
DESIGNING 
IN TIMES
OF CRISIS



MAKING  
REMOTE SESSIONS
DELIVER



We have a large design capability here at Kainos, and group 
sessions of research, analysing research, collaboration, workshops 
and creative brainstorming sessions are a key part of our work. 

These sessions can involve colleagues, Kainos customers, user 
research participants, or a mix of all. Where possible, we aim to run 
these sessions face to face, but in times of crisis, we have learned 
that with some small adjustments, remote sessions can function 
just as well. 

Our ultimate aim is to make all services accessible. With some 
shops, businesses and offices having to close, this is more 
important now than ever.

REMOTE SESSIONS



WITH USERS

Ad-hoc research
A single piece of research to 
address a specific issue

User interview
Building an understanding of and 
empathy with the user

Observation
Watching people as they interact 
with the service, identifying areas 
where problems occur

Discovery workshop
Bringing users together to 
understand how all parts of the 
service work



Testing prototype
Trying out a model with users to 
uncover potential problems

Co-design workshop
An intensive ideation and design 
session with users to construct 
potential solutions

REMOTE SESSIONS

WITH USERS



WITH STAKEHOLDERS AND 
COLLEAGUES

Prioritisation mapping
Assessing and gaining consensus 
on the priority of each change 

Blueprinting
Mapping a user’s proposed 
journey through a service

As-is user journey mapping
Mapping a user’s current journey 
through a service

Stakeholder workshop
Engaging those involved with the 
service



Ad-hoc discussion
A one-off meet to discuss a 
specific issue

Post-launch evaluation
Analysing the success of a new 
service

Show and tell
Displaying progress to 
stakeholders and gaining 
feedback

Brainstorming
Working together to generate 
ideas quickly and effectively

WITH STAKEHOLDERS AND 
COLLEAGUES



We’re flexible and have multiple ways we can communicate 
remotely. But we understand that one size does not fit all. We can 
adapt to the needs of whoever we are remotely communicating 
with, including those with particular issues such as mobility, 
dexterity, hearing or sight issues. 

We continually research the remote tools available in terms of their 
functions (each tool usually does one or two things well), their 
usability and their security, so we have a trusted set of tools to use 
at any one time. As of May 2020, we mostly use Mural, Zoom, 
Microsoft Teams, Slack, Trello and Google Docs.

TOOLS
WE 
USE



We employ whatever communication tools best fit the practice and 
the people involved. We’ve had to forgo some of the trusted 
classics, such as in-person workshops, but we continue to use 
others like letters and phone calls if they best suit some individuals 
or situations. 

For any user of a different language, such as British sign language, 
we can provide an interpreter on meet-ups.

I
REMEMBER 
WHEN



Preparation is key for face-to-face sessions but even more so 
when conducting them remotely. We’re prepared for participants 
to have little or no technology experience and will share a 
preparation pack with them well before the event that not only 
sets out the rationale and the aim of the session, but also 
prepares them for the technology to be used. Recordings of 
explanations may be easier to follow than written words. 

The pack is usually emailed out and can be followed up with a 
phone call to ensure a participant is confident and understands 
how the session will work, maybe even with a test of the 
technology to ensure participants’ video and audio connections 
work well.

We usually line up two people to manage each session – one as 
the host and one as the administrator.

Our design team know the software they are using backwards so 
they can deal with any question that comes their way regarding 
how to set it up or how to use it.

As certain things can be more difficult to explain remotely than in 
person, our team will consider putting together animations or 
videos to get across concepts for use before or during a session.

To acquire consent, we employ a variety of ways to replace the 
paper signatures that usually take place in person. We might send 
a consent form in the preparation pack that can be posted or 
emailed back. Or we might ask participants to acknowledge their 
consent on video recordings at the start of a session. 

PREPARE
PREPARE 
PREPARE
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ALLOW
MORE
TIME



In times of crisis, people have adjusted their working patterns 
significantly. We’re aware of this and are therefore extremely 
flexible in terms of dates and times. And we will always allow more 
time for a remote session than an in-person session.

Communication may take longer without in-person cues, 
especially for those with accessibility issues.

Technology issues may arise during the session that need to be 
sorted – maybe a shared document cannot be accessed, or a 
participant cannot be heard.

Some free chat time will be scheduled. This can help put people 
at ease as remote meet-ups can feel awkward.

And we’re aware that travelling or planning travel takes up a good 
deal of time that isn’t needed when conducting sessions remotely. 
This saved time can be deployed in the sessions themselves!



The most important rules we have learned for remote 
sessions are to Be Patient and Show Compassion. 

We are sensitive to people feeling uncomfortable in their own 
home and realise that home life may interfere – a doorbell 
ringing, children running in, arguments raging or a dog 
barking. 

We also realise participants may be more emotional in a time 
of crisis than they normally would. The host for the session 
takes all of this into account, puts people at ease and sets 
out a code of conduct outlining things such as how to 
indicate you’d like to speak, turning off mobile phones, 
muting microphones by default or turning cameras on or off.

EMPLOY 
FINE
ETIQUETTE 





Remote sessions can feel more exhausting than face-to-face ones 
as they are more intense, requiring greater concentration to 
understand people’s words and cues, and overcome technology 
problems. 

For this reason, we schedule frequent breaks, encouraging people 
to step away from their computer and walk around. This helps 
keep energy levels up.

SCHEDULE
EXTRA

BREAKS



A key task for our host at a remote session is to ensure everyone 
gets an equal voice. It’s easy for a collaboration exercise to 
become dominated by extroverts without them realising, while 
other participants feel awkward speaking over them and end up 
lost.

So, we may implement practices such as raising a hand to 
speak, and use a chat function to give a voice to people who 
feel more comfortable contributing through typed words than 
spoken words. It’s also proved a good place for participants to 
type questions rather needing to interrupt.

Of course, accepted meeting best practices, such as 
introductions and round-ups are even more important in 
remote sessions to give people understanding and the 
confidence to contribute. After all, speaking into a vacuum can 
feel strange.

EQUAL
VOICE
FOR ALL



Technology goes wrong. People do unusual things. There are some 
things we can’t avoid but we can prepare for them. 

We will always have plans for what to do in a range of 
circumstances to minimise disruption. For example, if someone is 
having problems getting into a Teams call, we will have a phone on 
hand ready to call them.

EXPECT
THE

UNEXPECTED



Times of crisis and homeworking can cause practical and 
emotional issues for Kainos staff as well as for the users they are 
researching. 

Kainos provides full help and support for all its staff, ensuring the 
Kainos design team remain strong and always able to provide 
their very best work.

SUPPORT
THE
TEAM



For some, it can feel intimidating to see a number of faces 
seemingly staring at them from a screen - more so than when 
sitting alongside the same number of people in person. 

We’re aware of this when planning a remote user research session 
and will either limit the invited observers, or arrange the observers 
to watch the session via the screenshare of another attendee.

Our researchers ensure that neither they nor their guests have 
any personal information on show in the background of a call that 
they would not want to share, such as an address or a bank detail.

PROTECT
ONE
ANOTHER

KEEP A
LIMIT ON

OBSERVERS



As with any other talent, the trick to become skilled at remote 
working is practice, and we’ve had plenty of it, with time to refine 
and improve our methods. We’re certainly looking forward to 
returning to in-person workshops and activities but are proud of 
the remote communication outcomes we’ve achieved to date, and 
are well prepared for the extension of this crisis and any more to 
come.

PRACTICE
MAKES
PERFECT



BOUNCE
BACK
BETTER


