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Ethnography from Anthropology to Design and Beyond 

 Tracing the history of ethnography from its place in anthropology and into its applied 

settings in industry not only exposes the tensions between design and anthropology, but it also 

highlights their similarities and those places where the two disciplines are aligned. Designers 

create their products to be used by people – anthropologists study those people. The 

ethnographer can collect data for use in anthropology or for use in design, but at the most basic 

level his task is the same – preserving information found in the field and communicating 

effectively to a wider audience. However, in order to see how ethnography has been introduced 

to the design setting, its history in anthropology must first be uncovered. 

 Barnard states in History and Theory in Anthropology (2000) that “it is impossible to 

define an exact moment when anthropology begins, but anthropological ideas emerged long 

before the establishment of the discipline” (p.25). Discourse on culture and theories about 

society are familiar and common in the realm of political, philosophical and religious thought 

throughout history. Modern concepts about anthropology formed in the mid-1700s when 

Rousseau put forth the idea that “societies emerged when people began to settle and build huts” 

(Barnard, 2000, p.21). During the birth of society Rousseau believed there was a ‘Golden Age’, 

before jealousy, private property, and inequality. Civilization, he thought, progresses in such a 

way as to exacerbate these inequalities. As a result, he believed that the main purpose of 

government should be “the re-establishment of natural equality” (Barnard, 2000, p.21). In this 

context, anthropology was put forth as a crucial tool with which people could describe, examine, 

and analyze the “savage societies [that] retained some of the attributes of the golden age” 

(Barnard, 2000, p.21), in order to improve their own society. From this position, the discipline of 
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anthropology began to coalesce as a method for studying the qualities of savage societies in 

order to discover lost information about the history of Western society.  

 The idea of anthropology as a way of looking at ‘lost history’ further expanded in the 

1800s when evolutionary theories were becoming more pronounced and “anthropology emerged 

as a distinct branch of scholarship” (Barnard, 2000, p.15). Morgan championed the idea of the 

“classical division between ‘savagery’, ‘barbarism’, and ‘civilization’” (Barnard, 2000, p.38). He 

worked on defining the hierarchy of stages he believed societies eventually passed through, 

stemming from Rousseau’s theories of the ‘Golden Age’ of society. What this structure also did, 

however, was place cultures that were classified as ‘savage’ in the position of being 

developmentally inferior to ‘civilized’ Western society. It also took the stance that all cultures 

would eventually become civilized and resemble Western society – he proposed that it was only 

a matter of time before the ‘savages’ evolved further. The evolutionary standpoint presupposes 

that there is only one correct way that cultures can exist and as a result it sets all things different 

from Western culture as stunted and lacking. 

 As Bateson writes in Naven (1958), Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski shifted from an 

evolutionary perspective on anthropology to a functionalist one, set on “describing culture as a 

whole in such a manner that each detail shall appear as the natural consequence of the remainder 

of the culture” (p.1). They moved beyond examining cultures simply for the sake of recursive 

historical reinforcement and aimed at understanding cultures from the cultures’ own 

perspectives. As Bateson notes, they set out to describe in “analytic, cognitive terms the whole 

interlocking-almost living-nexus which is a culture” (Bateson, 1958, p.2). Barnard agrees that 

while functionalism “had its beginnings in evolutionist thought, it came into its own as an 
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anthropological perspective” (2000, p.78) through the work of Durkheim, Malinowski, and 

Radcliffe-Brown. 

 Durkheim furthered functionalist thought in Les Formes elementaires de la vie religieuse 

in 1912 by looking at religion as a social phenomenon created from the interaction of various 

social structures. Auge states in Non-places (2006) that Durkheim defines the notion of “sacred” 

as “linked to the retrospective element stemming from the alternating character of the feast or 

ceremony” which allows him to align Jewish Passover with veterans’ reunions as equally sacred 

because “they give the participants the opportunity not only to remind themselves of the group to 

which they belong, but also to remember earlier celebrations” (p.59-60). Durkheim’s method is 

to separate the cultural context from the structure of interrelating parts that makes up a society in 

order to see similarity and difference both within a particular culture and across cultures. 

 Malinowski believed that functionalism’s strength was looking at how various social 

structures were created and maintained through the satisfaction of individual needs and the 

“relations between the needs of an individual and the satisfaction of those needs through cultural 

and social frameworks” (Barnard, 2000, p.61). Radcliffe-Brown distinguished himself from 

Malinowski by asserting that he was looking at culture from a structural-functionalist perspective 

and that he was concerned “less with individual actions or needs, and more with the place of 

individuals in the social order, or indeed with the construction of the social order itself” 

(Barnard, 2000, p.61). Both of these perspectives within the Functionalist School place the 

organization of society, its social institutions, and the structure of the society itself as the center 

of interest. While Malinowski looked at individual needs, he was really looking at the needs of 

classes of individuals, rather than unique operators within society – he was less concerned with 

individual people than types of people. Radcliffe-Brown was focused on the overall social order 
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and how that order is constructed and maintained by classes of individuals within the society. 

Neither of these views place individual operators at the center of their point of inquiry, nor do 

they recognize individual agency to those classes of people. 

 Additionally, while Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown move beyond pure evolutionary 

theory, neither of them “denied the importance of evolution” (Barnard, 2000, p.62) in 

anthropology. The presence of evolutionary theory appears in their writing with references to 

savagery, primitive people, and in places where they assert the superiority of Western values 

over the belief systems of those whom they are discussing. Despite these instances, they place 

their emphasis on “contemporaneous societies” (Barnard, 2000, p.62) and focus their theory on 

the role various social structures have within the target society and in that society’s context. 

 Like Durkheim, Levi-Strauss looked at the underlying formation of relationships rather 

than the content. He was more concerned with position and type than with the particular details 

surrounding the circumstances of the point of inquiry. Levi-Strauss was “interested in both the 

internal logic of a culture and the relation of that logic to the structures beyond the culture – the 

structure of all possible structures of some particular kind” (Bateson, 2000, p.120). Barnard 

compares Levi-Strauss’s focus as similar to that of a physicist studying the mathematical 

properties of a crystal. The object of study is “some ideal, perfect crystal” and one “does not find 

an absolutely perfect crystal in nature; one finds it in the mind” (2000, p.127). Levi-Strauss was 

therefore looking at the structure of societies “in the sense of what is in the minds of the people 

with whom the ethnographers work” (Barnard, 2000, p.127) rather than the structure as it related 

to directly to observations he had doing fieldwork. Functionalist methods served to create a 

system that could be used to analyzes culture and break it down into its constituent parts. While 

functionalists believed that culture was greater than just the sum of its parts, their primary 
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concern was the ways in which they were able to analyze and look at how the individual parts 

operated. 

 Bateson’s work grew out of the Functionalist School into an area of its own. His goal in 

writing Naven was “to relate this behavior [the Naven ceremony], not only to the structure and 

pragmatic functioning of the Iatmul culture, but also to its ethos” (Bateson, 1958, p.2). By adding 

in the idea of ethos, Bateson moves away from a strictly functionalist viewpoint and towards an 

interpretivist one. He is concerned with the overall structure and organization of Iatmul society, 

but he is also interested in the ethos – the mind of the culture. He defines ethos specifically as 

“the characteristic spirit, prevalent tone of sentiment of a people or community” (Bateson, 1958, 

p.2). He states that while it is possible to conclude that the “structural position lays down 

possible lines along which a culture may develop, the existence of such lines does not explain 

why the cultures should select them for emphasis. We have demonstrated the existence of the 

lines, but we have still to demonstrate the ‘motive force’ which has caused the culture to run 

along them” (Bateson, 1958, p.82). Bateson is concerned with describing the ‘motive force’ that 

pushes cultures to develop in certain ways over others. In this way he deviates from the 

functional school by resisting the desire to define cultural structures as limited to responses to 

inherent needs or as a result of the need to reinforce the structures themselves. Instead he places 

this ‘motive force’ within the ethos of a culture, so that “all the thinking and feeling which 

occurs in a culture” (Bateson, 1958, p.113) is done by individuals. Once an ethos is established 

amongst a group of people, it has just as much power in shaping actions as need-based behavior. 

Bateson’s method was to first look at one aspect of Iatmul culture and then another until he had 

built layers of analysis up to the point of being able to describe the Naven ceremony from a 

holistic perspective. He uses various anthropological approaches as a starting point for his 
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analysis of the Iatmul people as a way to disentangle ideas in order to unpack the thickly 

embedded meaning and structures behind why the Naven ceremony presents itself in its own 

particular way within Iatmul culture. 

 In a similar way to Bateson’s Naven, Evans-Pritchard’s work was “a reaction against the 

structural-functionalist enterprise” (Barnard, 2000, p.162). While his work didn’t offer a clear 

option beyond structural-functionalist thought, it did reflect a move to relativist analysis by 

approaching native thought from neutral point of view. In his analysis he did not argue the 

correctness of one belief system over another, but approached the belief systems of the societies 

he studied as equally valued to Western conventions. His largest contribution to the field was a 

contribution to the practice of ethnography. He made huge strides in valuing and preserving 

native thought without applying bias or Western interpretation on non-Western systems. As 

Auge notes, his methods of doing fieldwork in some senses, “teach us more about Evans-

Pritchard than he teaches us” (2006, p.36) about those he studied.  

 Geertz’s theories on anthropology move past Evans-Pritchard’s rejection of functionalism 

into “a positive move towards an understanding of the minutiae of culture as an end in itself” 

(Barnard, 2000, p.162). He proposed a new style of interpretivism – “cultures were no longer 

‘grammars’ to be figured out and written down; they were ‘languages’ to be translated into terms 

intelligible to members of other cultures” (Barnard, 2000, p.158). Geertz viewed the role of the 

anthropologist as that of an explicator, one who described and offered a holistic view of culture 

rather than one who defined a culture. He put his views in opposition to functionalism which he 

described as the “writing out of systematic rules, an ethnographic algorithm, which, if followed, 

would make it possible so to operate, to pass…for a native” (Geertz, 1993, p.11). He goes on to 

say that the problem with the idea that culture exists only within the mind is that culture is not 
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just thinking things, it is doing things, too. When looking at a piece of music, “no one 

would…identify it with its score, with the skills and knowledge needed to play it, with the 

understanding of it possessed by its performers” (Geertz, 1993, p.11). The music itself exists 

outside of the discourse surrounding the production of the piece, the skills needed to play it, the 

written sheet music, and the cultural background required to appreciate it.  

 Barnard asserts that Geertz was more interested in gaining “insight through human 

understanding rather than formal methods of research and analysis” (2000, p.159). Geertz faulted 

scientific method applied to ethnography as one that obfuscated and confused more than it 

revealed. He believed that ethnography should be accountable to the truth of what was observed 

in the field, layering on observations in the form of thick description by “picking through the 

strata embedded in a particular culture, and revealing them” (Barnard, 2000, p.163). Emerson, 

Fretz, and Shaw in Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes characterize thick description as “the deep 

immersion-and the sense of place that such immersion assumes and strengthens-that enables the 

ethnographer to inscribe detailed, content-sensitive, and locally informed fieldnotes” (1995, 

p.10). In this sense, Geertz desired distance between anthropology and science, because he saw 

the value in anthropology as the ability to preserve and describe with utter integrity the 

particulars of what was observed. Applying science to the ethnographic data had the potential of 

reducing rich description and ‘truths’ into vague generalizations without use or value. 

 Following this progression to interpretivist thinking is the postmodern movement that 

“involves a rejection both of grand theoretical truth and of the wholeness of ethnographic reality. 

In other words, to a postmodern anthropologist there is no true, complete statement that can be 

made about a culture” (Barnard, 2000, p.169). The danger to the postmodern approach is 

paralysis. While this approach implies the idea that the ethnographer cannot make a universally 
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true statement about anything, it is still possible to make useful, important, world changing, and 

valuable statements. The goal of anthropology then, as Emerson et al stated, is “not to determine 

‘the truth’ but to reveal the multiple truths apparent in others’ lives” (1995, p.3).

anthropology is concerned with preserving those ‘multiple truths’ i

question. Ethnographers, through anthropology and industry are torn between ensuring the data 

they collect is relevant with the idea that there is not one all encompassing truth that can be 

uncovered through research. 

 George Mentore, a University of Virginia 
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one person’s experiences can never be identical to someone else’s, no matter how similar (or 

different) they seem. The purpose of anthropology is to cross the distance between self and other 

and bridge the gap separating them (Mentore, 2010, Personal communication). The ethnographer 

cannot remove the space between self and other, but he can shorten the distance. By being an 

observer on the outside of a system, the anthropologist is supposed to know more than those 

living or working in it. Individuals within society cannot see certain things as a result of being a 

part of their own cultural framework. People don’t see the framework they are operating in – it’s 

the anthropologist’s role to uncover that framework and make sense of it. In the case of Design 

Ethnography, the role is twofold - not only does the design ethnographer need to make sense of 

the framework, but he must also add value to that which he is examining. 

 While talking about the importance of preserving cultural data, the production of 

ethnography, and the ethics surrounding doing fieldwork, Mentore combines the role of 

anthropologist and ethnographer. Geertz said that to understand a science “you should look in the 

first instance not at its theories or findings” but “what the practitioners of it do” (Geertz, 1993, 

p.5). In the case of anthropology, its practioners do ethnography. Likewise, in the case of design 

ethnography, its practitioners also do ethnography. According to Mentore, the job of the 

ethnographer is more than just “going to the field and collecting stuff,” it is a “creative process” 

with the purpose of forming an “ethnographic narrative” (2010, Personal communication). 

Dourish corroborated this idea in Responsibilities and implications: Further thoughts on 

ethnography and design (2007) when he said that “ethnography’s commitment to the production 

of social facts in culturally organized settings…requires that the work of the ethnographer is 

more than simply collection.” He goes on to say that “ethnography is an interpretive, analytic 

practice” (p.3) and the ethnographer is obligated to preserve truth, not just collect data. The 
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culmination of the ethnographer’s research should be something that closely resembles and 

preserves the meanings of that which he studied. 

 The actual roles of the ethnographer doing fieldwork for anthropology and the 

ethnographer doing fieldwork for industry are similar. Both have to struggle with the same issues 

of ethics, preserving truth, and telling stories. Mentore refers to the design ethnographer as an 

anthropologist doing work in industry settings. He highlights the tension by saying that the issue 

is that “anthropology is supposed to know more” and understand the “collective representations” 

(Mentore, 2010, Personal communication) of the consumer, company, or other fieldwork 

context. In response to a query, Lisa Galarneau said; “I think design ethnography is important for 

a simple reason: we don’t know what we don’t know, and often don’t know what we need, 

therefore can’t ask for specific products/services” (Galarneau, 2010, Personal communication). 

The ethnographer is in the difficult position of being an “impartial observer” (Mentore, 2010, 

Personal communication). The anthropologist has a moral commitment to knowledge and to 

present the body of data “as you find it” (Mentore, 2010, Personal communication) but in the 

role of design ethnographer, the anthropologist is also being hired by someone to do a particular 

task. Managing this and protecting personal integrity is the thing “that actually matters” 

(Mentore, 2010, Personal communication). 

 Dourish expands on this difficulty by looking at the tension between design 

ethnographer’s responsibilities to the design sub-community against their responsibility to 

participants and informants (Dourish, 2007, p.13). However, this does not have to be an either/or 

distinction – in fact, it should not be one. As in so many other situations, this is an ‘and’ 

question. The design ethnographer is responsible to the design community, his employer, and his 

participants and informants. Ultimately it is the design ethnographer’s responsibility to balance 
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those obligations in such a way so as to preserve his research, make valuable insights, and 

maintain his moral obligation to those he studied. 

 Preserving truth and maintaining the integrity of data from the field to its useful setting, 

whether it be in academia or industry, is always limited by time. When asked what is enough 

time to do fieldwork, Mentore laughed and said, “A lifetime?” (2010, Personal communication). 

He replied that it was more about the depth and quality of contact with people than the amount of 

physical time spent in the field. He noted that if you remain on the balcony and look out on the 

street you’ll collect one kind of data, but if you go into the street and talk to people you’ll get a 

completely different quality of information, even if you spend the same amount of time doing 

each activity. He said the important thing is to “reduce the amount of space that is between self 

and other” (Mentore, 2010, Personal communication). Good ethnography is less based on time 

than on distance. That might mean taking more time in certain contexts, but you can learn 

techniques “to make that contact much more rewarding” (Mentore, 2010, Personal 

communication). Mentore went on to say that you can’t go native, right, then you’re not bringing 

anything back – so there always must be some sort of distance, but you can close that gap (2010, 

Personal communication). Duration doesn’t have as much import as immersion and being able to 

accomplish the scope of your study.  

 On the other hand however, Emerson et al (1995) noted that writing “episodes over time 

will enable the ethnographer to find patterns of behavior and connections between people’s 

actions through many different fieldnotes” (p.89). Dourish also stated that ethnography is “an 

approach to social inquiry characterized by long-term immersive engagement with a particular 

culture in the effort to understand and explicate” the experiences of their members (2007, p.3). In 

an interview with Krigsman in Fighting IT Failure with Ethnographic Research (2008), Natalie 
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Hanson from SAP said that fieldwork “takes time – you have to establish a degree of trust and 

rapport in order to learn something novel” (Podcast). In The Art of Fieldwork (2005) Wolcott 

goes further to say that ethnographers are “researchers who make the commitment that full-time” 

(p.60) research demands. Throughout the book Wolcott reiterates his belief that fieldwork needs 

to be completed over an extended period of time, and that while the quality of contact is certainly 

important, the quality of contact necessary for ‘good’ fieldwork can only be achieved through an 

extended emersion in the culture in question. As a result the design ethnographer is torn between 

the idea that he will never have enough time to accomplish ‘good’ fieldwork and the belief that 

what he is doing has value. 

 Cheskin Group (undated) proposes that ethnography’s value lies in the “ways in which 

cultural norms shape people’s perceptions” (p.3). He uses the example of how the role and use of 

color varies from one culture to another and puts forth the idea that “by examining how people 

express themselves through style and orientation, we gain insight into how people define 

themselves within a group or community” (Cheskin Group, undated, p.13). When asked the 

question, “Where do you think design ethnography is needed in the current global industry,” one 

respondent from related two anecdotes about his personal experiences with ethnography in the 

advertising and design area: 

“I was helping an agency who markets to the Hispanic market, both here in the 

U.S. and in Mexico. We had both Hispanic designers working on the assignment, 

from the same brief. When we were reviewing everything, it became obvious that 

those with Hispanic backgrounds had a much greater tolerance for color, number 

of colors, and number of elements. To the American designers, all this ‘business’ 

undermined a high-quality message. But the Hispanic Designers were very 
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comfortable with it. In the end, knowing that it was going to live in the U.S. we 

had to err on the end of the spectrum. But we used color more liberally that we 

would have if talking solely to an American, non-Hispanic audience.” (2010, 

Personal communication) 

In this case, the backgrounds of the Hispanic designers offered insight into what sort of design 

would resonate with the Hispanic market. Without their knowledge of the culture the 

advertisement was geared toward, the firm would have missed an important design difference 

which could have negatively affected the advertisement’s reception in the Hispanic community. 

In the second anecdote: 

“When working on a very high-end jewelry account, the client sent us the jewelry 

to be in the ad and we were flabbergasted. It’s all so yellow. It looked fake to us. 

It turns out that this particular ad was talking to people from the Middle East and 

Asia, and as you go east from the U.S., the more yellow the gold the higher the 

perceived quality. This client is a huge marketer and they learned this over time. 

Good thing, otherwise we would have been trying to entice them to spend high-

dollar amounts on gold that, to them, looked cheap.” (2010, Personal 

communication) 

Again, in this case the advertising agency’s knowledge is supplemented by an outside source that 

had more complete knowledge of the target market. Without these insights, the advertising and 

design would not have the impact desired in their focus areas. Ethnography is needed to “help us 

learn how to communicate more effectively with target audiences, in a language and way they 

really understand” (Cheskin Group, undated, p.14). In both of these situations the agency had the 

potential to fail in their design endeavor from a lack of knowledge and background in the culture 
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for which they were designing their advertisements. Cheskin Group further elaborates that 

“designers inspire, provoke, validate, entertain and provide utility for people. To truly connect, 

designers need to have compassion and empathy for their audiences. Designers need to 

understand the relationship between what they produce and the meaning their product has for 

others” (undated, p.2).  

 In another response, Shyamala Prayaga related a story she heard at a conference from an 

individual in aviation software development who designs software for airline clients primarily in 

the U.S.. The Indian Air-force approached this company for a software system to be incorporated 

into their program.  

Prayaga relates that: 

“since the software solution was already there, the company integrated it with 

Indian air-force, to reduce the development cost of again developing it. The result 

was that despite of this software having great features and functionality, Indian 

Air-force was finding it difficult to use and almost broke the contract with the 

company” (2010, Personal communication). 

This integration failed for a number of reasons – the software was designed for use in the U.S., 

the Indian Air-force has “never relied on any technology/software previously for their needs” so 

they were adapting to a technology usage totally new for them, and the average technology 

expertise for most users is at the amateur level (Prayaga, 2010, Personal communication). These 

problems all stem from a lack of understanding and knowledge about the target market. Had the 

designers done research in the field they would have had the opportunity to recognize and come 

to terms with these particular design challenges before implementing their software and finding 

it lacking. 
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 The Human-Computer Interaction 2020 conference also brought up the issue of cultural 

divides in designing and marketing new technology. The editors cite that “in Africa, the cellular 

market grew by around 60% between 2004 and 2007. While only 11% of the population had 

access to desktop computers in 2007, 77% had mobile phones” (Harper, Rodden, Rogers, and 

Sellen, 2008, p.30). While spreading technology indicates a type of global community, it also 

highlights cultural differences: “many of the people who have been acquiring mobiles in Africa 

are not computer-literate. Some are also unfamiliar with the concept of information hierarchies, 

making it hard for them to understand hierarchical menus” (Harper et al, 2008, p.30). This is a 

fundamental difference in the way that people process and interpret information. The design 

ethnographer’s role is to recognize and explicate these points of difference, so that they may be 

incorporated and used positively in the design process, rather than discovering post-production 

that there has been a fundamental communication failure between the designers and those 

intending on using what is being designed. In this way Cheskin Group notes, “good 

ethnographers don’t just ask questions. They delve deeply into the lives of a few people rather 

than study many people superficially. They holistically study people’s behaviors and experiences 

in daily life. They know what questions to ask and how to translate large amounts of data in to 

concise and compelling findings” (Cheskin Group, undated, p.30). Hanson corroborates this idea 

by proposing that the best use of ethnographic research is “seeing the way…dynamics are 

understood within context” (Krigsman, 2008, Podcast).  

 Ultimately the use of ethnography in design is about understanding the person, group, 

culture, or organization that is going to use the design. Wolcott asserts that fieldwork should 

“inform us about how-and to some extent why-somebody does it, someone whose way of 
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thinking about things and doing things promises in some 

similarities and differences between their ways and our own” (Wolcott, 2005, p.22). 

 The HCI 2020 conference proposed introducing a new stage into the Rese

Design Cycle. 

Figure 2: Research & Design Cycle from HCI 2020

The original cycle had four phases: Study, Design, Build, and Evaluate. The new cycle would 

introduce an Understand phase prior to the Study phase. The purpose of the new 

focus on human values and to pinpoint those that we wish to design for and to research” (
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way to help us understand 

and differences between their ways and our own” (Wolcott, 2005, p.22).  

The HCI 2020 conference proposed introducing a new stage into the Research and 

 

The original cycle had four phases: Study, Design, Build, and Evaluate. The new cycle would 

introduce an Understand phase prior to the Study phase. The purpose of the new phase is “to 

focus on human values and to pinpoint those that we wish to design for and to research” (Harper 
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et al, 2008, p.59). It would include talking to stakeholders and users to uncover the potential 

value of the proposed project. The Understand phase would also “involve clarifying what kinds 

of human values might be made possible” (Harper et al, 2008, p.59) though the project to 

ultimately result in making choices about what needs to be focused on in the Study phase. Harper 

also proposes lengthening the Study phase to include more than just insight about a “set of tasks 

or practices around a particular technology” but also consideration about how the “mechanics of 

interaction help people achieve long lasting value through and beyond the interaction” (Harper et 

al, 2008, p.60). The Study phase also “entails conducting a user study…ethnography, looking at 

particular kinds of people in particular contexts” (Harper et al, 2008, p.60), which can help to 

identify areas that require further attention. The editors hope that the Study phase “provides a 

grounded understanding of how the human values of interest are played out through interaction” 

(Harper et al, 2008, p.60). The Design and Build phases take into account the studies and results 

of the Understand and Study phase, while the Evaluate phase returns the product to the field to 

be tested by users and stakeholders. The Evaluate phase provides the opportunity to iterate and 

return the product back to the first stage to be rethought and redesigned before it is produced, 

getting early user feedback to allow researchers to understand how the product operates in 

context (Harper et al, 2008, p.63). 

 The Understand phase in the Research and Design Cycle provides opportunity for 

observational methods to, as Galarneau noted, “illuminate opportunities no one even knew 

existed…by really understanding people’s lives and the broader context surrounding them” 

(2010, Personal communication). This opportunity place is elaborated in the Swiffer project 

IDEO collaborated on with Proctor and Gamble. The entire project started with the observation 

that “P&G’s products clean more hardwood, tile, and linoleum floors than anyone’s, but 75% of 
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U.S. floors are carpeted” (Lacy, 2005, p.1) – P&G wanted to find out if there as the way to 

‘Swiffer’ a carpeted floor. 

 The first step of the project was research. Pethokoukis notes that a core IDEO design 

principle is “getting inside the heads of their fellow consumers” because “the answer is out there, 

hidden in plain sight” (Pethokoukis, 2006, p.1). As a result, the IDEO team “went into people’s 

homes snapping photos and asking questions about how they cleaned their carpets” (Lacy, 2005, 

p.1). In one case there was a young woman who only had time to vacuum when her child was 

asleep, but the noise of the vacuum scared him and woke him up (Lacy, 2005, p.1). In another 

case, an older woman with bad knees used two vacuums, one heavy one for once a week 

cleaning when she took her medication, another small light one for spot cleaning (Lacy, 2005, 

p.1). Through these observations the P&G and IDEO team realized there was room for 

opportunity in this market. People weren’t happy with current carpet brooms as they didn’t clean 

their carpets effectively, but there wasn’t another alternative to vacuuming available. 

 After affirming the presence of opportunity in the Swiffer carpet area, the IDEO-P&G 

team spread carpet around the design room and started grinding different types of dirt and debris 

into the fibers. Then they tried to pick it up. There were designers, engineers, researchers, P&G 

managers all on their knees using whatever tools they could think of to remove the crumbs and 

dirt without using an electric vacuum. The “eureka moment came after an IDEO team member 

was messing with a squeegee and realized that crumbs and other small particles could be 

collected by pressing them down and popping them back up like tiddlywinks” (Pethokoukis, 

2006, p.4). Now the job was to capture the debris, which Colin Burns said was accomplished 

using “electrostatic glue that grabbed the sprung crud” in a recent workshop in the People and 

Design class at Dundee University. The success of the Swiffer carpet flick product is in part 
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attributed to IDEO’s practice of “getting out of the office and into the field” (Pethokoukis, 2006, 

p.2) and “rapidly prototyping initial ideas and exposing them to users” (Pethokoukis, 2006, p.3). 

Underlying this success is involving the user and user references in the development of a product 

at all stages of design, from conception to production. 

 Design ethnography is more than just learning about people, it is about using that 

knowledge in an applied setting with the aim of providing actionable insights to the organization 

in question. It is not about discovering a single truth that applies to all people in all settings in all 

situations; it is about explaining a particular truth in a particular context in such a way as to be 

applicable in an industry setting. Design ethnographers have to negotiate the tension between 

preserving the truth of a culture within the context of that culture, managing the ethics of doing 

fieldwork that involves people’s personal lives in product design, and communicating valuable 

insights beyond the field.   
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