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of the 
upperclassman seem to get them first.

11 - Mary (line 25)

I think getting an A or a B - keeping on the deans list -
having above a 3. something - I have a 3.6 right now and If 
I fail this class [calc] it will all be for nothing.  It will make 
my GPA plummet.  I'm working so hard and I’m not 
getting good results.  It makes me feel not good about 
myself.  

1 - Matt (line 35)

I do my homework in the student learning center at the 
library.  I also go to my prof office hours and stuff.  I tell 
them I'm working hard, but sometimes it doesn't click for 
me

Can you infer a relationship between 
these statements?
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to be 
on it during social situations, with like family, because I 
think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have that 
stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I don't like 
to be the typical "on facebook all the time", not being able 
to communicate in person.

11 - Mary (line 46)

I'm a teenager, but I can be an adult if I need to.  
Teenagers don't get listened to that often - they only care 
about their social life and what not, but I know when to 
put social life away. [an adult] means knowing when to 
disengage from the social stuff like drama, it's not going 
to consume my whole day.  

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to try 
and communicate without it - so I don't end up like those 
people who cant communicate in person.  I guess I 
learned a lot of that from my mom because she points 
that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up in 
minutes. 

1 - Matt (line 19) 

When I was first looking up what I wanted to do [before 
switching to business] I was searching careers in business.  
I searched administrative assistant and stuff - my mom 
talked about that - she said there is so many job for this.  I 
wanted to see what other jobs were out there; how much 
they make and how in demand they are.

3 - Peter (line 44)

I haven't discovered what I'm passionate about.  It's 
disappointing.  I've discovered the things that I'm not 
passionate about, so I guess that is good.  Next semester 
I'm taking my first marketing course, so I hope that ends 
up well.

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of the 
upperclassman seem to get them first.

11 - Mary (line 25)

I think getting an A or a B - keeping on the deans list -
having above a 3. something - I have a 3.6 right now and If 
I fail this class [calc] it will all be for nothing.  It will make 
my GPA plummet.  I'm working so hard and I’m not 
getting good results.  It makes me feel not good about 
myself.  

1 - Matt (line 35)

I do my homework in the student learning center at the 
library.  I also go to my prof office hours and stuff.  I tell 
them I'm working hard, but sometimes it doesn't click for 
me

How about these two?
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

Write a connection statement (an 
observation) that ties the notes together.
• This is an inference.

• Select the inference that feels most 
suitable – that captures the intent of all 
of the notes, and that has the most 
connection between them. 

• Associations are not obvious. They 
aren’t “keyword matches” or explicitly 
stated by the participant; you will have 
to make a leap, with incomplete data. 

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to 
be on it during social situations, with like family, 
because I think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have 
that stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I 
don't like to be the typical "on facebook all the time", 
not being able to communicate in person.

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to 
try and communicate without it - so I don't end up like 
those people who cant communicate in person.  I 
guess I learned a lot of that from my mom because 
she points that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up 
in minutes. 

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of 
the upperclassman seem to get them first.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

Write a connection statement (an 
observation) that ties the notes together.
• This is an inference.

• Select the inference that feels most 
suitable – that captures the intent of all 
of the notes, and that has the most 
connection between them. 

• Associations are not obvious. They 
aren’t “keyword matches” or explicitly 
stated by the participant; you will have 
to make a leap, with incomplete data. 

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to 
be on it during social situations, with like family, 
because I think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have 
that stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I 
don't like to be the typical "on facebook all the time", 
not being able to communicate in person.

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to 
try and communicate without it - so I don't end up like 
those people who cant communicate in person.  I 
guess I learned a lot of that from my mom because 
she points that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up 
in minutes. 

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of 
the upperclassman seem to get them first.

Theme:
There is a stigma associated with forming digital connections, as 

compared to physical ones.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

Write a connection statement (an 
observation) that ties the notes together.
• This is an inference.

• Select the inference that feels most 
suitable – that captures the intent of all 
of the notes, and that has the most 
connection between them. 

• Associations are not obvious. They 
aren’t “keyword matches” or explicitly 
stated by the participant; you will have 
to make a leap, with incomplete data. 

1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to 
be on it during social situations, with like family, 
because I think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have 
that stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I 
don't like to be the typical "on facebook all the time", 
not being able to communicate in person.

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to 
try and communicate without it - so I don't end up like 
those people who cant communicate in person.  I 
guess I learned a lot of that from my mom because 
she points that out to me.

3 - Peter (line 17)

I couldn’t get into any of my required classes. It didn’t 
seem fair; there were a few sections, but they filled up 
in minutes. 

11 - Mary (line 24)

I don’t get a lot of help in registering for classes. All of 
the upperclassman seem to get them first.

Theme:
There is a stigma associated with forming digital connections, as 

compared to physical ones.

Theme:
Educational institutions plan their course offerings around 

logistics, rather than student need
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.
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MODERNIST WORKSHOP SERIES

AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.

• Select a data point and read it. Think about the meaning 
behind the statement.

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to 
try and communicate without it - so I don't end up like 
those people who cant communicate in person.  I 
guess I learned a lot of that from my mom because 
she points that out to me.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.

• Select a data point and read it. Think about the meaning 
behind the statement.

• Select another data point and compare the two. Can you infer 
a relationship? If they are related, give the group a name that 
captures your inference.

1 - Francine (line 24)

It's sad that social life is all about technology.  I like to 
try and communicate without it - so I don't end up like 
those people who cant communicate in person.  I 
guess I learned a lot of that from my mom because 
she points that out to me.1 - Matt (line 15)

I'm addicted to technology.  I'm on it 24/7.  I try not to 
be on it during social situations, with like family, 
because I think it's rude.  I know that teenagers have 
that stereotype of being so addicted, and I am, but I 
don't like to be the typical "on facebook all the time", 
not being able to communicate in person. Theme:

There is a stigma associated with forming digital 
connections, as compared to physical ones.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.

• Select a data point and read it. Think about the meaning 
behind the statement.

• Select another data point and compare the two. Can you infer 
a relationship? If they are related, give the group a name that 
captures your inference.

• Place the group on the wall.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.

• Select a data point and read it. Think about the meaning 
behind the statement.

• Select another data point and compare the two. Can you infer 
a relationship? If they are related, give the group a name that 
captures your inference.

• Place the group on the wall.

• Repeat until you’ve moved through all of the data. Not all of 
the data points will be used.
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AFFINITY GROUPING: THEMES

How to get to themes:
• Post all of your data on a wall, unorganized, for review. 

Intermingle participant utterances. . 

• Leave one wall blank. This will contain your groupings.

• Select a data point and read it. Think about the meaning 
behind the statement.

• Select another data point and compare the two. Can you infer 
a relationship? If they are related, give the group a name that 
captures your inference.

• Place the group on the wall.

• Repeat until you’ve moved through all of the data. Not all of 
the data points will be used.

• Groups with 8 or more notes are typically too big. Break these 
groups apart.



© 2020 Modernist Studio, Confidential & Proprietary 23

MODERNIST WORKSHOP SERIES



© 2020 Modernist Studio, Confidential & Proprietary 24

MODERNIST WORKSHOP SERIES



- thanks!

www.moderniststudio.com
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APPENDIX
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Our model is grounded in qualitative 
research with real people.

FUNDAMENTALS

Empathy

Experience

The things and pressures on people 
that define and shape their 

interactions

Emotional Insight

Finding meaning in data by looking at it 
from the perspective of people

Narrative, Stories & Value

Stories of how a person can achieve their 
goals, and the value they get from an 

experience
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FUNDAMENTALS

Empathy

Experience

The things and pressures on people that 
define and shape their interactions

Emotional Insight

Finding meaning in data by looking at it 
from the perspective of people

Narrative, Stories & Value

Stories of how a person can achieve their 
goals, and the value they get from an 

experience

Today, we’ll assume experience-research has 
already been conducted, and jump into 
behavioral insights.
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The story so far…

LET’S TRY IT

You are the Executive Director of New Product Innovations at eduiva,
an educational software company. Your team has just completed 
research with faculty members in college; now, you want to make sense 
of the material. 
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LET’S TRY IT

By 10:00am, identify 4-5 themes in the 
research data.
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Contextual 
Inquiry
“I knew when I signed the loan for Sally Mae, I 
didn’t really know about the details of the 
interest rates for other loans until after… I got 
each of them each month but didn’t open 
them. So I knew that there were interest rates, 
but I didn’t totally understand what that meant.

It’s embarrassing for me to tell you guys this 
stuff. I also don’t know you so I don’t really care 
that much. I wouldn’t tell other people this. 
Like anyone.”

Ashley, $60,000 in student debt Ashley’s unopened student loan 
notices
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Artifact 
Walkthrough
“Whenever I moved here my ex and I had a 
place together, and all my mail was getting 
sent there because I didn’t have a permanent 
address here.  So that whole time, I was getting 
mail and I didn’t know it and he never told me 
until we closed out the lease, probably like nine 
months later. Then I saw all this mail, like oh by 
the way, you’re in default.”

Vicki, $32,000 in student debt

Vicki’s paperwork about her loan 
default, and her plan for getting 
out of default.
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Cultural Probes
“These goals make me feel a little out of 
control.  That they’re just not doable right now, 
which… It makes me nervous that I don’t have 
any money saved at all.  And the fact that I 
don’t know when I will be able to start savings 
makes me feel kind of lame.”

Gracie, $50,000 in student debt

Gracie completing a debt timeline 
exercise, showing her history with 
debt and predicting her ability to 
repay her loans.
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