
A DAY IN THE LIFE

What is it?

A Day In The Life is a type of ethnographic study where the researcher follows 
and observes a user through a typical day. The objective of this activity is for the 
researcher to understand the routine and typical activities of a user that the user 
performs by mere habit and that the user would perform subconsciously.



QUICK DETAILS:  
A DAY IN THE LIFE 

Semi-structured or Unstructured
Structure:

Preparation:

Observational recording tools

A respondent/subject (The person/s who you will observe)

Deliverables:
Field notes, A day in the life artifacts



WHY IS ‘A DAY IN THE LIFE’ 
CONDUCTED?

The purpose of this method is to elicit the different interaction points of the user 
and the solution in the context of their life. A Day In The Life also helps the 
researcher gain insight into the needs, behaviours and goals of the user. In this 
method, individual participants who are representative of the users we are 
designing for, are followed and observed to understand how they spend their 
typical day and activities that make up their day.



HOW TO GO ABOUT  
‘A DAY IN THE LIFE’?

A preliminary interview or survey to determine the same could also help 
supplement the data collected during the observation by the researcher. The data 
collected during research can also be used in the persona descriptions of the user 
types.

There could be a difference in what the user says they do on a typical day versus 
what they actually do, and the researcher can gauge this gap after a day in the 
life study of the user.  

The method is conducted individually with users to capture the typical day data in-
depth. The research can also be summarised as A Day In The Life for a cluster of 
users that are similar in behaviour, needs or goals.



CREATIVE WAYS OF CONDUCTING  
‘A DAY IN THE LIFE’

An out-of-the-box thinking researcher may also describe A Day In The Life in the 
present as well as in the future context for a user or a set of users i.e. the 
observations of the current context can be used to draw a description of the 
future.

If the typical day of the user is complex, it can be split up into different time 
frame and those frames can be observed and described in detail during the 
research to gain a more focused understanding of the day. This method can 
prove to be highly helpful in exploring experiences and behaviours of users one 
is designing for. It can also help in testing prototypes or new ideas as well as 
explore opportunities to arrive at a solution for a problem.





ADVANTAGES OF A 
‘DAY IN THE LIFE’

As the researcher observes the user, one-on-one at a pace comfortable for the user and in a 
space that is familiar to the user, the researcher is exposed to a clear and detailed picture of 
the user and their typical day including their needs, behaviours, habits and goals.

1. In-depth understanding

A Day In The Life is human/user-centered approach i.e. designed to address the need  
of the users.

2. Human-centered

The user is considered an expert in their domain and the researcher gets to directly observe 
the user in their natural environment performing their daily activities without interruptions.

3. Expert opinion



DISADVANTAGES OF A 
‘DAY IN THE LIFE’

By nature – A Day In The Life can be time-consuming as it involves observing individual users 
through their typical day.

1. Time-consuming

The researcher doesn’t probe the user on the daily activities as the user could lose their 
natural flow of functioning and it could alter the user’s behaviour in a typical day.

2. No probing

Different users may operate differently in a typical day; therefore, A Day In The Life could 
lead to diverse findings.

3. Diverse Viewpoints



TO CONCLUDE;  
‘A POWERFUL METHOD’
A Day In The Life is a powerful method that is used to understand activities, 
emotions, lifestyle and many other useful cues that could lead to gap 
identification. Generally speaking, most of the products or services we use do not 
take up a whole day of our time and hence, it is not a method to be used when 
your objective is to improve an existing product or enhance its usability. Certainly, 
use this method if you want to find unmet opportunities or gaps that you want to 
fill through your existing product or by innovating new ones.

A Day In The Life can also be used as a technique to understand unique context of 
the user, in order for the researcher to get an insight about the user and their 
environment. Say, for example, you want to create a communication tool for 
inmates of a prison. While you may employ interviews or surveys to get quick and 
cheap understanding, A Day In The Life may give you much richer insights… this is 
because, a prison is a unique context that you as a researcher may not have 
experienced, and the environment is such that it does have a profound influence on 
the people who live there; and how they communicate with each other. 


