
Coming out of your shell 

Jenny Cham  & Paula de Matos  
User Experience Analysts 

Using UX workshops to your advantage in a techie/scientific setting 
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Part of the European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL) 
European Bioinformatics Institute (EBI)

Applying computing to solve 
problems in molecular biology 
research 
 
e.g. Understanding role of genes in disease 

Interdisciplinary science, 
involving biologists, computer 
scientists and mathematicians 
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The five branches of EMBL  

Mouse biology 
 
 

Structural biology 
 

Bioinformatics 
 

Hinxton 

Structural biology 
 

Hamburg 

• Basic research in 
molecular biology 

• Administration 
• EMBO 
 
 

Heidelberg 

•  1500 staff 

•  >60 nationalities 

Monterotondo Grenoble 



EMBL-EBI’s Mission..  

To provide freely available data and 
bioinformatics services to all facets of the 
scientific community in ways that promote 

scientific progress 
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UX at the European Bioinformatics Institute 
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Scientists, bioinformaticians 
in academia & industry 
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Why workshops? 



What is a ‘workshop’? 
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Experience report 
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What do I mean 
by ‘workshop’? 



15/11/2011 10 



15/11/2011 11 

 
•  Not for initial research 
•  Not for individual work 

 e.g. mind mapping 
 



15/11/2011 12 

 
•  Too ‘blue sky’ 
•  Consensus dilution 
•  Loud & senior 
•  Qualitative & small sample 
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Stupidly tight deadline, 
 

no money at all, 
 

very beginning of a 
project 

 

….. NO! 

Jenny 
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 

…then lessons learnt  
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 
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Adapted from Gray et al “Gamestorming…”’ 
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Sugar, caffeine, places to wander about 
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Use your 
personas as a 
guide to recruit 
participants & 
form groups 



Who – personal emails 
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Pre-workshop online survey 
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 
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Matrix template 
ready to fill in – 

imagine your final 
report 
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‘I’s like to 
prepare 
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Photo from UX London 2011 



29 

Photo from UX London 2011 



Groups: 
size and who? 
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Multiple sets to 
avoid neck strain 
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 
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The Rules of 
Englishness 

Adapted from Kate Fox ‘Watching the English’ 
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Who is in 
the room? 
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Presenting back 



Participant feedback 
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 



Photograph 
artefacts 
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In advance 

Just before 

During 

Straight after 

Back in the office 



•  Collate stuff straight away 
•  Involve software developers and stakeholders 
•  Whittle it all down to ~2 big sheets 
•  iMovie some interesting clips 
•  300-400 word exec summary 
•  Present back with clips 
•  Report with recommendations 
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…then lessons learnt  

 
 
 
 

“But this is just silly!”   
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D
iscussion 
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Simple  
works 
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•  Gamestorming: A Playbook for Innovators, Rulebreakers, 

and Changemakers  (2010) 
Dave Gray, Sunni Brown, James Macanufo  

•  Microsoft Desirability toolkit 
Good article on http://uxmatters.com 

•  Watching the English (2005) 
Kate Fox 
 

 

Refs. 
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