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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The main goal of the PEOPLE Conceptual Framework is to provide an overview and analysis 

of the different types of existing people-centred development approaches, methods, 

techniques and tools.  

Our research, which was carried out by online inquiry and literature review and incorporates 

inputs from industry partners already implementing people-centred approaches in their 

product or service development, demonstrates: 

1) A number of disciplines are either directly engaged in product, service, or systems 

development or contribute to existing practices with their research methods and findings 

(e.g., design anthropology, business anthropology, corporate ethnography, cognitive 

psychology, human factors and ergonomics).  

2) Consequently, there are a number of existing fields that deploy people-centred approaches 

– mainly connected to the broad field of design (e.g., human-centred design, user-centred 

design, participatory design, and co-design).  

We grounded our analysis of people-centred approaches in two maps of design research. The 

first map (Sanders 2006; 2008) locates the different people-centred design approaches along 

two dimensions, whereby the vertical is defined by approach (research-led or design-led). 

The horizontal dimension is crucial for our understanding of people-centred development 

and portrays the “mindsets of those who practice and teach design research”: “users”. "Users 

can be seen either as subjects (reactive informers) or as partners (active co-creators in the 

design/development process) in what Sanders labels as “people-centered innovation”  

(Sanders 2008). A second, alternative way of mapping design research is provided by 

Hanington’s (2010: 21) “Model of Design Research”, which integrates methods and creative 

development through three phases of research and design: exploratory, generative, and 

evaluative. However, it was often difficult in our overview of people-centred approaches to 

draw clear boundaries between the individual approaches, as their definitions, research 

methods, and techniques overlap considerably. 

We also provide a list and description of several people-centred development methods, 

techniques, and tools, focusing on those that could prove most useful for PEOPLE project’s 

Learning Cycles and Case Studies. We note that in most cases, a number of individual 

methods, techniques or tools are combined in individual development/design approaches 

and processes. In continuation, we include a list of basic skills required from researchers and 

practitioners in people-centred development. 

The Conceptual Framework also describes some of the case-studies in people-centred 

development and directs the reader to further detailed analyses in the reviewed literature. At 

the end of the document we provide an extensive list of references and suggested readings.  
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By using the concept of people-centred development approaches in the PEOPLE project, 

we wish to highlight the following: 

• People (potential users) should be involved in all phases of product development in 

order to create meaningful, relevant, useful, socially responsible, user-friendly, and 

sustainable solutions – by generating concepts and ideas, shaping products, forming 

services, testing prototypes or existing products/services. People are thus considered 

more than just “users” – they become active “co-creators”.  

• Furthermore, the dialogue between engineers (developers), research & design teams, 

and people should be ongoing throughout the development process (including 

design). In other words, research should be part of the creative process in 

product/service development, and not only a problem-solving tool.  

• Researchers with backgrounds in anthropology, sociology or psychology have the 

unique knowledge, methods, and skills to create an efficient link between industry 

and people, thus enabling the transition from users to active co-creators. 

 

Key words: people-centred development, approaches, research methods, research 

techniques, tools, literature review 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The main goal of this document is to provide an overview and analysis of the different types 

of existing people-centred development approaches. The research in this phase was carried 

out by online inquiry and literature review and includes inputs from industry partners who 

employ people-centred approaches in their product or service development. 

At the beginning of our investigation, we expected that the identification and mapping of 

existing people-centred methods, approaches, techniques, and required skills would be a 

fairly straightforward task. It soon became clear that this constitutes a vast field of diverse 

practices as well as theories that support them or stem from them.  

There is a number of disciplines that are either directly engaged in (or applied to) product or 

service development and design processes or contribute to existing practices with their 

research methods and findings (e.g., design anthropology, business anthropology, corporate 

ethnography, cognitive psychology, science and technology studies, human factors and 

ergonomics, etc.).  

Consequently, there are a number of existing fields and practices that utilize people-centred 

approaches – mainly attached to the broad field of design (e.g., human-centred or user-

centred design, participatory design, co-design, human-computer interaction, and usability 

studies).  The design practitioner, innovator, and teacher Elizabeth Sanders noted in 2006: 

“We are in the middle of massive change. The market-driven era is finally giving way to the 

people-centered era” (Sanders 2006: 1). Practitioners engaged in people-centred 

development have very diverse backgrounds and often define themselves professionally as 

design researchers, designers, user experience (UX) designers and researchers or customer 

experience (CX) designers. They have very diverse backgrounds. Often, it is difficult to draw 

clear boundaries between individual approaches, as their definitions, research methods, and 

techniques overlap considerably.  

Key Concepts 

As the name of the PEOPLE project itself indicates, we are focusing on people-centred 

development approaches. However, a large part of the literature reviewed here employs the 

term people- or human-centred design. The concept of product design is applied to the 

process of creating new and/or improving existing products or services (generating ideas). 

Product developers are then those that execute these ideas, although the line between the 

two is thin and often blurry. People-centred approaches such as usability studies, on the other 

hand, are usually deployed only at later stages - for instance, when prototypes are already 

available.  

Our understanding of the term people-centred development approaches is broad. By using 

this concept, we wish to highlight the following: 
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• People (potential users) should be involved in all phases of product development in 

order to create meaningful, relevant, useful, socially responsible, user-friendly, and 

sustainable solutions – from generating concepts and ideas, shaping products or 

forming services, to testing prototypes and existing products/services. People are 

thus considered more than just “users” – active “co-creators”.  

• Furthermore, the dialogue between engineers (developers), research & design teams, 

and people should be ongoing throughout the development process (including 

design). In other words, research should be part of the creative process in 

product/service development and not only a problem-solving tool.  

• Researchers with backgrounds in anthropology, sociology or psychology have the 

unique knowledge, methods, and skills to create an efficient link between industry 

and people, enabling the transition from users to active co-creators. 

Overview of the document 

In the following chapters, we make an effort to map out the existing people-centred 

approaches employed in the design and development of products and services by leaning on 

and combining the efforts of available research, literature, and case-studies. However, we 

see this document as part of an ongoing process; furthermore, as a living document, it will be 

expanded and updated in the later stages with further research that will focus on PEOPLE 

project’s stakeholders and needs analysis.  

• Chapter two provides an overview and description of the key disciplines that are 

connected to people-centred development and design; 

• in chapter three, we map and describe the most important fields and approaches to 

people-centred development; 

• chapter four lists and describes various people-centred research and development 

methods and techniques;  

• in chapter five, we outline some of the required skills for practitioners; 

• chapter six provides an overview of good implementation practices in business sector 

in European and international context; 

• the document concludes with a list of references and a list of additional literature in 

chapter seven. 
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2. DISCIPLINES AND FIELDS 

In Table 1 below, we provide an overview of some of the social science and humanities 

disciplines or specific subfields concerned with people-centred development, either 

academically or in practice (applied). It is by all means not an exhaustive list – we include 

those that were most often referred to in the reviewed literature and most relevant to the 

PEOPLE project. This overview provides a general idea of how people-centred development 

is approached in academia.  

BUSINESS  

ANTHROPOLOGY 
or  
INDUSTRIAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY 

Baba (2006: 83) explains that the concepts of business or industrial 
anthropology are “used to refer to one or more of the three major 
domains of anthropological research and practice in the private sector 
1) anthropology related to the process of producing goods and services, 
and the corporate organizations in which production takes place; 2) 
ethnographically-informed design of new products, services and systems 
for consumers and businesses, and/or 3) anthropology related to the 
behavior of consumers and the marketplace.”  
Suggested readings: Baba 2006; A. Jordan 2013 

CORPORATE 
ETHNOGRAPHY 

B. Jordan (2013: 8) writes that corporate ethnography has grown 
from “the white spaces between conventional disciplines” and “finds 
its tools and methods in many different arenas of activity, including 
applied anthropology, product and system design, global marketing, 
user interface design, and the business sector.” Although it is linked 
to a number of disciplines, what sets it apart is that “it derives its 
ways of knowing and objects of inquiry from industry, and has two 
fundamental concerns: one, to do research that provides insights 
into corporate structure and process; and two, to provide real-world 
solutions to problems that arise in business and industry” (ibid.)  
Suggested readings: Cefkin 2009; B. Jordan 2013; Ladner 2014 
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DESIGN 

ANTHROPOLOGY 

Design anthropology is described as “a fast-developing academic 
field that combines elements from design and anthropology” (Otto 
and Smith 2013: 1) or an “emergent field concerned with the design 
of technologies that build upon and enhance embodied skills of 
people, through attention to the dynamics of performance and the 
coupling of action and perception.” (Gunn and Donovan 2012: 10). It 
is both, “a style of knowledge production and practical intervention” 
(Otto and Smith 2013: 14). Design anthropology in Europe is strongly 
represented in Scandinavian countries (see e.g. the Research 
Network for Design Anthropology) and is influenced by the tradition 
of participatory design. The latest addition to this emerging field in 
anthropology is the forthcoming Pink et al. (2017) book Making 
Homes: Ethnography and Design on design ethnography and 
approaches to research and intervention in the home (Bloomsbury).  
Suggested readings: Gunn and Donovan 2012; Gunn, Otto, and 
Smith 2013; Pink, Ardèvol, and Lanzeni 2016; Pink et al. 2017; 
Smith et al. 2016; Squires and Byrne 2002 

DIGITAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY 

Digital Anthropology is a study of the relationships between people 
and digital technologies. In 2012, Miller and Horst labelled this field 
as “a new sub-discipline” (Miller and Horst 2012: 3). The field has 
several different names and focuses (e.g. digital ethnography, 
techno-anthropology). 
Digital ethnography is the main focus of the work of DERC (Digital 
Ethnography Research Centre, RMIT University, Australia), a 
research centre that focuses on digital and mobile technologies, and 
combines academic scholarship with applied practice that is based 
on ethnographic insights. The Director of DERC is Sarah Pink.  
Techno-Anthropology is described as “a hybrid” and “an emerging 
interdisciplinary research field that focuses on human-technology 
interactions and relations, and on how these can be understood and 
facilitated in context” (Nøhr et al. 2015: V). 
Suggested readings: Horst and Miller 2012; Børsen and Botin 2013; 
Pink, Horst et al. 2016 

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY Ethnomethodology is a fundamentally descriptive discipline that 
does not engage in the explanation or evaluation of the particular 
social order undertaken as a topic of study. However, applications 
have been found within many applied disciplines, such as software 
design and management studies. (Wikipedia) 
Suggested readings: Garfinkel 1967 

https://kadk.dk/en/research-network-design-anthropology
https://kadk.dk/en/research-network-design-anthropology
http://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/making-homes-9781474239141/
http://digital-ethnography.com/
http://digital-ethnography.com/
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ERGONOMICS or 
HUMAN FACTORS 

The International Ergonomics Association defines ergonomics “as 
the scientific discipline concerned with the understanding of the 
interactions among humans and other elements of a system and the 
profession that applies theory, principles, data, and methods to 
design in order to optimize human well-being and overall system 
performance. (…) The human factors practitioner (along with design 
and engineering counterparts) takes the user point of view to 
identify user-related issues in advance and to determine how well 
they are resolved prior to product launch.” (Nemeth 2004: 32) 
Suggested readings: Nemeth 2004; Salvendy 2012 

Table 1: Overview of disciplines and fields that inform people-centred development 
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3. PEOPLE-CENTRED DEVELOPMENT APPROACHES 

A useful tool and starting point for making sense of the various cross-cutting fields of study 

and the practices, research approaches and methods in the loosely-defined area of people-

centred development is Elizabeth Sanders’ “Map of Design Research” (Sanders 2006; 2008). 

In her map (see Figure 1), Sanders defines existing design research types/approaches as 

“zones” (large circles), “clusters” (larger bubbles within zones that signify the existence and 

support of professional organisations), and “bubbles” (smaller, not yet supported by 

professional organisations). They are positioned along two dimensions. The vertical 

dimension is defined by approach (research-led or design-led), whereby “the research-led 

perspective has the longest history and has been driven by applied psychologists, 

anthropologists, sociologists, and engineers” (Sanders 2008:13). The horizontal dimension 

portrays the “mindsets of those who practice and teach design research”(Sanders 2006: 5). 

Figure 1: Map of Design Research (Sanders 2008: 14) 
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In continuation (see Figure 2), Sanders overlays “People-Centered Innovation” on the map of 

design research. As is evident from Figure 2, People-centred innovation (development) 

strongly leans towards the participatory mindset, where “users” become partners (“active co-

creators”) in the design/development process. This is also a strongly research-led cluster of 

approaches which according to Sanders, includes three main research types: Applied 

Ethnography, Participatory Design, and Lead-User Innovation. 

Figure 2: “People-Centered Innovation” on Map of Design Research (Sanders 2008: 16) 

Sanders first presented the map in 2006 as a “cognitive collage” of design research that was 

still taking shape (Sanders 2006: 4); she subsequently altered some of the details later on 

(2008) and invited others to work on the map from their perspectives. While enabling us to 

locate the diverse and overlapping approaches along the two dimensions and in comparison 

to each another, we find the map less precise or clear with regard to the concepts that label 

the individual bubbles. While the larger circles (“zones”) can all be understood as design 

research and/or practice fields, “clusters” and “bubbles”, as we understand them, represent 

either research techniques, research methods (e.g. applied ethnography, usability testing, 

lead-user innovation, and contextual inquiry), fields of research and practice, design 

approaches (participatory design) or disciplines (ergonomics). Also, the conceptual and 

theoretical difference between co-creation and participatory design is not very clear. From 

our standpoint - and taking into account the literature published in the 10 years after the first 
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publication of Sanders’ map - we might also add to this overview a more recent and 

expanding field of Design Anthropology, placing it at the intersection of the People-Centred 

Innovation and User-Centred Design zones between Expert and Participatory Mindsets, 

leaning towards Research-Led approaches.  

Another way of mapping design research is provided by Hanington’s (2010: 21) “Model of 

Design Research”, as taught at the Carnegie Mellon University (see Figure 3). Instead of 

aligning them along the specific mindsets and research- or design led dimensions, this model 

integrates “methods and creative development through specific phases of exploratory, 

generative, and evaluative research and design”, whereby each phase is characterised “by 

approaches, while not limited by specific methods” (ibid.).  

 

Figure 3: Model of Design Research (Hanington 2010: 21) 

Employing Sanders’ and Hanington’s maps as starting-points and building upon them with 

the aid of our literature review, we list and describe below in Table 2 a number of people-

centred development approaches (fields) that utilise social science and humanities research 

methods and techniques. Some of the approaches overlap or apply similar methods (e.g. 

participatory design and co-design/co-creation). While it was difficult to distinguish whether 

“Applied Ethnography” (sometimes also “design ethnography”) is considered an approach (a 

school of thought or a field of study) or a research method, it was placed in this section due 

to a large number of proponents and organisations promoting ethnography in industry and 

design. Individual methods are then listed and described separately in Chapter 4 of this 

document.  
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USER-CENTRED 

DESIGN 

User-centred design is a wide field of design research and methods.  Sometimes it 
is also interchangeably referred to as human- or people-centred design, although 
some authors make a clear distinction between the concepts of “users” vs. 
“people” (see e.g. Sanders 2006 and 2008, where she distinguishes between user-
centred design and people-centred innovation). Wilson (2002: 28) describes 
human-centred design as “a product and service development process that starts 
with users and their needs rather than with technology. The goal is to use 
appropriate (adjective) technology to solve real problems, not simply to 
appropriate (verb) technology”. Alex WIlkie’s PhD thesis (2010), based on “a field 
study of the routine discourse and practices of user-centered designers working for 
a multinational microprocessor manufacturer” (ibid.: 2), provides a detailed 
ethnographic study of the role of users in user-centred design. 

PEOPLE- or 
HUMAN-
CENTRED DESIGN 

Human-centred design (HCD) is defined by ISO 9241-210:2010(E) as “a creative 
approach to interactive systems development that aims to make systems usable 
and useful by focusing on users, by designing around their needs and requirements 
at all stages, and by applying human factors/ergonomics, usability knowledge, and 
techniques. This approach enhances effectiveness and efficiency; improves human 
well-being, user satisfaction, accessibility and sustainability; and counteracts 
possible adverse effects of use on human health, safety and performance.”  
Giacomin (2014) criticises this overly technicist view of HCD, influenced by its roots 
in ergonomics and computer science, explaining that today, HCD “is based on the 
use of techniques which communicate, interact, empathize and stimulate the 
people involved, obtaining an understanding of their needs, desires and 
experiences which often transcends that which the people them-selves actually 
realized.” 
 
Several design companies have created their unique human-centred design 
processes (in particular, design and innovation company IDEO and its non-profit 
IDEO.org), where they propose a number of methods and techniques, also called 
“tools” for innovating for and with people. See for example:  
http://human-centered-design.org/ (Human-Centered Design Society) 
https://www.ideo.com/us/about  (IDEO) 
http://www.designkit.org/methods (IDEO.org’s Design kit online tools) 
http://www.designkit.org/resources (IDEO.org’s books, guides and free 
downloads on human-centred design) 
 
Writing on human-centred design within the field of software development, 
Maguire (2001: 590), for instance, provides a map of methods within the five key 
stages of human-centred design as defined in the ISO (see Figure 4; for description 
of individual methods see Maguire 2001).   

http://human-centered-design.org/
https://www.ideo.com/us/about
http://www.designkit.org/methods
http://www.designkit.org/resources
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PARTICIPATORY 
DESIGN 

“Participatory design is an approach to design that attempts to actively involve the 
people who are being served through design in the process to help ensure that the 
designed product/service meets their needs.” (Sanders 2006: 7). It has its roots in 
the 1970s in Scandinavia and was initiated by academics that cooperated with 
trade unions. In participatory design, “users are treated as experts, and it is 
attempted to bring their (tacit) knowledge and skills into the research and design 
process. The goal is to let users, researchers, designers and other stakeholders 
cooperate and engage in ‘mutual learning” (Steen 2011: 49). Hanington (2010: 23) 
notes that “participatory methods may include toolkits such as card sorting with 
images or text, collages, cognitive mapping or other diagramming exercises, 
experience drawing, and flexible modeling or ‘Velcro’ modeling.” 

CO-DESIGN 
or 
CO-CREATION 

The terms co-design and co-creation are understood as an attempt to facilitate 
users, researchers, designers and others “to cooperate creatively, so that they can 
jointly explore and envision ideas, make and discuss sketches, and tinker with 
mock-ups or prototypes.” (Steen 2011: 52). It is used to refer to the work of Sanders 
and her co-authors, who advocate focusing “on ‘what people make’ and on 
facilitating users, researchers and designers to jointly create things” (ibid.).  Co-
design appears to be very similar to Participatory Design, while also contributing 
the so-called “generative tools” that enable visual communication during the 
creative process (ibid.) 

APPLIED 
ETHNOGRAPHY 
 
or 
 
DESIGN 
ETHNOGRAPHY 

Baba (2006) writes that the creation of design ethnography represents the birth of 
a new interdisciplinary subfield that joins together anthropology and/or other 
qualitatively-oriented social sciences with the design profession, which could more 
accurately be described as ethnographically-informed product, service, and 
system design (including work systems). This approach utilizes the ethnographic 
method to industrial, software, and other types of product and organisational 
design (https://anthrodesign.com/). It incorporates a number of qualitative 
research techniques (fieldwork or participant-observation, open-ended interviews, 
focus groups etc.). For a recent contribution on design ethnography, see Pink et al. 
(2017 – forthcoming).  

Relevant platforms include: 
https://www.epicpeople.org/ (Advancing the Value of Ethnography in Industry – an 
online community, annual EPIC conferences, and professional resources)  
http://ethnographymatters.net/ (online platform and blog) 
https://anthrodesign.com/ (online community and mailing list) 

https://anthrodesign.com/
https://www.epicpeople.org/
http://ethnographymatters.net/
https://anthrodesign.com/
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CRITICAL DESIGN In critical design, design experts challenge people’s social values through 
speculative design proposals (Dunne and Raby 2001). Sanders (2008: 14-15) 
explains that Critical Design emerged as “a reaction against the large user-centred 
zone, with its overwhelming focus on usability and utility.” Designers play a key 
role in the design process by using so-called “cultural probes” that they send to 
people as stimuli; people’s responses then serve as insights or inspiration for the 
design process (Sanders 2008: 15). Not focusing so much on people’s needs or 
experiences, design experts are involved in the design process as sources of 
inspiration for the designer. 

HUMAN-
COMPUTER 
INTERACTION 
(HCI) 

HCI is a vast field of research that deals with “the design and use of computer 
technology, focused on the interfaces between people (users) and computers. 
Researchers in the field of HCI both observe the ways in which humans interact 
with computers and design technologies that let humans interact with computers 
in novel ways. As a field of research, human-computer interaction is situated at the 
intersection of computer science, behavioral sciences, design, media studies, and 
several other fields of study.” (Wikipedia: Human-Computer Interaction) 

INTERACTION 
DESIGN 

Interaction design is concerned with the usability of products, especially how they 
present information to users and respond to their inputs. Interaction design is 
therefore the practice of designing interactive digital and non-digital products, 
environments, systems, and services, exploring how users might interact with 
them (Cooper et al. 2007; Wikipedia: Interaction design). Cooper et al. (2007: xxviii) 
also underline that interaction design is “an inherently humanistic enterprise”, 
concerned with “satisfying the needs and desires of the people who will interact 
with a product or service”. The principles defining interaction design include 
product visibility (are key elements of the product obvious enough for the user), 
appropriate feedback from the product on the part of the user (e.g. sound following 
a click), and affordance (user understands what the product affords). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human%25E2%2580%2593computer_interaction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interaction_design
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EMPATHIC 
DESIGN 
 
or  
 
DESIGN  
& EMOTION 
 

The main approach of empathic design researchers (or, Design & Emotion; Sanders 
2006; 2008), is to empathise with people’s experiences. Postma et al. (2012: 61) 
note that three categories of research can be distinguished within this approach:  
researchers looking at what people do in their own context (observation); 
researchers asking people to participate by reflecting on their personal experiences 
and by expressing their thoughts, feelings and dreams; and researchers trying 
things themselves and learning about other people’s experiences by 
approximating their experiences. This approach is considered most valuable in the 
early stages of product development, when product opportunities need to be 
identified and product concepts developed (Postma et al. 2012: 59). Steen (2011: 
52-53) notes that empathic design is different from ethnography as it focuses on 
what could be and intervenes in users’ practices, “whereas ethnography focuses on 
what is, typically without intervening” (ibid.). In other words, empathic design is 
“interpretive but, in contrast to ethnographic research, focuses on everyday life 
experiences, and on individual desires, moods, and emotions in human activities, 
turning such experiences and emotions into inspiration” (Mattelmäki et al. 2013: 
67). In comparison to co-design, empathic researchers and designers attempt to 
move towards users and their experiences, while in co-design, the users are invited 
to contribute to the design process (Steen 2011: 53). 

 

Table 2: Overview of people-centred development approaches 

Figure 4: Methods for Human-Centred Design in software development (Maguire 2001: 590)  
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4. PEOPLE-CENTRED METHODS, TECHNIQUES, AND TOOLS 

In this chapter, we list and describe some of the existing methods and techniques used in 

people- (human-, or user-) centred design and development approaches, particularly those 

that could be applied to PEOPLE project’s four case-studies and its learning cycles. In several 

cases, the methods and techniques overlap or borrow from each other. Furthermore, a 

number of individual methods, techniques, or tools are often combined in individual 

development/design approaches and processes. Hanington (2010: 19), for instance, notes 

that “there is benefit in utilizing a wide range of methods throughout the process of human-

centered research and design. For example, design ethnography is appropriately employed 

in exploratory research, while other qualitative methods describe participatory design 

techniques, and experimental models of research often are most appropriate in product 

testing.”  

In particular, the growing field of Human-Centred Design or People-Centred Innovation 

(Sanders 2008) offers an expanding variety of tools that are used by researchers and 

designers to involve people in the innovation, design and development processes. Due to the 

vast number of these techniques, only a selection of them will be described in our overview. 

A table of “Frequently Deployed Human Centred Design Tools” compiled by Giacomin (2014: 

616) illustrates their diversity and provides a basis for further exploration (see Figure 5 below 

– interestingly, he lists “ethnographic interviews” as one of the research techniques). The 

tools are “organized along approximately temporal lines, i.e. based on whether the technique 

involves historical data, current contexts and values, or the simulation of possible futures” 

(Giacomin 2014: 615). 

In Table 3, we then describe some of the methods and tools in more detail. 
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Figure 5: “Frequently Deployed Human Centred Design Tolls” (Giacomin 2014: 616) 
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ETHNOGRAPHY Ethnography is the “trademark” methodology of anthropology. Its conventional 
primary ethnographic method being participant observation, where “the researcher 
takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of a group of people 
as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines and 
their culture” (Dewalt and Dewalt 2002: 1 in Gluesing 2013: 24). In its traditional 
form, ethnographic research (fieldwork) lasts from 12-18 months.  
Transferred to corporate/business/industry settings, ethnography proved highly 
valuable, but was often also perceived as time- and resource-consuming, or non-
generalizable due to its focus on individuals and small groups. See Jordan and Dalal 
2006 for a reflection on most common challenges and “the daily reality of 
ethnographers doing work in a corporate world in which they persistently face 
questions about the validity and effectiveness of their methods and results from 
managers” (cf. Ladner 2014).  
Gluesing (2013: 27) describes ethnographic research techniques in the “corporate 
encounter” in the following manner: 
1. Using all five senses, the ethnographer serves as the primary tool of data 
collection, living or staying in a context for an extended period of time. 
2. Participating in a wide range of activities that are both routine and extraordinary, 
along with the people who are the full participants in that context.  
3. Learning and using more than one language to communicate with people in their 
own native language or dialect.  
4. Informally observing during leisure activities is an important part of data 
collection (often called “deep hanging out”), in addition to formal observation of 
work. 
5. Using everyday, informal conversation as a form of interviewing. 
6. Recording observations and thoughts, usually chronologically, in fieldnotes in a 
variety of settings. 
7. Learning from and building on the perspectives of the people in the research 
setting inductively, using both explicit and tacit information in analysis and writing, 
to develop local theories for testing and then adapting these theories for general 
use.  
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RAPID 
OBSERVATION 
 
or 
 
RAPID 
ETHNOGRAPHY 
 
or 
 
RAPID 
APPRAISAL 

It is a type of ethnographic research adapted to business/corporate/industry 
settings’ time constraints. The method employs a number of research techniques, 
including fieldwork (participant-observation), video ethnography, and shadowing 
(following and observing individuals throughout a certain short period of time). This 
form of ethnography is often scorned by academic anthropology as “jet-plane 
ethnography” (e.g. Bate 1997: 1150), i.e., as less valuable than traditional-style long-
term immersion ethnography. Based on their own research studies in systems 
design, Hughes et al. (1994: 5) even labelled this research method “where brief 
ethnographic studies are undertaken to provide a general but informed sense of the 
setting for designers” as “quick and dirty ethnography”. Isaacs (2013) argues for the 
value of rapid ethnography by presenting three of her own research cases, depicting 
which technique was used in each case, from “informing the design of a specific 
product to identifying an opportunity for a new product concept” (Isaacs 2013: 93). 
She states that in her experience, rapid ethnography can have the following positive 
outcomes: 
• steer the project away from an unproductive direction; 
• refocus the project toward solving a clear, demonstrated problem; 
• open management’s eyes to problems or patterns that had been hidden to them, 
sometimes with simple solutions; 
• inspire technology ideas that could solve an observed problem in a new way. 
(Isaacs 2013: 93). 

VIDEO 
ETHNOGRAPHY 

The objective of this method is to capture peoples' activities, behaviours, and habits. 
The approach is similar to photo ethnography, but has the ability to capture entire 
periods of time as well as audio recording. The approach is good for recording 
processes or dynamic situations; however, it is more time consuming to analyse 
videos than photographs. (Kumar 2013: 109). In addition, the video camera can often 
be perceived as an intrusive tool for recording people in their private or even public 
settings, as it can influence their habits and behaviour. 
Video ethnography usually involves the following steps: 1. determining the location 
and people engaged (they can record their own lifestyle), 2. obtaining permissions, 
3. shooting videos and making a log, 4. analysis and interpretation. (ibid.) 
It is often used in combination with other research techniques. For an example of 
video ethnography in the context of rapid observation, see PARC’s ‘The Camera 
Doesn't Lie: Rapid Observation to Create Better Customer Experiences.’  
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FIELD VISIT The field visit is the most direct means of building empathy, which helps researchers 
to engage in 'real-world' activities and helps them understand relevant habits and 
behaviours. Unlike surveys or focus groups, where researchers' questions dictate the 
conversation, a field visit emphasizes observation and inquiry about what is being 
observed. This approach is a way to get acquainted with users in an unbiased fashion 
and frequently provides glimpses or nonobvious or surprising behaviours and 
insights. (Kumar 2013: 107) It includes the following steps: 
1. protocol planning (time frame, participants, themes, etc.), 2. preparing tools and 
materials (notebooks, cameras, audio recorders, documents, permission 
agreements, etc.), 3. conducting field study (establishing rapport, paperwork, 
observations, etc.), 4. capturing observations, 5. debriefing with team (ibid.) 
The approach is similar to participant observation and/or engaged learning. 
However, it focuses more on observation and less on participation. 

USABILITY 
TESTING 

Usability is defined by ISO DIS 9241–11 as “the effectiveness, efficiency and 
satisfaction with which specified users achieve specified goals in particular 
environments”. As Jordan (2002: 10-11) notes, a usability-based approach to user-
centered design is “one which sees the product as a tool with which users try to 
accomplish particular tasks without wanting to have to expend unnecessary effort 
or endure any physical or mental discomfort.” The majority of the methodologies 
for evaluating usability were originally developed in psychology and have been 
adapted for usability testing in numerous contexts, including focus groups, incident 
diaries, questionnaires, interviews, think-aloud protocols, feature checklists and 
experiments (ibid.: 11). We can distinguish between laboratory-based usability 
testing and field testing in “real-life” settings. The first is used to evaluate the degree 
to which test participants’ performance, under controlled conditions, meet pre-
established usability criteria, while the second is used to better understand users’ 
responses to, and attitudes about, the prototype or product in the context of their 
own natural work environment. (Jordan 2002: 29) For a description of a usability 
test, when and how to do them, see, e.g., Goodman et al. (2012: 273-326).  
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DESIGN 
THINKING 

This method is a human-centred design process. “Design thinking in business uses 
the designer’s sensibility and methods to match people’s needs with what is 
technologically feasible and what a viable business strategy can convert into 
customer value and market opportunity." (Wikipedia:   
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Design_thinking) 
Design thinking usually includes the following key steps (or a variation thereof): 1. 
Empathy 2. Problem solving 3. Ideation and Prototyping 4. Finding 
alternatives/Testing  (Merholz 2008: 11). 
The leading proponents of Design Thinking are the Stanford Design School and the 
innovation and design firm IDEO.  
Examples are shown in a number of available videos, including: 
Stanford Webinar - Design Thinking = Method, Not Magic  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSuK2C89yjA) 
Stanford Design Thinking Virtual Crash Course  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FzFk3E5nxM)  
Design Thinking workshop with Justin Ferrell of Stanford d. School at The Irish Times 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4gAugRGpeY) 
Design Thinking - Tim Brown, CEO and President of IDEO 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U-hzefHdAMk)  

CONTEXTUAL 
DESIGN 
(CONTEXTUAL 
INQUIRY) 

Contextual design, a user-centred design process developed by Hugh Beyer and 
Karen Holtzblatt (see Beyer and Holzblatt 1998), is a set of interlocking techniques 
for observing people in the environment into which a technological solution will be 
introduced. The techniques focus on analysing observations to produce a set of 
design constraints for that technology.  
The contextual design process consists of the following steps: contextual inquiry, 
interpretation, data consolidation, visioning, storyboarding, user environment 
design, and prototyping (Wikipedia: Contextual Design). 
It is “intended to help researchers and designers to observe people in a natural 
context (often a work context), to discuss their observations in a multi-disciplinary 
product development team setting, and to translate these observations into 
specifications for an improved or new product or service (often an ICT application)” 
(Steen 2011: 51-52). 

LEAD USER Von Hippel defined lead users as people who are either “at the leading edge of an 
important market trend(s), and so are currently experiencing needs that will later be 
experienced by many users in that market”, or “anticipate relatively high benefits 
from obtaining a solution to their needs, and so may innovate” (Von Hippel 2005 in 
Steen 2011: 51). A company or organisation may then invite such lead users to 
contribute to the development of improved or new applications, products or services 
(Steen 2011: 51). Examples of involving lead users are found in the design of outdoor 
or extreme sports equipment, where people have interests in improving or 
developing new equipment, as well as in the software industry (e.g., open-source 
software development, user-generated content or crowd sourcing) (ibid.).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Design_thinking
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSuK2C89yjA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FzFk3E5nxM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4gAugRGpeY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U-hzefHdAMk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contextual_design
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PROTOTYPING Prototypes are tangible representations of products or solutions that are being 
designed. As Poggenpohl (2002: 70) explains, prototypes are a “material 
conversation that the designer has with the User”. By seeing it as “a way to learn 
from the user what familiarity the object has (or lacks), what patterns of behaviour 
the object fits into, what intuitive responses the user brings to the object and which 
aspects of the prototype elicit satisfaction or delight”, she distinguishes prototyping 
from usability testing, “which seeks to verify the design of a product holistically at a 
rather late point in the development process” (ibid.) Prototypes can be used at any 
stage of the development process and can take many forms that “give everyone a 
real-world representation of ideas that will help engender a response from your 
team” (Merholz et al. 2008: 76). Poggenpohl (2002) distinguishes between four 
different kinds of prototypes that often overlap: conceptual (diagram, sketch), 
behavioural (paper model, computer simulation), procedural (space/time sequence), 
and appearance (refined model) prototypes (for description and examples, see 
Poggenpohl 2002).  

EXPERIENCE 
PROTOTYPING 

Experience prototyping is a form of prototyping. An Experience Prototype is “any 
kind of representation, in any medium, that is designed to understand, explore or 
communicate what it might be like to engage with the product, space or system we 
are designing” (Buchenau and Fulton Suri 2000: 425). The techniques can include 
design prototyping techniques, such as storyboards, scenarios, and sketches, as 
long as they step away from the passive audience towards supporting “active 
participation to provide a relevant subjective experience” (ibid.). For example, in a 
case study investigating passenger needs for a new rail service, designers used 
acting techniques such as role playing, bodystorming and improvisation to gain 
deeper insights into passenger experience, including travelling with the rails service, 
playing different roles, and assigning each other specific tasks, such as “Be hungry – 
try to find something to eat” (ibid.: 427). The idea behind this is that researchers and 
designers experience and make discoveries themselves, which makes it easier for 
them to discuss with their teams and with users.   
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PERSONAS The persona represents one of the key tools in interaction design introduced by Alan 
Cooper (1999). Each persona is a fictitious aggregate and a representation of target 
users (Miaskiewicz and Kozar 2011: 418): “a precise description of a hypothetical user 
and his or her goals, and it represents the user throughout the whole design process” 
(Blomquist and Arvola 2002: 197). The basis for creating personas are interviews and 
observations in the pre-design phase and every persona is carefully described as well 
as given a name and a face (for a detailed description of a design project, using 
personas see Blomquist and Arvola 2002). Merholz et al. (2008: 75) explain that the 
most efficient personas “tell their story in their own words, often using quotes from 
actual research participants”. Cooper et al. (2007: 82) explain that “although 
personas are depicted as specific individuals, because they function as archetypes, 
they represent a class or type of user of a specific interactive product. A persona 
encapsulates a distinct set of behavior patterns regarding the use of a particular 
product (or analogous activities if a product does not yet exist), which are identified 
through the analysis of interview data, and supported by supplemental quantitative 
data as appropriate.” 
For a detailed analysis of personas and their potential benefits to the design process, 
see Miaskiewicz and Kozar (2011) and Cooper et al. (2007). Usually, the personas are 
represented on one or a couple of pages, and numerous examples may be found by 
an online inquiry (“design personas”). 

SCENARIOS Scenarios are based on the idea of a narrative as a creative method (in addition to 
communicating ideas). Scenarios in design are “concise narrative descriptions of one 
or more personas using a product to achieve specific goals” (Cooper et al. 2007: 112). 
Cooper et al. (ibid.) further explain that persona-based scenarios allow the 
development of designs “from a story describing an ideal experience from the 
persona’s perspective, focusing on people, and how they think and behave, rather 
than on technology or business goals.” The content and context are derived from 
information gathered during the research phase and its analysis.  

FOCUS GROUPS Although a well-known qualitative research method, focus groups can have a 
number of limitations as a tool for the development and design of new products or 
services. As Mehus (2015), a user experience researcher, explains, a focus group 
investigates what people think, believe, perceive or feel instead of what they do or 
why they do it. There is an important difference between saying and doing, as well 
as doing research with one person or many. Focus groups may be relevant to product 
design research very early on in the design process, when researchers want to learn 
about people’s thoughts and perceptions in order to to generate ideas and 
encourage debate or the exchange of views (ibid.). For a detailed analysis of focus 
groups, when and how to use them, see Goodman et al. (2013: 141-178) (for another 
“how-to”, see also Krueger 2002). 
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SHADOWING Shadowing is a qualitative research technique that allows the researcher to follow 
research participants as they perform their daily tasks for a chosen period of time, 
ranging from a few hours to a few days or weeks. The researcher acts as an observer 
and does not interfere with the research participants as they go about their daily 
lives. In user research and design, shadowing is often combined with other methods 
(focus groups before shadowing, interviews after shadowing etc.) for a more 
informed analysis of the data gathered. The method involves gaining a great deal of 
trust to create meaningful rapport. The research process starts with locating the 
venue and research participants, securing access, and developing trust; continues 
with shadowing and recording; and ends with an analysis of the set of data (see 
http://designresearchtechniques.com/casestudies/shadowing/; for a detailed 
description of the method see Czarniawska 2007). 

CONTEXT-
MAPPING 

Contextmapping is a design methodology developed at Delft University of 
Technology, in which “designers use people’s everyday lives to inform and inspire 
themselves for ideation” (Contextmapping: http://contextmapping.com/about/)  
“Explorative techniques are used to learn about the needs, wishes, motivations and 
experiences of everyday people and use this in designing. It makes mainly use of 
qualitative research, analysis and conceptualization methods and supports empathy 
with the end-users and inspiration for better solutions.” (ibid.) Although similar, it is 
distinguished from ethnographic research in terms of its purpose: “In ethnography 
the aim is to document the entire situation as detailed as possible, so all insights are 
relevant. In context-mapping, the aim is to come with new solutions.” (ibid.) 

GENERATIVE 
TECHNIQUES 

Generative techniques are used in people-centred design “to allow participants to 
externalize emotions and thoughts by creating objects that express them” 
(Goodman et al. 2012: 188). Researchers discuss objects with participants while they 
are making them and then analyse them later on their own in order to “learn more 
about desires, sensations, and aspirations that are often hard to explain” (ibid.). 
Goodman et al. (2012: 188-201) describe two often-used generative techniques and 
how to use them in design research: collage (where individuals or groups of people 
make a new compositions out of a pre-existing set of elements) and mapping (visual 
representations of relationships between people, objects, and spaces). 

http://designresearchtechniques.com/casestudies/shadowing/
http://contextmapping.com/about/
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THINK-ALOUD This is a data elicitation method or protocol borrowed from cognitive psychology 
that traditionally has applications in psychological and educational research on 
cognitive processes (Jaspers et al. 2004: 783). It is mainly used in usability research 
and in user interface design (e.g. usability testing of prototypes). The method 
consists of collecting think-aloud protocols (instructing subjects to solve a problem 
while stating directly what they think) and then analyzing and interpreting these 
protocols to obtain a model of the cognitive processes that took place so as to gain 
insight into the way research subjects perform tasks (ibid.: 783-784).  

CARD SORTING 
(ASSOCIATIVE 
TECHNIQUE) 

Card sorting is a technique that helps uncover how people organise information by 
having participants sort cards featuring words or phrases into groups. Card sorting 
informs the design process by showing how participants relate and categorise 
concepts, which can help create visual and structural relationships that make sense 
to users (Goodman et al. 2012: 201-202). These relationships are then “used to 
understand the sequence of tasks in an activity, structure databases, organize 
navigational elements, or name features and interface elements” (ibid.: 202). 
Goodman et al. (2012) describe the different types of card sorting and explain when 
and how to use them in design research. 

COMMUNITY OF 
PRACTICE 

It is a network learning approach for the bottom-up introduction of innovations, new 
ideas or ways of working. The initial group of people works and learns together 
about a specific topic for a specific period of time. The initial group members 
become ambassadors and start new groups. The concept was first proposed by 
cognitive anthropologist Jean Lave and educational theorist Étienne Wenger in their 
1991 book Situated Learning (Lave & Wenger 1991). Wenger then significantly 
expanded the concept in his 1998 book Communities of Practice (Wenger 1998).  

 

Table 3: People-Centred Methods, Techniques, and Tools 
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5. REQUIRED SKILLS 

In this chapter, we list some of the skills needed for people-centred development, as were 

identified in our review of literature and existing practices (see Frascara 2002: 226; Wilson 

2002: 25). This list will be expanded later on in the project on the basis of further qualitative 

research of stakeholders’ needs: 

• ability to carry out excellent research (concept, design, execution, analysis, 

interpretation, publication) 

• good communication skills 

• team-oriented 

• expects and deals with changing demands 

• ability to learn and reflect 

• desire to develop new products or services 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• writing skills  

• presenting and persuading 

• storytelling ability 

• self-knowledge 

• self-direction 

• time management skills 

• problem solving ability 

“Unfortunately, what I too often 

find is students who have been 

promoted and rewarded to be 

unique, private and competitive 

individuals who work against, 

rather than with, their co-

employees.” (Wilson 2002: 25) 

“I wish [students] realized that their education is only a foot in the 

door. Industry is not looking to fill an academic position—so I do 

not need to see their schools listed as first on their resume. Worst 

of all, the student should not tell me that they would take a job in 

either academia or industry—they won’t give me a warm feeling 

about their passion for product design. […] Product development 

is not like doing academic research, it is not like doing 

government sponsored research, for the most part, it is not like 

doing research at all!” (Wilson 2002: 25) “the most important “deliverable” 

the university should offer to 

industry [is] the graduate” (Frascara 

2002: 226) 
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• process skills 

• creativity 

• innovation 

 

 

• respect for the other 

• active observation and listening (striving to absorb information from sources with 

full attention and without imposing one’s own ideas or agendas on what is learned)  

• patience 

• confidentiality 

  

Ability to deal with “the requirements creep”: 

“when, under the twin pressures of speed and organizational 

complexity, project goals are constantly redefined as various 

stakeholders provide input even after it is under way. This 

requires a great deal of flexibility, the ability to step back and 

reconsider, and adaptability while still holding on to some vision 

of the desired accomplishment.” (B. Jordan 2013: 17) 

Sunderland and Denny (2013) “make a powerful argument that 

the theory we bring from our respective disciplines (in their case 

anthropology and sociology of marketing) is the most important 

contribution we bring to the corporate table«, where there is “an 

incessant interplay between the cry for more theory and the cry 

of practicality, coming to the conclusion that the resolution of 

the gap lies in understanding and respecting the (usually 

implicit) theories the client brings to the table”. “They argue that 

resolving the gap lies in designing and negotiating (early and 

then again) ongoing conversations that acknowledge both types 

of theories for a successful solution design.” (B. Jordan 2013: 17) 
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6. CASE-STUDIES  

There are numerous case-studies presented in the reviewed literature, and many have 

already been referred to in the previous chapters. These include the work of anthropologists 

and other social scientists – and their contributions to the people-centred development of 

products, services, or systems in diverse corporate settings – as well as the work of 

professional designers working in the field of people- (human-, user-) centred design with the 

aid of different methods, techniques, and tools. Many examples of how anthropology and 

ethnography have been applied to the development and design of products, services, or 

systems can be found in edited volumes by Cefkin (2009), Gunn and Donovan (2012), Gunn, 

Otto, and Smith (2013), and B. Jordan (2013). 

In this chapter, we first describe two case-studies that illustrate how anthropologists have 

contributed to people-centred development - one of historical relevance and the other more 

recent. In Table 4, we then provide a selection of several other case-studies that describe and 

analyse people-centred development approaches and methods. The list is by no means 

exhaustive.  

1. Lucy Suchman and the Xerox copy machine 

Lucy Suchman’s case is a pioneering example of an applied anthropologist’s work in the 

corporate sector as well as in people-centred design. Already in the 1970s, Xerox’s Palo Alto 

Research Center (PARC) was interested in human-computer interaction. Lucy Suchman, an 

anthropology graduate, joined PARC in 1979 and soon established a “formidable reputation” 

(Baba 2006) at PARC.  

Her research on Xerox’s copy machines was influenced by Garfinkle’s ethnomethodology. 

She videotaped pairs of users that were attempting to make copies of documents by using 

an expert help system. She then compared their conversations and actions during this 

process with the machine’s automated instructions. “Contrasting the two points of view side-

by-side (i.e., those of the users and the machine), Suchman portrayed communication break-

downs between them, as humans moved fluidly among several different levels of 

conversation (e.g., simple requests for action, ‘meta’ inquiries about the appropriateness of 

a procedure, and embedded requests for clarification of procedures), while the machine was 

severely limited to producing responses that its designer had programmed into it in 

anticipation of stereotypical responses that users ‘should’ make.” (Baba 2006) Her work 

directly contributed to Xerox adapting the design of the copy machines to make them more 

user-friendly.  
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2. Anna Kirah and Microsoft 

Anna Kirah is a design anthropologist who was cooperating with Microsoft in the 

development of their software. Her job was to study users’ experiences in installing Windows 

on their computers. Microsoft predicted that an average user should need approximately 

three hours for this task. Kirah selected a sample of 40 families from different parts of the 

United States and visited them in their homes to observe them during the installation 

process. Her preliminary research showed that none of the families were able to complete 

the process in three hours – some needed 12 or even more hours to install the software. After 

observing five of the families, Kirah went back to Microsoft and presented her preliminary 

results. As the engineers were questioning her research sample and even her own skills, she 

brought some of them with her to the field. Her research and her work contributed to a 

change of perspective at Microsoft towards involving users in the early phases of product 

development instead of relying solely on the experiences of their computer engineers and 

software developers. (Podjed 2013: 53-54).  

‘Human Expectation 

and Experience of 

Autonomous Driving’ 

(HEAD) project 

The 2016 – 2018 Human Expectation and Experience of Autonomous 
Driving (HEAD) project is an interdisciplinary study led by the DUX (Digital 
User Experience) Development Center at Volvo Cars that “connects field 
operational testing, design ethnography and experimental testing”, with 
the ethnographic part conducted in cooperation with social scientists at 
Halmstad University (Halmstad University). The project is labelled as 
“Sweden’s first ethnographic study of Autonomous Driving (AD) cars”, 
developing “innovative design ethnography research” and creating “new 
understandings of how AD cars are perceived, experienced and used, both 
in the present and as part of our imagined futures” (ibid.). The research 
team includes Vaike Fors (Associate Professor, School of Information 
Technology at Halmstad University and Director, Swedish Center for 
Applied Cultural Analysis, SCACA) and Sarah Pink (Distinguished Professor 
and Director of the Digital Ethnography Research Centre at RMIT 
University, Australia, and a Knowledge Foundation International Visiting 
Professor with the SCACA at Halmstad University). 

http://www.hh.se/english/news/news/vinnovafundstoetnographicresearchonselfdrivingcars.65445688.html
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‘Design for Wellbeing’ 
project  

In this ongoing project (2016-2018), researchers at the Digital Ethnography 
Research Centre (DERC) are investigating “what a hospital building and its 
designed forms feel like from the standpoint of those who use it most” at 
the Bendigo Hospital in Victoria, Australia (DERC). A key feature of the 
research is “the use of ethnography to focus on how people experience, 
understand and make sense of their surroundings” (ibid.). The researcher 
team will interview patients, visitors and staff, “observe the distinctive 
patterns, routines and rhythms of use across the hospital-based psychiatry 
precinct” (ibid). The project focuses on the built environment to examine 
how the different designs are experienced “as sensory, emotional and social 
spaces”. The project description states that “ethnography is particularly 
suitable for this project because of its flexibility and responsiveness. It 
allows research participants to share their experiences and insights, and to 
create new knowledge with DERC’s expert researchers” (ibid.)  

Strickler and Neafsey 
2002 

A detailed description of the interdisciplinary project “Preventing Drug 
Interactions in Older Adults” demonstrates the potential for collaboration 
between social scientists and designers on experimental communication 
research (a pharmacologist, a visual communication designer, and an 
educational psychology team). The project’s goal was to design an 
interactive software programme for older adults with the aid of educational 
and cognitive psychology as well as research methods from marketing, 
communication design, and cognitive psychology. 

Nippert Eng 2002 The author provides a detailed description of projects at the Illinois Institute 
of Technology (IIT) conducted by two interprofessional, student-based 
teams. One was conducted at the Ryerson Steel Coil Pickling Company and 
dealt with coil storage and traffic design; the second was conducted on 
digital photography at home with Hewlett-Packard’s HP Labs and Home 
Imaging Divisions. The author discusses “what sociologists bring to the 
table” in people-centred design, and the projects have a lot in common with 
PEOPLE’s Learning Cycles.  

Isaacs 2013 Isaacs (2013) describes three case-studies explaining the benefits of (rapid) 
ethnography. The first case is a study of parking enforcement, where the 
client wanted to use ethnography to inform its design of a specific product 
concept. In the second case, a hospital had the general 
idea of supporting nurses, and ethnography was used to identify specific 
problem areas where technology could assist the nurses. In the third case, 
“a client had the broad agenda of identifying new product opportunities in 
the area of mobile communication and used ethnography to discover gaps 
in the current set of offerings to generate ideas” (Isaacs 2013: 93). 

http://digital-ethnography.com/design-for-wellbeing-at-bendigo-hospital/
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Hepsø 2013 An experienced anthropologist, employed for more than 20 years in the 
Norwegian oil industry, paints a fascinating picture of the issues that arise 
in the communities of practice charged with provisioning offshore platform 
installations in the North Sea. 

PARC white paper The “LA Express Park study” showcases key aspects of rapid ethnography 
and a thoughtful approach to innovation for customer experience. PARC 
endeavoured to understand users’ behaviors, knowledge, and perceptions 
around parking in order to help LA Express Park improve how technology 
could help increase the availability of limited parking spaces through 
dynamic pricing, reducing traffic congestion and air pollution, and 
encouraging the use of alternative modes of transportation. (PARC) 

Jaspers et al. 2004 The authors provide a detailed description of the use of “think aloud” 
method in a hospital (clinic) setting, where designers and researchers 
developed a computerised record system. This includes a presentation of 
the set-up of the study (how the verbal protocol and video analyses were 
performed), the development of the cognitive task model, and the manner 
in which human—computer interaction principles were incorporated in the 
prototype of the user interface.  

Suri et al. 2000 In this article, the authors describe the approach of experience designing in 
different commercial projects in which they were involved, including a 
project focused on the design of a pilot’s interface for an underwater 
remotely operated vehicle and its cameras; a project on improving users’ 
experience of train journeys; research meant to design a controller for a 
video game; a project aimed at exploring television remote controls, and a 
project  examining the digital camera interaction experience. 

Hughes et al. 1994 The authors describe several case studies to illustrate the different uses of 
ethnography within design defined in the following manner: 
• “Concurrent ethnography: where design is influence by an on-going 
ethnographic study taking place at the same time as systems development. 
• Quick and dirty ethnography: where brief ethnographic studies are 
undertaken to provide a general but informed sense of the setting for 
designers. 
• Evaluative ethnography: where an ethnographic study is undertaken to 
verify or validate a set of already formulated design decisions. 
• Re-examination of previous studies: where previous studies are re-
examined to inform initial design thinking.” (Hughes et al.: 5) 
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Kjærsgaard and Otto 
2012 

The authors provide an extended analysis of a case study called the “Body 
Games project”, which focused on designing interactive playgrounds with 
and for children. They focus on the material interventions that were carried 
out as part of the fieldwork and design in the project - in particular, the 
employment of design artefacts such as props, mockups and prototypes. 

Postma et al. 2012 The author describe in detail “The Baby Care” project (2008), an empathic 
design case-study at Philips Research. “The aim of the project was to 
identify and develop new technologies and product concepts for baby care, 
based on rich understanding of the lives of parents with babies” (Postma et 
al. 2012: 63). The initial project team included members with backgrounds 
in electrical engineering, computer science, psychology, and industrial 
design (ibid.). They used tools such as probes (“packages of tools and 
playful exercises that invite participants to reflect on their routines and daily 
experiences”, ibid.: 65), followed by generative sessions with research 
participants.  

Ackerman et al. 2015 The authors present two detailed case studies illustrating the use of rapid 
ethnography at a U.S. academic medical centre. The first case is an 
evaluation of a ‘failed’ health IT project in which researchers used 
ethnography “to understand the fate of a promising diagnostic device that 
was integrated into routine clinical practice in one setting and then resisted 
and ultimately abandoned elsewhere” (S. Ackerman et al. 2015: 16). The 
second case study involved the use of rapid ethnography “to evaluate and 
inform a multi-sited implementation of an electronic tool that enables 
clinicians to exchange diagnostic and treatment advice about individual 
patients” (ibid.) The authors conclude with “a discussion of how 
ethnographers can contribute to the improvement of health IT by providing 
a deeper understanding of the contexts and communities in which new 
tools are introduced” (ibid.) 

Nyborg 2015 In this paper, the author describes the “eFlex project”, a user oriented 
innovation project commissioned by the largest utility company in 
Denmark: DONG Energy. “The company hired a consultancy firm to 
generate in-depth qualitative knowledge on the use of smart grid 
technology in everyday life through anthropological fieldwork in 
households in the Copenhagen area” (Nyborg 2015: 55). 

 

Table 4: Case-studies of people-centred development approaches and methods 
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