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IN THE PICTURE: ETHNOGRAPHY
AND OBSERVATION

What is ethnography?

Ethnographic research has a long tradition, and provides a useful introduction to
the social research processes we discuss in this book. Its name reflects the key goal
of ethnography, which involves the description of, or writing about, a particular
cultural group or particular cultural practices. An ethnographer can therefore be
characterized as both researcher and writer. In this chapter we explore the poten-
tial of ethnographic approaches to research in design, with a particular focus on
the value of ethnographic research to identify and elaborate the social and cul-
tural dimensions of design problems and solutions. We begin by describing classic
ethnographic research, tracing the methodology back to its roots in anthropology.
We then consider some key methodological and epistemological concerns associ-
ated with ethnography and explore how ethnographic approaches and aims have
evolved in response to post-colonial and globalized contexts. The chapter then fo-
cuses on methods for conducting observations as part of an ethnographic study,
concentrating on the possibilities, cautions and strategies associated with observa-
tion. Finally we outline some examples of research in design where ethnographic
approaches might be applied.

The origins of ethnography

Ethnographic research grew out of the discipline of anthropology: the study of
human beings, their lived experiences and their cultural practices. As a discipline,

.mlhrnpniog}' became important when colonial expansion led to the ‘discuvery' of
societies of people living in geographically remote parts of the world, far away from
d by the

the centres of colonial power. Anthropological researchers were intrigue
differences between the practices of the newly discovered societies and those of
the groups at the colonial ‘centre’, and attempted to document and cxplam how

those newly discovered societies experienced daily lif

e. Anthropological research




was typically empirical, and took place in the field: anthropologists would spend
long periods of time (several months or even years) living alongside
under scrutiny, immersed in their daily lives, and recording the e
form of field notes or diaries.

Our interest in this form of research arises from its focus on wh
about cultural practices by studying the objects that are
and vice versa, Objects displayed in museums across ¢
studied for what they convey

the people
Xperience in the

at can be [eamnt
integral to those practices,
olonial centres haye been
about the cultures and societies from which anthro.
pologists have collected (some might say stolen) them (Smith, 1999). Designed
objects have for many centuries been seen as
a particular culture and its practices. Research
and unfamiliar communitie

important devices for understanding
into the cultural practices of remote
s in far-flung corners of the
in the contemporary circumstances of a globalize
less, the basic principle

globe is no longer relevant
d, post-colonial world. Neverthe-
that there is an intimate connection betwee
its designed objects leads ys to advocate for an

in design where cultural Practices are the focus

As an example, the mobile phone was develo
cultural practices such as t
important to be able to ¢

n a culture and
ethnographic approach to research
of inquiry,

ped partly in response to particular
he intensification of work (which mean that it became
ontact work colleagues when they were out of the office)
or car (because such phones were originally designed to be
used in cars). As the use of mobile phones proliferated

smaller and lighter phones were designed that we
held. At the same time differe

cameras added to their utili
where mobile phone
of how people ¢
issues such as

and demand for them grew,
re more capable of being hand-
nt features such as wireless broadband and built-in
y and popularity, As 5 result the practices of cultures
S are commonplace have evolved significantly, not only in terms
e another but also with respect to
N meetings or other public spaces,
the workplace and schools. Objects such as mobile
d in response to changing cultural practices, and in this
t those Practices, but their presence also transforms them.
search methodologies such as ethnography, that help us better
understand cultuyra] Practices, are invalyabje for designers,

The evolution of ethnographic research out of anthropology has meant that
while both approaches overlap in their broad research focus and ;esm rch methods,
they differ somewhat in thejr research purpose. Ethnographers focus explicitly on
cultural questions by €Xamining the bf‘haviour, language or cultural artefacts par
ticular to the group that is being studied (Creswell, 1998). In this sense, developing
an understanding of what is meant by culture s an important preliminary to ethno-
graphic research_ Giddens defined culture as the ‘ways of life of the members of 2
society, or oj‘groups within a society’ (1997. p. 18), pointing out that while society

and culture are diﬁcrmt neither ope would exist without the other. This reinforces
the central role of culture i Providing a context

meaningtully with one another in socig] relationshj

privacy and surveillance, etiquette
and bullying and harassment i
phones have been designe
way could be said to reflec
For these reasons, re

in which humans can interact
Ps within a society. In this sense
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Iture is what binds us together as social animals and enables us to understand
ja tur'f ’S- I by others. To have a culture in common with someone else is to
s unti(,rs't(i‘(fLLiﬂc-itinn based on common understandings of a set of particular
o . Shar-cd(::i(‘rntr s‘il;ulurlv explains culture as that which enables humans to as-
(lmt‘”mi;‘; on: :-1110\t|1cr thniough systems of shared meaning making. He describes
;;n:;tus:r;es of ‘webs of significance’ (1973, p. 5) created by humans through their
JJI'iI?hlL::-t S:fit::i]:]ium of culture are useful for f:thnogr.aphers,. since they Prowde con-
texts in which ethnographic work can take Place. lt-IS posmb]e Fo—]fozushon any or;e
of the multitude of cultural practices found in a socwty,_wh{ch inclu E‘H ow;peosle
dress, their patterns of working life, how they pursue their !e1sure as we ;}5; ow : e
artefacts or designed objects reflect particular ctlltur?l prfiCthBS or value?. h15 nom}:n
of culture as an accumulation of interconnected social dlscogrsels suggests the rnf?t -
ods by which a society might be understood through exploring its cultural p(;acu]ces.

Oﬁering a definition of culture that is based on how pat.terns of meanings develop
and are shared through the symbols maintained by a Pamcular groupkalf‘({opens ul;e)
new possibilities for defining cultural groups. People in the sanlle‘ workp at.e,hpec::n-
in the same profession, people who engage in similar leisure acthtles are eac rnhare
bers of a particular cultural group, and through their shared social dlscourses; y
acommon identity. Of course they are also members of other cultura.l grolups! as!f.
for example on their shared language, shared geography or shared natlcrnahtyl.( nt 1:
sense, every individual is a member of the multiple cultural g_roups thdt' me;] e up‘_
society. FOr’many people, their culture is invisible. They are so fmmersed in tT; prilit-
tices of the culture to which they belong that it is imperceptible to the.m. : i:gs
nificance of practices in defining and maintaining a culture can be seen in t_; ti:’y
that members of subcultures—groups of individuals who share 8 commonl_;eggige
and whose cultural practices explicitly present a challenge to social norr]:ls( y mc_.
1979)—communicate their identification with the subcultfil’le‘throzg] SU:;‘a Euse
fcesas distinctive physical appearance, preferred leisure activities and anfm sg g
that is impenetrable and exclusionary to outsiders, To use Bourdieu’s terms,
roups create their own social and cultural capital. i e

By exploring in detail specific social or cultural group, a key aim Oex ol
PYY 1810 try to understand how individual members of a cu‘lltural gfo}‘:gs E)cus *
that culture, Creswell (2008) emphasizes the ethnographic rese::ihr‘cthe o
Patterns of dajly living. Ethnographers often aim to look benlea o
Cultura] Practices to examine how particular features of the cu tu.re l-cenm] o
“YPeriences of individual members: in Armstrong’s WOI:dS. ex_Pl?"nin o
tons about the nature of human existence’ (2008, p. 55). B]mki:legmethods 2
+ “veryday ife ethnographic researchers increasingly employ R o mch
“opology to conduct ethnographies in many settings that are
. "mrkplatt‘S, hospitals and schools. 05

For Xample, to return to the bench project (see Chapteﬁces i3
eler chapter, ap ethnographic study of the cultural prac

introduced in an
ed with
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shopping might €Xpose some underlying values about who does or does not gy,
the right to sit down in a shopping centre, and for how long, Questions ghoyt the
benches that address quantity, type and placement lead to deeper questions aboyt
the purpose of the shopping centre: is jt business or pleasure? If pleasure, they s
might be likened to a park, where benches are everywhere and sitting on them js,
normal part of the cultura] practice of visiting a park. If busine

an unnecessary luxury and should only be provided for temporary rest.

Fa shopping centre, we migh
of pleasure. The bright lights, the
sh flowers wafting from open shop
all suggest this is a place of pleasure
hopping centre is business. Everyone

selling and the spectacle is illusory
designed to entjce the buyer to spend money. With this perspective, benches are

soothing music, the fragrances of coffee or fre
doors, the spectacle of beautiful thin gs to buy
not business. But of course the purpose of the s

> HI€Y encourage people to stay in one
buy something they didn’t intend to, S
ovide benches, an ethnographic perspec-
tive will provide different insights into the task and enable a much more informed
outcome based on 4 deeper Understanding of the cultural practices that have grown
up around the day-to-day €xperiences of visiting a shopping centre.

Methodological concems
While anthropological research and ethnographj(; research differ somewhat i

terms of their broad Purposes, both use simjar methods to conduct the research
.In this book the word methods is used to refer to the strategies or practices used
ology is used to mean the analysis or study of the
r methods have developed: and epistemology refers
nd what Constitutes reality.

ncerns surrounding methodological practices in f‘fh‘
e work of anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski. We

The following account of cq
nographic research draws on th
have used this €xample to ]|
a culture when jt ;

hn“’\ Malinowskj’ Perspective leads him to interpret the behaviour ol
the A:slandcrs in a culturally specific way: ip, other words, he reads the islanders’ be
ha.wour through the lens of his own cultyra] experience’s. Using the terminology of
d to aPproach his research reflexively: he did not take

10N as 3 researcher jtself shaped the research, nor did he
ame the way he understood the society he
While the discussion of Mal
research, as yoy read it think
a design problem un-refle

inowski's work relates specifically to practices ';
: about the risks for designers of failing to approac
ively, or without taking account of how their habitus
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ss, then benches ane

; the way they understand the world. The economic failure of the Sinclair €5
s | electric vehicle (Adamson & Kennedy, 1986) could be attributed
;‘JuLln.vp(-]wirrt:k- 1: Li: of reflexive understanding of the limitations of his worldview,
e il r- :sLtI n;‘ithcr an understanding of the influences of the powerful road
#+s }-1—0[1; (;I:til:-l.a;um industry on the marketability of the vehicle, nor a recognition
o I}J e on consumer choice of the culturally framed association between
- vm--tr:l;]:]: and social prestige. In other words, the failure of the Sinclair C5
B ][:j“ malartlbc attributed to the designer’s habitus, which led him to understand
;}11‘:-] LI{‘]!:}:IHCK{ product in isolation from the field of its potential usecfI 'I:o be c‘fff:;;
tive in the global marketplace, designers need to be able to make ju gtmen‘ts t af
look beyond their own narrow viewpoints and ta_ke account of the p;:rsgectgelsl(é
others from different cultural, economic and.socza‘ll backgrounds (Salva orl,(j e
Anderson, 1999). As the following account of Malinowski’s work shows, taking ac-
count of others’ perspectives is not as easy as might appea‘r. "

Malinowski’s best-known research was conducted while living on the re-rr:tl')tg
Trobriand Islands in the Pacific. Here, he developed the form of ﬁelfi\l.vork h.e Lah e
participant observation. In this method, ‘researchAers become pamaﬁan}:stlr;) t be::-'
own right in the culture and practices of the society. It was expectei t a] y .
coming an accepted member of the group, the researcher could gain a oseban
intimate understanding of the points of view of those obseweq. Part1c1lpant o SEF
vation requires intensive, long-term observation and partic'ipatmf], maklbng usilon:
roup of associated methods such as individual and group mt,erwewsf 0 sen}ableol !
the collection of life narratives, and records of the researcher’s experience o .dul]g
 participant in the society. Malinowski’s research methods have since been widely
adopted and developed by ethnographers. iy

Malinowski's diaries are instructive in revealing a key mtho‘do ngﬁ hpd m
lem with Participant observation. Using an example from the diaries, pu fts ecaus
I‘"i"—‘t“'ﬂm)’-fi\-'c years after his death—and what Geertz.(1988] ‘therekci!,re -
that backstage masterpiece of anthropology’ that sits behind Mallnowi s tPthe
lished, ‘officia] account of his research, Geertz explores a problem that lies a
heart of the Practice of participant observation.

On the whole the v llage struck me rather unfavorably. There is a Cenomhdls:c[i-
ganization . the r liness and persistence of the peop‘e Who}lOUg Oh

Slare and lie discouraged me somewhat. Went fo the village hoping fo pho-
'ograph a few st 4k of the bara dance. | handed out halfsticks of tobacco,
"r..;,. ';’\a'{].':"f':rarf he dances: then took pictures—but the results were poor.

~ ; : ments | was furi

"hey would not pose long enough for time exposures. At mOT_ of tobacco
i T i i rfions

0Us at them particularly because after | gave them their po

they qll went away. (1988 p. 75)

; ) was never in-
_“hl!c this €tract (which is 3 very small part of a very lar-ge tﬂ?ﬂ the possibili-
_‘md(‘d O publication it nevertheless raises important C?lfuontsobserver- The diary
" and the limitations inherent in the role of the participan
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extract clearly betrays the researcher’s own highly subjective response to the pegp)
he was living with, and reminds us of the contradictions intrinsic to the reseaf:l:p :
situation as both participant and observer.

These contradictions are partly methodological. In such a conflicting positio
under what conditions is it possible to be both inside and engaged with the evenz
that are observed, and at the same time located outside and detached from them?
This contradiction continues to perplex ethnographers. There is also an epistemo;
logical dimension, since ethnographers must ask whose reality it is that they are
experiencing. To develop this problem further it must be asked to what extent
the subjective viewpoint captured in the diaries limits both the research proces
(what was seen and what was not seen because of this limited perspective) and the
research product. How does the researcher’s perspective finally colour the officid
text wherein the research is reported? In other words, whose po-int of view is repre-
sented in the final research, and how, as readers, do we know?
FonT::sol:a::hfir;;ch)? tt(;1 t;mr :;_h;::]lj quebs.tion; by what right d.oes the researcher spealf
it y vir su J?cts. A‘.s Tedlock pgmts out, 'cthnographenli
!  emby within [our emphasis] their field experiences’ so that ‘all of their
1nteraFt10ns involve moral choices’ (2003, p. 165). Much recent critique of ethno-
graphic practices focuses around this ethical problem, or what Denzin and Lincoln
(2008) call the ‘crisis of representation’. ,
resgﬁ: ;:;:c;(: nr;‘s‘ol;es\f:ga;i;)\:h Necessary it is to engage reflexively in the process of

at these concerns render ethnographic research im-

' t way of framing ethnographic research
e e oo b e i
er's subjectivity, and to build that understanding

er's

diaries, what - Gl hat, in relation to Malinowski’s
) we take issue with is not his attitudes to the islanders but his lack of

reﬂe * . - - L.
Spec:cil:;t:(hthat i:_-d to his misrecognition/lack of consciousness of the particular per
oty roug kwh:ch he understood the field of his research
; .
s isn::r (1_973, 1988) has been influential in drawing attention to the
nography’ Hisre"t in th'e practices of participant observation and in ‘doing eth-
4 Perspectives on the disciplines of anthropology and ethnography

feanings are not immediately apparent to people who
ar socially established codes used to convey meaning

is concerned with und rt..z, 1973, p. 5).As an intellectual activity, ethnograph.“
hderstanding meanings through examining what people in cuk

tures d() to convi =
€y meaning. O s ; :
surface of a text. 8 Of course meaning is not immediately apparent at the

Geertz points

bols or texts one is involved in pickin
eénces and implication’ (1973,p.7)

2 particular event exists in the backgroun.d to (for example prior to, or in anotber
place than) the actual event under scrutiny. Hence the role of ethnographers in-
cludes explicating the significance of a particular event or observation on the basis
of what else has been observed or discovered in the background. This is further
complicated by the fact that the only information we have access to is that which
our research participants (or ‘informants’) have been able to lead us to understand.
As Geertz says, while ‘it is not necessary to know everything in order to understand
something’ (1973, p. 20), the notion that we can only ever have a partial under-
standing of cultural or social meanings does mean that ethnographic work at best is
a series of educated guesses.

The role of the ethnographer in this process is complex, since it is not possible to
reproduce in its entirety the experience of engaging with a particular culture. Hence
researchers must, from the outset, take into account the particular perspective from
which they are to understand the culture they observe, and maintain a reflexive
stance as they engage in the interpretation and representation of the culture. This
requires the researcher to constantly step into and step away from the culture ob-
served. It also requires one to take account of the ways the researcher thinks about
and understands the culture which is as important as taking account of what is
unmasked about the culture itself.

As this discussion has shown, ethnographers cannot remove themselves from
their observations. Since researchers’ interpretations and observations of other peo-
ple are permeated with the researchers’ own worldviews and personal perspectives,
there can be no ‘innocent’ observations. However, this is not to say that a researcher
should give up on observation as a method for gathering information. Rather, it sug-
gests that the identity of the researcher becomes a central concern that should be
thought about and reflected on throughout the research process. Dunne, Pryor and
Yates are explicit about this. They suggest that since the researcher is ‘always a.nd
inevitably biasing the research . . . what becomes important is an aspect of reflexw-'
ity, that identity issues are seen as problematic and discussed in the research report
(2005, p. 61). o

Debates about the role of the researcher have led to significant s_hlﬁs in how
ethnographies have been conceptualized. Concerns about the colonizing practices
of some ethnographic research (hooks, 1990) and concerns about the legitimacy

| i i ice’ earch sub-
of research, where a researcher in a position of power ‘gives voice t;) ges i
‘ . - eS
oo Who are in 4 relationship of powerlessness or subordination, led r .
1 class when conducting

0 take particular notice of issues of gender, race and socia e
research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Such concerns have not only alerte rf:;m of
€78 10 the potentially oppressive practices associated with the ethnOCIEH o
an observer of a culture that is different from their own, they have aiso °Pch g
"P possibilities for researchers from marginalized or mino-rity POSIE"IZS;:: o
Women, people of colour or indigenous researchers, to step into the fhie
¢t research about members of their own social or cu :
OWn right. Added to this is the impact on ethnographic practices O

Jtural background in their
f the end of

I
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colonialism, described by Geertz (1988) as having ‘altered radically the natyre of
the social relationship between those who ask and look and those who are asked
and looked at’ (p. 131).

Typical ethnographic methods are participant observation and in-depth inter.
viewing, which lead to the creation of ‘thick’ descriptions of the cultural practices
being observed. In early examples of ethnographic research, these strategies for col-
lecting data were thought of as ways an outside observer might come to know ap-
other culture as an insider might know it. In other words, there was an expectation
that participation would lead to a direct or realistic understanding of the experi-
ences of others, through researcher participation in the culture and practices studied.
However, as ethnographic practices developed over time, so too did the recognition
that such depictions of a culture, no matter how rich and detailed, could not com-
municate the reality of a particular culture directly. What was communicated was
the researcher’s interpretation of the reality of the cultural experience.

Recognition of this insurmountable problem—that any depiction of a culture
could only take place from the limited perspective of the observer—led to shiftsin
ethnographic practices and purposes. Ethnographic strategies began to be seen as
methods to better understand the events, social interactions and experiences that
take place in social and cultural contexts, by taking the social and cultural contexts
into consideration. This is why we advocate the use of ethnographic methods to
help us understand how individuals act within the particular social world that they
are part of, and how the behaviour, values and understandings of an individual or
group are related to their broader social and cultural context. Researchers often
adopt ethnographic methods, even when they are not engaged in true ethnographic
research. Doing this enables researchers to foreground the context-specific nature
of the research, by acknowledging that ‘social action and human experience are....
highly contextualised’ (Carspecken, 1996, p. 25).

New ethnographies

olved participant observation and long-term cul-
culture) are now conducted less often. In the con-

4
Classic ethnographies (which iny
tural immersion in an unfamiliar
text of a post-colonial, globalize

Yet the strategies developed by
fied by researchers to the exte
influenced and informed in s
exotic settings has largely b
and much is still to be le
how does it operate and
workplace, or when the
group within a larger cy]

early ethnographers have been adopted and modi-
nt that most research in the social realm has been
ignificant ways by ethnographic practices. Fieldwork i
een replaced by research in local, more familiar settings
arned by asking questions such as what is this culture like,
what are its characteristic practices when the setting is 2

research participants are members of a minority cultural
tural or social setting,

There has also been a shift in the goals of ethnograph).r, from interpretzlatioln.to cri-
tique. In critical eth nography, researchers assume a c‘onﬂ1ct b‘et“.re.en the 1nd1v1d9al s
lifeworld and the system, in which the system colonizes the mdwlu%ual and relations
between the individual and the system have br:‘)ker.l .down. Critical e.thnogra-phy
explores facets of the relationship between the.- individual and tl.IE? wider society,
recognizing that there is a political dimension in all research. Critical resear.chers
aim to explore issues of power and the marginalization of social groups, wanting to
achieve social change and social justice. i

The Fuel from the Fields project does just this, by finding alternatives to c?ohng
fuels such as wood, charcoal or dung. These biofuels are used traditionallly in ma-
jority world communities but are both damaging to the health of mdl?flduals and
have a negative environmental impact (Smith, 2007). This project did not only
seek to find alternative fuel sources, it also recognized how important it was f(.?r
the people involved in producing and selling the fuels to be able to m?intain t}.'IEIr
livelihoods, and so incorporated their perspectives into the final design solution.
Smith was well placed to do this because of her prior experience as a member
of the Peace Corps in Botswana, where she lived alongside the villagers and par-
ticipated in the same routine tasks such as carrying water and pounding sorghur‘n
into flour, until she felt ‘the ache in my back’. These experiences gave ’her‘ a
critical understanding’ of the need for designers to gain a good understanding of
the contexts in which they are designing and of the people using their products
(Smith, 2007, p. 30). Smith’s prior experiences not only gave her a sound t.mder-
standing of the field in which she was designing, they also changed her habitus as
a designer.

Critical ethnography has also opened up possibilities for research conducted ;:Y
members of minority or marginalized communities. The practice of ethnogﬁ-ip y
has given opportunities for feminists, gays and lesbians, members of cultural m::or—
ity or culturally hybrid groups, and third and fourth world researchers to make eir
voices heard by writing about their own cultures and communities. Out of t?;e cr.m-
cal concern that research conducted on behalf of the ‘other’ risks further si en;mri
of marginalized individuals has grown an acknowledgement that when. rle;eaftcm ::s'
use the research process to speak for themselves, there is greater potential for

formation and empowerment.

Autoethnography is a further offshoot of ethnographic resfearCh' re.ﬂect":ig li:f(;
an interest in individual lifeworlds and the valuing of mdiﬂdualh:mcelf? li:lto the
“Xperience. In autoethnography, the researcher writes herself or msl:-' i
text, and the ethnographic focus is the researcher’s culture and his or -

; rimary data source’ (Patton,
thnography that forms
is not to write an
rcher to make his
d may include

it. Here, the researcher’s own experiences become ‘a p
2002, p, 86). Increasingly, researchers will create an autfle
Part of the final research text, even though the broad intent
3Utoethnography_ Such autoethnograpic sections enable the g
or her Perspectives explicit (including their values and ideologies), an

pe———
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explorations of researcher identity as a way to make obvious the relationship be.
tween the researcher, the context and the individuals that he or she is researching,

Methods in ethnographic research: observation

Observation is a key strategy for research in the social realm, and is particularly
important for ethnographers. As we discussed earlier, observation is a strategy that
enables researchers to engage with and observe the field that is the focus of their re-
search. In other words, it is a strategy for ‘going out and getting close to the activities
and everyday experiences of other people’ (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995, p. 1) and
enables a researcher to become ‘immersed’ in the research setting. Observation has
been described as the ‘most comprehensive of all types of research strategies’ (Pat-
ton, 2002, p. 21). It helps researchers to put together a detailed picture of what goes
on before, during and after a particular event, and enables them to take account of
multiple perspectives. In this sense, it is more capable of capturing the complexity
of experiences than other approaches such as interviews. For ethnographers, it is
the key to understanding the bigger picture context in which particular individuals
engage in particular events or particular practices.

It is important to point out that ethnographers rarely use observations alone in
their research, and often supplement observation data with interview texts, doc-
uments or other artefacts to enrich, clarify and validate their observations. Such
bricolage, where the researcher uses a multiplicity of data collection methods and
combines them in creative and innovative ways as the research evolves, is com-
monplace in qualitative research (Patton, 2002). Observation and interviewing are
particularly complementary methods, with observations providing the wide-angle
viewpoint that is then given more focus through interviews. We explore interview-
ing in depth in Chapter 7 in connection with our discussion of narrative research.
At this point, it is useful to remind you that the intention for this book is not to
provide recipes or suggest a formulajc approach to the selection of methods for re-
search, but rather to present possibilities from which you can make some informed
decisions. Your choice of methods will be based on the decisions you make about
the nature of the problem, your choice of questions and the particular needs of your
research project. If these decisions are well made, then at a fundamental level your
methods will find you,

Observers may watch, listen, converse, write, draw, film or take photographs
They may Chot?Se one, several or all of these approaches to record what they ob-
:’f}:igzs:l:";i’;: h:l: :rl;ey role in orienting the researcher to the. particu]aritiﬁz 0:
data sources that :ill hel e::{tc? e e Observatlc?n.then e ?v
goal. Observation notes 2 'dress' "ht‘_ fesearcb . Oné
p resear;c)l:ow e rich information that, when used to elaborate an

report, enhances the researcher'’s credibility and helps

e final research text (Dunne, Pryor &

the reader engage with and make sense of th

Yates, 2005; Patton, 2002). When making decisions about how to observe and what
to collect, it is worth remembering that these resources will later be used to create
the final research text. This text will be crucial in helping the reader to connect
with the setting, the people and the research, and can take many forms includ-
ing performance, life history and poetry (Denzin, 2003). Designers will want to
consider innovative ways to present their final research, and may have in mind the
form of the final research text when making decisions about what to collect during

observations.

Observer roles: some possibilities

While the core principle behind Malinowski’s use of participant observation
remains—to enable the researcher to establish close and sustained connec-
tions with the people and the cultural setting and thereby to achieve a deeper
understanding—it is now widely acknowledged that there can be different levels
of connection between the researcher and the research setting. Total immersion
in the setting is not always necessary for research to be credible. Different conti-
nua have been suggested to show the range from complete participation to non-
involved, pure observation (see Ary, Jacobs & Sorensen, 2010; Dunne, Pryor &
Yates, 2005). Non-participant observers do not attempt to develop a close famil-
iarity with the setting, but instead take on a slightly detached role in their obser-
vations and do not attempt to take part in the actual experiences (Ary, Jacobs &
Sorensen, 2010, pp. 432-433). This is the difference between a researcher wh‘o,
#s part of a research project to explore collaboration, works as a team member in
4 design studio (a full participant) and a researcher who visits the design s.tudlo
to observe aspects of collaboration but never works alongside the other d.eszgners
(a fon-participant). Clearly while each approach could be valuable (and its value
would depend on the particular research question), each researcher would. collect
very different data depending on the nature of their immersion in the. setting.

However, if both researchers were designers as well—in a sense mSldeﬁ ““&ti'"“
the culture of design practice—their experiences would be differ.ent 3Samkn m
those of researchers (outsiders) who had never worked in design. It is now ;c C:::
?edEEd that the role of participant observer is not exclusive to researchers w t: C:’the
" outsiders to a setting or cultural group that is unfamiliar to them, but cxaisu'n
Strategy is equally valuable for those who are insiders by virtu‘e of their dimerf
Membership of the culture that is being researched. Thus, there . o ﬁ_;rtl;er or field
o0 to participant observation, when the researcher is an insider in - ﬁﬁtuent.
of cultura] practices of which the particular research setting is a small co

Observer roles: some cautions
There are advantages and disadvantages in both insider s'nd outst::f acceptance of
fesearchers may have more credibility and may more readily gain
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other research participants. Similarly, when the research setting encompasses groups
of people who are marginalized from mainstream society, as would be the cage if
research participants were members of a minority cultural group such as indig.
enous peoples or refugees, an inside observer would avoid the potentially oppressiye
practices associated with having an observer who was a member of the dominant
culture. However, observing a research setting as an insider reduces considerably the
potential for fresh insights, as much of the setting that would seem new and differ-
ent to an outsider will escape an insider's attention. Insider researchers need to be
particularly aware of the need to problematize commonsense perspectives and to
try to see the familiar as if it were strange. The outside observer, while having the
advantage of approaching an unfamiliar setting with fresh eyes, also risks focusing
attention on what is novel or exotic to them and so losing sight of the everyday
experiences. There are thus different challenges associated with making the familiar
strange, and making the strange familiar.

Observation is at its core a reflexive process, since the ‘very process of observing
becomes loaded with the [researcher’s] theories of the world’ (Dunne, Pryor &
Yates, 2005, p. 67). No matter whether the researcher is observing from inside,
outside or from a place in between, observations are neither value-neutral nor ob-
jective. An observer’s existing perspectives will unconsciously shape his or her ob-
servations, by predisposing the observer to take notice of those events that fit within
his or her frame of reference. Dunne, Pryor and Yates (2005) point out that besides
the planned research questions formulated by researchers, they are also likely to
have ‘tacit’ questions in play that unconsciously shape what they see to be impor
tant. This does not mean that observations are useless as research data, but simply
that it is important to contextualize the observations in terms of both the research-
ers’ theoretical orientation and their practical perspectives. This is why we advocate
the use of reflexive records in which researchers show how they recognize and take
account of the limitations of their perspective, and that in the final research ‘text
(whatever form it takes) the researcher’s positioning is made clear. The nature of
these limitations also suggests the importance of making modest claims in the final
research text, and avoiding drawing conclusions that attempt to make a final state-
ment about the research question. The conclusions should be capable of adding t0
existing understandings while at the same time leaving open possibilities for other
researchers to make further interpretations and extend those understandings.

to participate more naturally in the day-to-day act!'\’"
involve taking on a volunteer role in a design practicé
as an office space or school.
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In all cases it is important to negotiate the nature of the_ Participation and the
-onduct of the observation, to obtain permission from participants to ensure thalt
ml:l lt kes place is both useful and appropriate for the research, and to follow ethf-
:al ;traitic:es Similarly, ethical considerations rule out <_:0ve"rt obfervation u;heln 1:nch-
viduals are going to be observed closely. In every ca‘se it will be unportagt o bm or;g
people that you are observing them, unless the size of the group to be o ser\]f :
makes this impractical or unnecessary (e.g. if the focu:f of the observation is peop esli
movement through a building). It is worth rememl?ermg tha't you are observul\g I;.-a
people, and that your presence and your observation practices will have at least a

small impact on their lives.

Observation strategies

The collection of data through observation is a dynamic process. Data COl}]lect;;n
usually begins with a wide focus, which is then successively’ narrowed'so t aF e
researcher finds out more and more about less and less until a satu:ratwn pgmt. is
achieved. At this point the data stops giving rise to new insights but mst:::ctis egl'r:]s
to reconfirm what has already been established. Sometimes the focus shl ag]al '
as new questions arise and new observation contexts or focuses su%ggest t em;: \:::
‘Wide-angle’ data collection often starts before the research‘ project even ngh
as the researcher’s life experiences lead to informal observations z?bout a resczlz? s
problem or a research context. Personal journals, notes and reflections lt:n :z:e;:fh
can all form part of such preliminary observations. And often when }t, Eims) .
has a link to a professional context, the two dimensi0ns.—pts‘rsonalﬁ(lll:n't a,-emember
professional (or field)—inform one another repeatedly. It is use o o s
that the research process will not be linear and static but always has ff!apm-w s
shift direction in response to changing conditions or the emergence o g i

It is tempting to think that observation is a simple, natural activity. oo
isn't that what we do when we sit in cafés and people 'watCh?dHow::rea]nly i
(2002) reminds us, purposeful observation is not something S !:;e = lis.ten i
it brings into play a range of complex capabilities such. as bemﬁ . e eifoiten
Pay attention, having the ability to write focused des.cnp_tlons, exnsg iyt
what is important from a mass of fleeting and conflicting u:nprt:S;loﬂr, onildauphs
that being conscious of both the strengths and the limitations of ou

— eeded if we are
tives. Some degree of prior experience and careful planning will be n

iti i bservation. We suggest
' make the fullest use of the opportunities provided by o i Mgl DS

Practising by closely observing family or friends (with permission),
on the comings and oings on a street. FERpT—

Dunne, Pl‘sﬂr andeates (2005, pp. 56-57) recomn.ler.td the use a;n 8 o ke e
When making observation notes, with detailed deSCﬂ’PUO“st;Ppn?ght. Such records
hand side and commentary and interpretations appearing on ri;g events sccurs tely
quickly become extremely complex, and techniques f?r C:Etﬂ&archﬂ.s e
heed to be developed alongside techniques for recording the
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reflections and emerging ideas. Examples of other people’s observation notes cap
also be studied for a sense of the level of detail that is useful (see Creswell, 2008
p. 224; Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995; Patton, 2002, p. 304). It is a useful strate-g],j
to look over field notes as soon as possible to check that they make sense and add
comments or elaborate while the experience is fresh in your memory.

In every case you must have some overall plan for the different stages in the
process of observation, such as how you will choose the site, how you will gain
access, what different levels of engagement you will have and when and how to fin.
ish (see example in Creswell, 2008, p. 225). Different research needs will require
different levels of planning. While using a preplanned observation schedule can
lead a researcher to missing something important when it does not fall within the
scope of the schedule (Dunne, Pryor & Yates, 2005), it is useful to develop a series
of general ‘sensitizing concepts’ to organize and guide the research (Patton, 2002,
p- 278). Even short periods of observation will generate vast amounts of data, and
when time is a constraint it is practical to devise a means of maintaining a focus
In the final section of this chapter, where some examples of research projects are
outlined, some related sensitizing concepts are suggested that could be used to help
frame the observations.

As you spend time in the research setting, you will come to know well the peo-
ple you are observing. As the research progresses, you may find that the process
continues beyond the formal data collection period as you bump into participants
regtlllarly and become drawn in to the natural interactions that take place in the
setting where you are observing, Although such opportunistic interactions may not
have formed part of your planned observations, they nevertheless will be invalu-
able. Throughout the period of data collection (and beyond), it will be useful to
keep . research journal to record ‘thick’ descriptions (Neuman, 2000) of naturally
occusring data (Silverman, 2001) such as conversations, encounters and your own
reflections on these experiences, Extracts from the research journal can be included
st ch da@, ‘for example to give a sense of your personal contact and involve-
ment with participants.
mazzfl’?zﬁ:c'::;ﬁ:;::}:sowbto conduct observations and how to use the inf;:
methodological questions, § ahom m'f‘tho-:%—are it merely pr.actlcal ok : h
PR s identitigl:s :: questions incorporate the poh’t?cal context, Wh:;'.
ool porkien T it reseiarchers/demgners an.d as individuals and our o II
positions—how we think we ;c:e P s epistamologics anq ontOIOBlclz
to be known. So in thinkin a:;e t(.:»hkﬂow t.h : WOl'.ld, 80e whiat e?dSts S r
overarching methodologicalgst o Ew B Saiian, e take dnto accou Uur
ke 4k ance, ;:r ich includes the kinds of data Fhat fit it
over which the research 1. ]:Iiants who would be most appropriate, the time peri

e uld be conducted and why a d so on.

The political context at both (RN, th-
odological decisioun W};o oy macro and micro levels, links back to outi nTetht
problem and i e right to speak about this issue, who ‘owns

ices should be heard are all political questions. Then 04

e

identities as people and as researchers further inform our methodological decisions.
Is the designer or researcher uppermost in our thinking as we plan the research?
How might our interests as a designer be reflected in the final research product, and
how will this in turn influence how we go about recording our observations? Given
our particular identities, are there individuals among the research participants to
whom we will relate well, or badly, and how will this affect the research? And what
ethical considerations flow from our answers to these questions? And finally, but not
least, what do we think it is possible to know, and what are the limits to our know-
ing this? As our research takes shape, methodological considerations will continue
to inform everything we do.

To end this section on observation, we turn to an example of a research text that
has been produced as the result of observations by a design teacher over the period
of a year. We do not have access to the observation texts that Szenasy collected dur-
ing that year. Observation notes are not usually published, although extracts from
them will form part of the final research text. Here Szenasy’s final text reveals both
the identity of the researcher/teacher/designer and the shifting attitudes of the de-
signers in her class to the idea that ‘the creative professions make a huge difference
in the ways we live’ (Szenasy, 2003, p. 20).

Beginning with a brief account of one design student’s dismissal of sustainability
as ‘not my issue’, Szenasy charts the progress over the year of her students who at
start are ‘sceptical, even cynical’ (p. 21) about the possibility of individual design-
ers being able to resist the ‘throw away culture’ to which we are enslaved. Through
gradual exposure to film, text and the ideas and practices of designers who deliber-
ately worked against the grain of the majority culture, the students’ attitudes begin
to change and individuals begin to put forward arguments in their own right about
the immorality of certain practices they have encountered in the observations of
design practices.

Szenasy traces in some detail the subtle and complex shifts in perspective of the
members of the class, and thus uses her observation records to explore possibilities
for cultural change in her class of student designers. Her final text is part polemic
butalso part research report that has the potential in its turn to suggest strategies for
other teachers of design who wish to challenge their students’ perspectives. Her ap-
proach exemplifies the point that ‘a narrative approach to observation, being there,
Provides many opportunities for establishing critical empathy’ (Dunne, Pryor &
Yates, 2005, p. 71). By being there, the researcher herself becomes part of the re-
earch and is no longer a detached, objective observer.

Ethnography for research in design

es of research problems in
uced. We look first at the
ho is trying to build a design

N :
du Vhrmg this chapter to a close some further exampl
©sign that invite an ethnographic approach are introd
Xperiences of Kayo, an emerging fashion designer w
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business in a regional city. She is looking for a niche market for her designs and has
noticed that the market for glamorous gowns is a healthy one, particularly amopg
young women sixteen to eighteen years old who readily spend large amounts of
money on dresses for the school ball or prom. As a designer Kayo feels that the
choices available to young women are very limited, with the designs more appro-
priate for older women, celebrities or socialites. She herself resisted the pressure to
conform by dressing in a man’s suit at her own schoo] ball. She decides to research
the cultural and social practices associated with the buying of the school ball gown,
with the aim of identifying a niche for her work as a designer of alternatives to the
traditional satin and pastel confections,

In making this choice, Kayo is exploring the relationship between her habitus
(which includes her ideas about fashion) and the field (which contains a particular
set of cultural practices—in this instance the practices associated with choosing a
ball gown). However, the cultural practices of gown buying are themselves consti-
tuted by broader cultural practices within the wider society. These practices are
shaped by values and ideologies such as the nature of femininity and how clothing
reflects this, the importance of conformity and the role of the school ball as a rite of
passage for young women, Kayo’s design and research practice is therefore located
within a set of cultural Practices that are constituents of the wider society of which
she is a part. For these reasons, an ethnographic research approach would be well
suited to Kayo's design problem.

The project Design for the Other 90% (Smithsonian Institution, 2007) is another
example of the usefulness of an ethnographic approach to the solution of design
problems. The project was established out of a desire to address the fact that around
90 per cent of the world’s population have minimal access to the kinds of products
and services that members of the minority world take for granted (Smithsonian Insti
tution, 2007). The project brought together a group of designers who were interested
in finding creative solutions to the challenges of findin g innovative and low-cost solu-
tions to this problem. In one Project, designer Mohammed Bah Abba (2007) based
his solution to a practical design problem on his knowledge of cultural practices s
well as on his knowledge of design. The design solution—the ‘pot-in-pot cooler'—is

foods from the market. Wi

th no means to store perishable foods, the girls had t0
make daily trips to the mar y '

7S kets to buy and sell produce such as mangoes and onions
¢ prevented them from 80ing to school. The designer had used such pots a4

::u ::j in rural Nigeria, for Water storage, and because of his familiarity with this cul-
Practice as well as hjs framing of the problem in terms of its social and cultursl
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dimensions, he was able to further d‘evelop‘the traditional technology to 'enable
the pots to be used more widely and -fnr a wider range of purposes‘. Now, .Wlth the
pot-in-pot cooler widely available again and ah?e to be used for storing a wide range
of produce, the girls of the local villages have time to go to school.. :

The possibilities for using ethnographic approaches to research in design are nu-
merous. We now suggest in brief some further ideas to show how ethnographic ap-
proaches might be applied to research in three specialist areas in design. The areas
are fashion and textiles, interior design and handcrafts. In each case we identify a pos-
sible research focus and frame a research problem, then suggest some focus questions
and sensitizing concepts, recommend appropriate methods for data collection and
analysis, indicate the type of data that would result, suggest what type of research
tvxl'm1ght be produced and indicate who might benefit from the proposed research.
We follow this pattern in each of the chapters on research methodologies, by offer-
ing brief sketches of possible research projects drawn from different specialist areas
in dvsign and using the methodological approach that is the focus of each chapter.

Questions for reflection

For all researchers whose aim is to understand cultural practices there are key
questions:

What are some strategies for taking account of our ideological positioning?

Are ethnographers who share the cultural, class, gender, race backgrounds of those re-

searched betier placed fo experience participants’ experiences than those who are stiang-

ers? Or not?

To what extent would an ethnographic approach be appropriate for your research habi-
4. Make a list of the values, experiences, alfitudes and personal views that make up your habi

tus and that might impact on how you plan and conduct your research. ; ool

Where do these prior perspectives come frome Think about personal exPenence,l;;ew

background, personal social context (gender, social class, age and so onl Clﬂiwor r do '-0
& Fovese being observed as part of an ethnographic study, what could the observe

make you feel comfortable about being observed?

FASHION AND TEXTILES

‘“‘"‘h focus: Fashion and cultural identity. ticular subculture’s |
ela rch problem: What are some distinctive features of a
'elation

ship 1o clothing® subcultures, iden-
izing concepts: Users of design, designers, cultural practices,

fity, fashion
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Observe and record examples of how members of the subculture diess.

Conduct open-ended interviews with designers who market clothes for this group, and with
members of the chosen subculure (use focus groups). |

Collect narratives from selected members of the two groups. Use snowball sampling or
invite volunteers from focus groups.

Data collected: Observation noles and illustrations, interview data, personal narratives

Final text: lllusirated ethnographic study.

Who is the research for? Fashion designers working within the avantgarde.

INTERIOR DESIGN

Research focus: Creating a physical and material environment that is conducive fo

srudy.

Research problem: \What are the emotional effects of colour in schools?

Sensitizing concepts: |ser behaviour/preference, social and cultural factors, purpose

and use of space, learming environments.

Methods:

Observe student behaviours in different seftings with different colour use

Conduct openended inferviews with teachers and students to identify perceptions and
preferences.

Use inferviews as baseline data fo develop survey 1o focus in detail on key concepts and
explore veracity of earlier interview data.

Document research and observation: colour use in different settings.

Data collected: Observation nofes, inferview dato and survey data

Final text: Research report that documents research processes and outcomes and pror

vides suggestions for future practice.

Who is the research for? Inte:ior designers, educators.

HANDCRAFTS

m focus: Adaping o minority culfure’s designs for application in ancther cultud

odn.m't ” problem: Given the culiyrql origins of a particular design, is it appropriate 0
- confemporary use by a craftsperson from a different culture®

Desi i ; : fices,
oppropriation. concepts: Designed object, designer, symbolism, cultural prach

""—‘*-—‘——1._1__1__#__“7___ i g

Methods: 1

Museum research —cultural /anthropological evidence of traditional use of designs.
Interviews with custodians of cultural heritage (individual or focus group, as appropriate). ‘

Data collected: ‘
Historical records showing the cultural origins and significance of the design.

Inferview data fo supplement the above.
Final text: An ethnography of the design that locates it within a set of cullural pracfices, |
and includes critical analysis of the appropriateness of its adoptfion. .
Who is the research for? Contemporary designers who intend to adopt the designs |
of any minority culture. ‘

Conclusion

Based on our definitions of the nature of design and the work of the designer, ethno-
graphic approaches have a valuable role to play in research in design. Ethnographic
research enables us to understand more of the broad backdrop of social and cul-
tural contexts within which users of design experience their everyday lives. If we
acknowledge both the need to take account of the social contexts in which design
problems arise and are addressed, and that all design involves the end user of the
designed object or system, the potential of ethnographic research for designers is
obvious, An ethnographic perspective helps identify those features of the designed
object, of the system, and of the work of the designer that require an understanding
of cultural and social practices.

Ethnographic research provides a methodological approach that enables design-
ers to:

Develop an indepth understanding of the social and cultural interactions within which their
OWn practices take place

venify relationships between users’ practices and the broader cultural context;

nderstand how users might engage with designed obiects or systems; gl
“Nderstand how that engagement might be optimized or enhanced or °"e'"°.rwe-ly ted‘
:fd esfricled or nonexistent because of the cultural contexts in which the !JSEF-|5>5”U0 L.
79N 0 variety of perspectives that either confirm, extend or challenge one's exisling prec

“&plions as a designer

! i
Ve €ncourage you to explore some of these possibilities.




