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Abstract 
Experience-rich, first-person research in early phases of 
a design process can offer valuable information and 
inspiration to designers. Designing for User Experience 
in safety-critical fields such as the automotive field, 
means dealing with technology that may be unfit to yet 
test on the public. First-person experience research 
may be one of the ways to explore user experiences of 
emerging technology, through means such as VR, AR, 
test cars and simulators that may offer contextual 
challenges to overcome for research participants that 
are new to these research environments.  However, 
there are methodological challenges linked to place 
first-person research within the development process. 
Questions remains of how to best combine first-person 
insights with other types of data needed and how to 
understand how to best deal with the authenticity and 
bias in the data.  
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Introduction 
User experience (UX) design may have been a 
developing field for over 20 years, but it is still a big 
challenge for design teams to make sense of the 
available information during the early phases of design 
process [13]. According to ISO [8], UX includes “A 
person’s perceptions and responses that result from the 
use or anticipated use of a product, system or service”. 
In a more narrow time-scope, Hassenzahl [7] defines 
UX as “… a momentary, primarily evaluative feeling 
(good-bad) while interacting with a product or service”. 
The emphasis of the subjective, such as feelings, in UX 
literature is a differentiator to for example the usability 
field.  

In-vehicle user experience is an equally interesting as 
challenging area, shaped by the specific (possibly 
safety-critical) use context, personal preferences and 
the interactive systems present in the car. The 
experiences result not only from experiencing a product 
but also a place; the car is one of the few products that 
completely surrounds the user, and as the 
product/place is mobile, the use situation is constantly 
changing, making the user experience even more 
complicated to study and to design for. In-vehicle UX is 
situated in a highly interactive environment, with a 
growing multitude of in-vehicle interactive systems that 
affect experience, such as systems for infotainment, 
comfort, active safety and driver information. Users 
often form strong emotional attachments to their cars 
[16] and bodily sensations such as sound, smell, 
vibrations shape the experiences: “people respond to 
the thrum of the engine, the smell of the interior, the 
feel of the car seat, given that the kinaesthetic 
pleasures of the car ride are often experienced from 
infancy onwards” [4]; the car offers an environment 

packed with personal meaning and emotions. 
Experience-rich, first-person research in early phases of 
a design process can offer valuable information and 
inspiration to designers. Designing for User Experience 
in safety-critical fields such as the automotive field, 
means dealing with technology that may be unfit to yet 
test on the public. First-person experience research 
may be one of the ways to explore user experiences of 
emerging technology, through means such as VR, AR, 
test cars and simulators. An assumption may be that 
first-person approaches may offer one way of 
overlooking difficulties of user research in such 
environments, such as the participants not being able 
to discriminate between research context and object 
under evaluation [1]. However, there are 
methodological challenges linked to place first-person 
research within the development process. Questions 
remains of how to best combine first-person insights 
with other types of data needed.  

Previous qualitative research of automotive 
user experiences 
Ethnographic-type work of understanding specific 
human situations in relation to cars includes examples 
such as the studies by Lyons and Chatterjee [10] into 
commuting experiences and Cycil’s [3] explorations of 
the role of in-car technology in family life. Published 
first-person approaches such as autoethnography are 
hard to find, however often performed within the 
automotive development process [5]. 

Building on six empirical studies, I have previously 
studied how to elicit in-vehicle user experience (UX) 
data in early design phases [11]. Several methods were 
used to study current and past automotive user 
experience, such as interviews, think aloud, contextual 

 

Figure 1: First-person automotive 
experiences in a driving simulator 
and a VR context.  

 

 



 

inquiry, enactment and generative techniques. Studies 
were done both in users’ home [6] and in for example 
VR [13]. Expectations on future autonomous cars was 
also addressed, where a method addressing research 
on user expectations was developed (Setting the Stage 
for Autonomous Cars, [12]). The results emphasise the 
importance of addressing the multisensory use situation 
in each design phase and for participants to express 
experiences, not only in words but also through 
enactment and generative techniques. Based on the 
outcomes of the studies, an approach for eliciting user 
experience data at early design phases was proposed – 
the CARE approach [11] – for enabling richer and more 
in-depth UX data in early design phases. This approach 
suggests that there is a need to Contextualise the 
researched experience (conveying the intended use 
situation and sentisising the participants to 
experience), enabling the participant to Act (enabling 
interaction even at the stages of very lo-fi concepts), 
supporting Reflection on the experience (enhanced by 
generative elements in the methods, such as drawing 
concepts and enacting use) and enabling the participant 
to Express the experience (in more ways than by just 
relying on words). I would like to further explore what 
this framework might offer also in the first-person 
research context. 

 
Challenges for first-person research 
Sanders [15] describes it as difficult to elicit data from 
users by solely using traditional methods such as 
interviews; “. . . There are many reasons why people 
say what they say, and why they don’t say other 
things. And there are many thoughts and feelings 
people are not able to put into words. These thoughts 
include tacit or inexpressible information which does 

not have a chance of being expressed when using 
research methods that rely solely on what people say.” 
This is likely also true for first-person research, and I 
would like to further explore what practices that may 
be used to surface the experiences in order to be able 
to discuss and learn from them. I would like to continue 
to explore the CARE approach, as well as similar 
approaches such as the use of re-enacting user 
research in first-person [1] in relation to early design 
processes.  

Furthermore, Law [9] writes that “employing 
quantitative measures to the exclusion of qualitative 
accounts of user experiences, or vice versa, is too 
restrictive and may even lead to wrong implications”. 
Understanding best practices of how, and when, to use 
first-person research methods in relation to 
quantitative methods would be interesting to explore 
further. Method triangulation may lead to higher 
confidence in results. Creswell [2] defines two 
overarching types of mixed-methods research (that is, 
collecting and analyzing both quantitative and 
qualitative data): either sequential (firstly either a 
quantitative or qualitative method is used, and the 
other type is used in a following study to explain, 
explore or validate the results) or concurrent (where 
two or more methods are employed within the same 
study scope to cross-validate findings). Using first 
person research in relation to these practices are 
relevant in order to understand, challenge and follow 
up on patterns found in first-person research.  
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