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Abstract 

Field trials are increasingly used in Human-Computer Interaction research. This paper combines 
theoretical and empirical studies in order to propose a characterisation of field trials as a method 

and to suggest a simple taxonomy of such trials in exploratory studies, prototype suitability 
studies and compartive studies. Furthermore are generalisations of field trials studied in 

particular, with regard to how the structure for a trial influence the possibility to arrive at 
generalisations, how aspects in the study work as discussion points for general statements and 

how there are both explicit and implicit, broad and narrow generalisation in field trials. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Field trials seem to enjoy an increasing popularity as a method in several areas of research. A 
search within the ACM digital library on 'field trial' gave more than 100 hits in the 5-year period 
from 1998 to 2002 (incl.). There seem to be a growing interest to study use of technology under 
realistic conditions in order to get results that are more robust and valid with regard to 
transferability to other situations than other methods are able to provide. The focus for this paper 
is field trials in studies related to interaction design and human-computer interaction, broadly 
defined. About 1/3 of the more than 100 hits were reports from trials in this area.  

The label field trial seems to be used to capture a varied set of ways to do research and as a mean 
to a diverse set of ends. There are quantitative oriented tests where the main goal is to make 
comparative studies between two technological solutions and the difference between the time 
spent on the task are the main outcome (McGee, Cohen et al. 2002), and there are explorative 
studies where qualitative measures are used to study how action unfolds when new technology 
are employed (Hindus, Ackerman et al. 1996). What clearly unites the research with this label is 
two specific points of departure; (1) a position that considers real-life studies as an important (and 
often necessary) source of data in order to get valid results of the research, and (2) that there 
exists an idea of how things can be done in a particular context, and these ideas are made concrete 
as a technical implementation or procedure. So a prerequisite for conducting a field trial is that it 
is possible to do this concretisation of an idea (which in this paper is equivalent with a technical 
artefact, but which in principle can be a new pedagogical layout, a workflow procedure and 
more), that there exists practical possibilities to test it out in a real and existing setting for work, 
play or learning, and that it makes sense to study how this works in peoples regular environment.1 

Despite the apparent widespread and increasing use of the method to obtain data, field trials are 
sparsely described as a method for research. The characterisation of the method, how to work for 
rigour in this type of research and how to arrive at theory do not seem to be systematically treated 
in existing literature. Practical advice and guidance do exists however, concerning how to 
conduct the actual trials (Dray, Siegel et al. 2002). Yet theoretically, field trials seem 
underdeveloped and somewhat immature compared to other methodological categories: e.g. 
experiments, case studies, action research and ethnography. The purpose of this paper is to try to 
contribute to theory of field trials by suggesting a set of characteristics for the method, by 
proposing a taxonomy of trial types, and study possibilities to generalise results by use of field 
trials. The basis for the study is a series of field trials conducted in an applied research project in 
learning and new media, combined with a survey of literature of field trials in the area of Human-
Computer Interaction. 

Field trials can roughly be placed in the region between ethnography and controlled experiments 
(illustrated in figure 1). In ethnography-oriented studies, researcher makes efforts to influence the 
situation and the actions as little as possible (although this is a questionable conception, as argued 
in (Pors, Henriksen et al. 2002), and aim for in-depth understanding of the totality of a particular 
culture, organisation or situation. Experiments on the other hand aim to test the relationships 
between two (or sometimes more) variables, where variations in one is expected to be a cause of 
variations in the other, and the former is brought under controlled variation to see the effect on 
the latter. The field trial has elements of being an experiment in the way that the people taking 
part in the trial are required to use particular technology, however the unfolding of the action is 

                                                 
1 One specific type of studies concern purely technical trials of a new pieces of technology in technical environments, 

e.g. tests to integrate a new router in an existing technical infrastructure to see how it performs on actual real-life 
traffic in the network. This type of field trials account for about 1/3 of the more than 100 hits mentioned above. This 
type of technical trials will not be considered here. 

 2



not under control by researchers, rather it is often an important purpose of the trial to study how 
activity progress (and digress). As in ethnographical studies the researchers in a field trial will 
seek to maintain as regular environment as possible; regarding the physical locations, the usual 
tasks conducted by the participants, the organisational context, the regular equipment and tools 
etc., but with the exception of the technology that is put into the context by the researchers.  

Ethnography Field trials Experiments 

context dimensionnatural laboratory 

Figure 1 

Why use field trials ? 

A common position for researchers who apply field trials seems to be that these trials increase the 
external validity (i.e. the transferability to other situations) of results compared to other methods 
to test new ideas. Dray et al emphasise that the use of field trials brings answers that are "more 
global in nature" (Dray, Siegel et al. 2002) p12) than with other methods, and that they have the 
potential to answer questions like: how will the system be integrated in the workplace, will the 
users adopt it, how motivated will they be, how will they have to change their practice to exploit 
the systems capabilities etc. Hindus et al. give field trials credit for "rich nuanced understanding 
of the social uses" (Hindus, Ackerman et al. 1996) p238) of their application, as they get actual 
use data. They report several findings as "innovative and surprising uses of the system" (Ibid 
p241), which they attribute to the use of field trials and using several methods for data gathering 
while conducting the trials. George Olsen gives a passionate argument for getting the researcher 
out in the field, without referring to field trials in particular. He sees real life test as a way to 
increase the credibility of the HCI-area in general, and remedy the "ignorance of the wider 
context" (Olsen 2002) p15) he sees in the area. He also strongly argues for this as a way for the 
researchers plainly "to provide more useful research" (Ibid). 

The empirical part of this study consists of an extensive design experiment over a three-year 
period in Norwegian secondary school, where three series of four field trials on four different 
schools as the pivotal activity in the project. The trials in the project named LAVA Learning were 
based on three mutual dependent and interwoven development efforts; pedagogical layout, 
technical implementation and multimedia content specially prepared and adapted for the design 
experiments (see fig 3).  

The method and structure for this paper on methodology  

This paper combines a survey on field trial papers mainly in the HCI area, with empirical material 
from field experiments. The paper survey is done explorative by selecting papers using field 
trials, within a broad defined area of Human-Computer interaction, with particular attention to the 
papers that described the method. About 30 papers were studied in some detail, with special 
attention towards about 15 papers (referred) which appeared archetypical in some way, in 
addition some which were selected because they seemed to present a new twist to field trials. 

The empirical part of the study is from the totally 12 field trials conducted in the LVA Learning 
project. Multiple means of data collection were used, with video footage as the main source for 
the research questions in the project, supplemented with observation, field notes, content analyses 
of the pupils' production and documents in the project, as well as the ongoing debate in the 
project. For this paper the totality of the experiences from participating in the project through the 
trials is important, containing several research angles, fields, organisations and people. 
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Before the empirical presentation, the theoretical study of field trials is presented, where 
characteristics of field trials are supplied, a taxonomy is proposed, and the possibility of 
generalisations are discussed. Then LAVA Learning is presented and discussed, and the paper 
concludes with a discussion of the possibilities to draw generalisations from research based on 
field trials. 

CHARACTERISTICS AND TAXONOMY OF FIELD TRIALS 
Field trials are one the one hand presented as an ethnographic method (Dray, Siegel et al. 2002), 
on the other hand field trials are used to describe experiments on literally moving laboratories 
(Rowley 1994). This indicates that the research community do not share a common understanding 
of the concept. The notion of what a field trial is seems to slide along the dimension of figure 1. 

However, an examination into reported field trials indicate that the studies have some particular 
characteristics of its own that cannot merely be reduced to a place somewhere between 
experiments and ethnographical oriented studies. It is an approach with certain common qualities, 
with regard to the constructive orientation, the collection of data, the activities in the research 
project, and in particular with regard to how both assumptions and hypothesises are made explicit 
in an artefact. From writings of field trial methods used in relation to HCI studies it is possible to 
suggest some general characteristics of field trials as a research methodology, although these are 
not explicitly stated. (Cheverst, Davies et al. 2000); (Hindus, Ackerman et al. 1996; Kraut, 
Scherlis et al. 1996; Grisedale, Graves et al. 1997; Mäkelä, Giller et al. 2000; Mynatt, Rowan et 
al. 2001; Dray, Siegel et al. 2002; McGee, Cohen et al. 2002); (Resnick and Virzi 1992; Rowley 
1994; O'Brian, Rodden et al. 1999; Pascoe, Ryan et al. 2000; Whittaker, Davies et al. 2000) 
(Whittaker 2002):  

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

The major source of data are trials of prototypes tested in as 'natural' setting as possible, 
to be able to study how work context, task, environment are relevant to use 

The prototype work as the 'researcher's best guess' of a what this design should be like 
(taking into account possible imperfections of software implementation)  

The ideas and assumptions of the use situation and task may be manifest in the 
technology, even if they are not made explicit in any other way 

Data are collected by multiple means, and includes some research technique that involves 
observation of use over time and the focus of research may move in the data collection 
phase 

Development, trial and evaluation are in the same project 

The studies have neither singular use subjects in the trial nor large samples, they can 
loosely be said contain a handful to some dozens of trial units 

Even though field trials consist of a varied set of research approaches these characteristics seems 
to be quite stable across a broad range of field trial reported within the interaction design and HCI 
area. Below are some of the variations in research projects labelled field trials emphasised.  

Taxonomy  

The trials vary from explorative approaches to study what kinds of processes that occur in using 
the prototype or new procedure, to studies constructed to estimate to what extent the new 
prototype works more efficient than the old approach on some selected variables. On this 
continuum from explorative to comparative field trials three categories can be identified. On the 
comparative end of the scale are the studies where some particular operation or procedure are 
identified, and the trial becomes a test on how these operations are done by existing technology 
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on the one side, and the new prototype at the other side, measured by quantitative or qualitative 
means. The result of the study may be a discussion of to what extent the new prototype performs 
better on individual parameters identified, and what the total picture of use is compared with the 
existing technology. The study of a new command support system in the US military is a typical 
example of this category of field studies (McGee, Cohen et al. 2002). 

The next type of field trials can be named prototype suitability tests. These are trials where the 
aim is to study if the prototype is able to perform in a setting as close to normal as possible. The 
typical questions asked are to what extent the users are able to utilise the system as a part of their 
regular routines, as well as questions about user experience with the artefact and user acceptance. 
In these studies a prototype is in the centre of attention, more than a new procedure or work 
practice, which are more viewed as an effect of the prototype. The study of the tablet PC (Dray, 
Siegel et al. 2002) are a typical field trial along these lines, where the aim is to study what the 
problems are with using the system in a natural setting and what kind of changes can be 
recommend in order to increase the chances for the product in the marketplace. 

The third and last category in this taxonomy is the explorative field trials. The aims for these 
types of trials are broad, but often includes exploratory studies of new or moderately investigated 
areas of use. The technology is important in the study, but may also serve as a catalyst for change 
and may lead to an open study of what kind of change that occurs. Studies include the use of 
continuous audio communication in a work setting (Hindus, Ackerman et al. 1996), studies of 
possible uses of digital images on mobile devices (Mäkelä, Giller et al. 2000), observations in the 
field by use of portable devices (Pascoe, Ryan et al. 2000) and several other (Grisedale, Graves et 
al. 1997; O'Brian, Rodden et al. 1999; Mynatt, Rowan et al. 2001), as well as the LAVA-learning 
project described in this article.  

One measure for valuable research is how it is transferable to other circumstances and areas, how 
the results are valid beyond the particular experiment, case or field trial. A result with only local 
validity, has limited value. The method used in a study, has considerable impact on the 
possibilities to draw generalisations from results of research. 

Generalisations 

To draw generalisations from field trials may be challenging. Similar to case studies (Walsham 
1995) the results are typically unique and not repeatable in the experimental sense, the trials are 
relatively few and are typically not used for statistical generalisations over a population. The 
'variables' in the trial (or case) are not under control by the researcher, as the trials are not 
independent of the researcher who are doing it and draws the generalisations. In interpretative 
oriented research (ibid), a term that qualifies for the field trials studied here, we need to argue for 
generalisations in terms of the entire trial or case with its particularities and the methodology 
applied for the research, and the weight of the arguments as well as rhetorical strength determine 
the power of the generalisations. 

Walsham argues that generalisations from interpretative research are 'tendencies' (original quotes) 
"which are valuable in explanations of past data but are not wholly predictive for future 
situations" (ibid). This enters into a discussion of cause and effect and to what extent this is valid 
concepts in interpretative research. Walsham seems to argue for what may be denoted 'weak 
predictions', in the sense that it is not firm regularities of causality that may be found, but rather 
that some phenomena may stimulate other phenomena to emerge. Coffey and Atkinson see a 
danger in orienting the research too much towards generalisations, but still regard generalisations  
it as an important part of qualitative research when based on empirical data: "The generalizations 
we engage in should always remain firmly grounded in the empirical details of the local. [...] We 
do need to reconcile the particular and the universal, moving from the uniqueness of an individual 
case or a setting to an understanding of the more general processes at work." (Coffey and 
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Atkinson 1996 p163). This indicates a view that "the world may be found in a grain of sand"2 (or 
'God lies in the detail'?). In other words, that careful examination of one case may reveal results 
that are relevant way beyond the actual object of study. 

One way to handle the issue of generalisations of field trial studies is to let future users of the 
research do them. They may be the best to judge how the results from the studies have 
implications in their context. As Walsham puts it: "[Generalisations should] be seen as 
explanations of a particular phenomena derived from empirical interpretative research in specific 
IS [information systems] settings, which may be valuable in the future in other organizations and 
contexts." (Walsham 1995). He suggest four categories of generalisations within this branch of 
research: (1) development of concepts, (2) generation of theory, (3) drawing of specific 
implications, and (4) contributions of rich insight. This framework will be applied below to 
illuminate the different approaches within three types of field trials identified. 

Comparative field studies contains very few explicit generalisations, these exercises are rather left 
for the reader to do from the presented material. The results are for the most part limited to the 
actual comparative experiment: on which of the selected parameters is the new prototype better 
and where does it work less efficient than with existing technology in the particular context. (see 
e.g.(McGee, Cohen et al. 2002) (Resnick and Virzi 1992) 

In prototype suitability field trials the studies opens up for how the technology works in 
relationships with the users and with the context. Most of the studies contain some moderate 
efforts to generalise, mainly of the type Walsham refer to as implications (Walsham 1995), and 
mostly with regard to how possible further enhancements of the system will work out. E.g. in a 
study of voicemail interfaces, the generalisations are limited to what one may expect from the 
work when the prototype are enhanced with new features: "These new automatic techniques 
[speech recognition and extraction of significant information] should provide further support for 
information extraction and scanning tasks" (Whittaker et al 2000).  

Cheverst et al. presents a generalisation as a dilemma in a prototype suitability study for context 
sensitive mobile systems; "the need to produce a system that uses context to simplify [...] an 
inherently complex system, versus the need not to overly constrain functionality or information 
[...] based on the current context" (Cheverst, Davies et al. 2000). This dilemma is presented as an 
implication of the field trial they have conducted but also communicates with theory in being 
what the authors refer to as "an interesting instance of the fundamental tradeoff between 
prescription and freedom". Pascoe et al. draws the implications somewhat further in their 
prototype suitability study and extends the generalisations over to a broader domain of use: "We 
have found that a combination of these two principles [minimal attention user interfaces and 
context awareness] can deliver very effective solutions for the fieldworker and, in many cases, the 
mobile user in general." The arguments for the extension from a fieldworker observing animals 
on the savannah to mobile users in general is not given explicitly (Pascoe et al.), but seems 
motivated by the rich description of the field trial. 

The reports on explorative field trials usually make use of rich description to give a general 
impression of the consequences of placing the prototype into a situation. The nature of the studies 
gives an opportunity to explore several of these consequences and possibilities that arise from the 
use of the prototype. This makes way for several generalisations. Mynatt et al explore how living 
digital portraits may inform on the well being of elderly family members, and convey a rich 
impression of the need for experience with what they name "surrogate social support" which 
seems to be is a new concept. It is also an indication of the explorative nature that these studies 
come up with a 'future work' section that are relatively large with a number of possible directions 
                                                 
2 Who said this? 
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for further research the authors want to engage in (or encourage the reader to do). Hindus et al. 
gives a condensed generalisation of their study of audio media spaces: "Audio spaces can lead to 
social spaces" and "the nature of these social spaces is affected by audio's affordance" (Hindus et 
al). Here the generalisations extend towards rudimentary theory building. The mainly quantitative 
field trial of Kraut et al also contains inclinations to theory building. Their summary and 
conclusions are mainly generalisations: "once financial barriers are lowered, lower income and 
less educated people are likely to become enthusiasts [of internet use].  Race and gender, 
however, remain associated with Internet usage." 

The explorative studies also engage to some extent in implications. Mäkalä et al are explicit in 
their assessment of their explorative field trial. In a study of digital images for handheld devices 
where they pose general questions on the potential for this type of communication and claim that 
their study "suggest that the concept of wireless communication with digital images has great 
possibilities in the consumer markets".  

A framework to organise the four types of generalisations put forward by Walsham is proposed 
below (figure 2). The rich insight tends to be implicit from the 'thick description' often given of a 
trial, and it has the potential for broad applicability. Theories by definition claim some general 
applicability also as a result of field trials, and are explicit. The specific implications also 
necessary explicit, and the field trials giving these specific implications have usually moderate 
claims for its applicability, but this do vary. Development of concepts is harder to place in this 
model, the minimal attention user interface concept (Pascoe et al. 2000) are well defined and 
claims relatively broad applicability within the handheld area, whereas the study of a handheld 
tourist guide (Cheverest et al. 2000) the claim of 'comfort' in using a the appliance seems both as 
an implicit generalisation and narrow in scope. It is important to emphasis that these categories 
are not mutually exclusive, – it is in principle possible to have generalisations of all types from 
one field study. 
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organisations at a budget of NOK 24 million. The general aim for the LAVA Learning project 
was to explore the use of computer-based rich media environments in schools. The project had 
three tracks of research and development; (1) pedagogical concepts, (2) new media content 
creation and (3) software development. It remained a major concern to treat these issues as 
mutually dependent in the project. This created a milieu of continuous discussion throughout the 
more than three years the project operated. The multi-disciplinary constellation in the project 
along with the time scope of the project made it possible to discuss observations, potential 
improvements in technology, pedagogy or content in an ongoing process during the course of the 
project. This increased the validity of the results in the way intermediate results were 
continuously assessed in relation to the involved processes and different fields of study. 

Why use field trials in LAVA learning ? 

Field trials immediately emerged as the way to handle the types of questions we wanted to 
organise our research around in this applied research project. This approach was naturally based 
on some fundamental assumptions about research, epistemology and how it is possible to obtain 
results. A common and basic assumption amongst the researchers in all three strands of research 
and development was that valid results on learning and use of technology and content should be 
obtained in context, in situated practice. Adding to this basic conviction that new media and 
learning as an immature and emerging area, needed a multidisciplinary approach and that 
traditional fences between pedagogy, media studies and informatics needed to be lowered 
because it appeared to us that it were impossible to reduce research questions in this area to single 
discipline issues. This made exploratory field studies a promising multi-disciplinary test-bed for 
investigation, and at the same time enabling the particular perspectives of the different fields and 
researchers. In addition, technological development and curiosity were a driving force in the 
project, as were ideas on how to structure and design multimedia content and explore pedagogical 
principles, all of which only could be appropriately realised and evaluated through a real-life test, 
particularly viewed from a situated perspective. It also quickly established the reality of what 
happened in the field trials as the indisputable answers, even though we could argue about what 
really had happened during a trial. 

Another fundamental configuration of LAVA Learning was to use an iterative system 
development approach. This approach was applied to the project as a whole, and led to a structure 
with three iterative cycles. Each cycle consisted of parallel and coordinated development 
activities in the three tracks of system development, pedagogical scenarios and content creation 
and adaptation (see figure 3). 

The iterative structure made it possible to do some modification in the research design in between 
the trials, based on the preceding ones, as well as in the major cycle. The structure made it also 
possible to rethink the strategy for data collection from intermediate experiences and conclusions. 
This work did not start out with a precisely defined hypothesis but rather as explorative studies in 
all three aspects of the trial; content, pedagogy and technology including interaction design. The 
different research and development participants had different focus, also with regard to emphasis 
on the development or the research phases. 

Multiple means of data collection 

The data material from the trials consists of observations, a range of concrete products and some 
interview/interaction data, falling into the categories as used by Huberman and Miles; – 
observations, documents and interviews (Huberman and Miles 1994) 

To combine field notes and video observations have been a fruitful way to enrich the data 
material and analyses of it. Most of the video material footage from the screen of the computer 
and the vicinity of it and the general picture or context was not easy to capture. Here the field 
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observations and notes served to put the action into context, and in this way added substantial 
complementary value to the video material. It is difficult to see how the different particularities in 
the video material could have been utilised without this contextual information, which also 
functioned as a type of 'quality assurance' against misinterpretations. 

 

The only constant is change 

To conduct field trials represented a harsh confrontation with reality, both in design and 
evaluation. The design is not an issue here, but as empirical data shows, the transformation from 
specification to implementation of a concrete design contain imperfections, i.e. what we 
envisioned was not always implemented as expected. And when the actual trials were conducted, 
handling of bugs and unexpected consequences of the local technical architecture were frequent. 
But these malfunctions were only one reason of the need to improvise in the data collection 
phase, and not the most important one. The pupils' unforeseeable ways to make use of the 
equipment and resources to accomplish their assignment forms a more important and fundamental 
characteristic. The relatively loose layout and explorative nature of the trials opened up for 
improvisations from the participants, which again led to a need to rethink and continuously 
rearrange the data collection procedures, e.g. to start to follow a group around because they 
decided to do much of the project other places than at the school area, but also to track particular 
unexpected and interesting patterns of use which meant to rearrange observations, positions of 
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video cameras etc. Similar to a semi-structured interview where some pre-defined specific issues 
are combined with a possibility to follow up on particularly interesting threads, the field trials 
gave an opportunity to combine a pre-defined method of study with a flexible approach to data 
collection. 

In this whole sequence of 12 field trials during the 3 years about every aspect of the trials and 
project were modified. The software came in two major releases, the last one in two versions, and 
it was under continuous bug-fix during trials. The pedagogical layout were reconsidered in 
between the cycles of tests, had minor revisions in between the trials in every cycle as well as 
being under constant re-evaluation by the teachers during trials, according to changes in the 
technology and network access, what the pupils seemed to manage at every point in time and a 
number of other external and internal factors. In specially prepared content was a somewhat more 
stable, but were produced in three versions, each for one cycle and were subject to some change 
during trials. 

The prevailing characteristic was change, and to try to control particular 'variables' in the trials 
were impossible. The data gathering in these trials needed planning and we could have gained 
from a better planning phase, but the relevance of the data was totally dependent on 
improvisations during the trials. To handle this kind of dynamics it is a major advantage to have 
data sources where interpretations are kept at a minimum. Here is video of actions including 
audio of conversations from the trials irreplaceable data sources. Also documentations, the 
presentations made by the pupils are valuable sources. Dated field notes are more vulnerable for 
reinterpretation during the course of the field trials on how the actions are to be understood. 

Generalisations in LAVA 

One aim for this research is to try to draw some generalisations for human–computer interaction 
in rich media environments. Here the field trial serve as a fertile basis, but there are no direct line 
from the field trials to the generalisations, they will be propositions inspired and informed by the 
field trials, not deduced from them. The trials also give an opportunity to give a rich description 
of pupils using multimedia material in learning when they are producing presentations in project-
based work in a school setting. A rich description should have the potential to contribute with 
insight into such processes and the opportunity for the readers to gain from this experience and 
try to relate these field trials to other design projects, trials, learning or use situations they are 
engaged in. But specific results and interpretation may also lead to more explicit generalisations.  

One recurring pattern form the field trials were that the pupils resized and moved elements 
around on the screen when they were constructing their presentation, both elements of their own 
making and elements they had imported,  - and video frames, text elements, graphics and picture 
frames alike.  This behaviour appeared seemingly without a direct purpose, the element often 
came back to its original position and size. This observation has a range of possible 
interpretations: e.g. they tested out possible placing or size of the element but found the original 
to be the best, they were just bored and enjoyed doing it, they touched it as one is touching a 
common object or paper under discussion to try 'to get the grips of the matter'. Detailed studies of 
the video material indicate that all these reasons are into play during the field trials. In a 
constructive perspective a question becomes if these reasons are strong enough to argue for 
constructing systems that enable and even encourage this behaviour. A type of generalisations 
arising from these findings could be to present this as a principle for design of multimedia 
authoring systems, one should make it possible to the author to see, 'touch', and alter elements. 
However, to argue for it to be a general principle for design of rich media environments, we need 
a discussion on the grounding of such a general statement. 
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Dimensions of generalisations 

Implicit generalisations as it is named in this paper, rests on the readers interpretations of how the 
grounding for new concepts or how rich the insight becomes. Theory and implications are more 
explicit as claims for it to be general, and therefore also needs a more specific discussion on how 
it is possible to make such generalisations.  

One way to investigate the strength and robustness of the explicit generalisations is to identify the 
different elements that go into the trial, and to discuss to what extent the results in the test depend 
on the peculiarities of the elements in this particular set of trials. In the LAVA field trials several 
aspects may be considered when the issue is to argue for specific implications: 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

⇒ 

The user: is possible to generalise the results to user of other ages? 

The context of use: is it possible to generalise results in other contexts than project 
oriented group work in school? 

The domain: are the results limited to the learning situation, or is it possible to generalise 
to other domains? 

The content: do the characteristics of the content play a substantial role in how the results 
(apart from being of several media types)? 

The hardware: do the implications apply only to PC use, or do they apply also to other 
digital devises and environments? 

The software: are the results limited to this particular piece of technology, or are they 
applicable in design of other and future applications? 

In the case of a design principle or claim that it should be easy for a user to 'touch' elements in a 
multimedia environment, the discussion would need to return to the interpretations and the 
findings on which the interpretations is based. E.g. do the findings indicate that the general 
activity level of a teenager is the underlying reason for the need to move and resize objects, which 
will make the claim less general? Is 'touch' behaviour a desire for the pupils to demonstrate how 
they master the application and the computer to the other members of the group, rather than 
expression of a general desire to touch elements? Is the learning situation in particular, an 
underlying reason to 'touch' the elements? Or is it the constructive orientation of the project 
work? Do the findings indicate that learning plays a particular role in a desire to touch the 
elements? Is it possible to find some particular feature in the software that stimulates the pupils to 
move and resize the objects frequently, which make the result particular for this software? It the 
hardware with the mouse one necessary condition for this or is it possible to obtain this sense of 
touch with other types of existing or new types of hardware?  

The questions above are only an indication of directions the discussion of these aspects might 
take with regard to findings and interpretations from the LAVA field trial. A substantial treatment 
of these elements of generalisations would exceed the limits of this paper, and to try to generalise 
along all these lines in any format may be futile, the main point here is to emphasis that such 
discussions would need to return back through the interpretations and the findings and the 
conditions of these findings, on order to argue for the scope and strength of the generalisations. 
Coffey and Atkinson seem to support this view when discussing qualitative research in general: 
"Transcending the local and the particular is important but should be seen within the context of 
ensuring that our analyses are methodological and rhetorically convincing." (Coffey and Atkinson 
1996 p163) 

It is important to emphasis the obvious here, that these generalisations do not rely solely on the 
field trials but also on a body of theory and reports of other empirical work. An essential part of 
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the argument for these generalisations is how they alternately agree and are in opposition with 
existing body of theory and empirical investigations. The confidence in these results will vary and 
can only be clarified by going into the detailed arguments, however, these are propositions open 
both to alternative interpretations of the field trials reported, and for future investigations to 
increase (or diminish) the confidence in them.  

Another important notice of the obvious is that the world is not general. Each case or situation has 
own particularities but through the discussion of the grounds for the general claim it should be 
possible to extract the relevance for a particular case of design. One way to estimate the strength 
of such a discussion to make general claims is to what extent it is possible to find arguments for 
the relevance of the generalisation in any particular case. 

GENERALISATIONS FROM FIELD TRIALS 

A case study may focus on one single organisation and study this from a particular perspective; a 
lab experiment may single out one dependent variable (e.g. eye movements) and describe patterns 
of this movement when another variable is changed. However, an important part of the 
contribution will be how it is possible to generalise findings in this particular case or this eye 
pattern to new situations. In a case study one needs to argue – or at least it should be possible to 
appreciate – that in this detailed study of e.g. one organisation's use of information systems, the 
research has revealed some results that are relevant for more than the unit analysed. In an 
experimental analysis of eye movements, the problem of generalising is more that of external 
validity. The experiment may give robust and significant statistical data on how a sample of 
people move their eyes when using this application, but one must still argue for these data to be 
relevant under other conditions. 

The method of field trial is somewhere in the realm between ethnographical studies and 
controlled experiments, and has to some extent to fight 'both fronts' to generalise. The somewhat 
manipulated reality of the trials may make generalisations difficult, as well as the particularities 
in the few different entities in the study may do the same. On the other hand, to have several units 
to study relieve some of the problems of having to generalise from one single deep case study, 
even without use of quantitative techniques. And we do not have struggle with the problems of 
external validity for an artificial situation in the lab. It is a the middle road sort of solution, 
eliminating the most problematic issues of the two extreme positions, but we still has to handle 
issues of generalisation both from a perspective that the situation is manipulated and that the 
objects and subjects of study are few and that the investigations mainly are qualitative and one 
might overemphasise the importance of certain particularities. 

One element that contribute to the possibility to make generalisations that are robust, are the 
dynamics of the projects and the how they develop. The field trials are permitted to develop in a 
structure, and sometimes beyond it, but the planned general structure serves to guide the trial. 
Several studies report on this as an important quality to obtain results in field trials. In LAVA 
Learning trials structure consisted e.g. of the demand on the pupils to create a multimedia 
presentation, the milestones along the way where the pupils should work their way through 
content, they should be able to present a problem statement at a particular point in time etc. 
Within these limits there were largely up top the students both to plan and carry out their project. 
A tight plan for how the trial and the observations of it should be conducted without space for 
improvisations would miss out crucial observations of use. A firm structure without room for 
improvisation would e.g. not take properly advantage of the pupils' own capability to plan their 
work. This became particularly important as this also developed into an important part of the 
study in how they handled the use situation. Also, it would not take advantage of our ability as 
researchers to learn about both conducting the experiment and doing the observations as the trial 
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proceeded, and it would not recognise that it is impossible to plan in detail in an emerging area of 
research and development.  

Dray et al. describe this as " 'opportunistic findings' - things that just happened to occur when we 
were present" (Dray et al. p16). Others emphasise the need to redesign the trial along the way, 
and emphasising the learning process of all parties (see e.g. Hindus et al; Mynatt et al; Mäkelä et 
al.). The comparative field trials are an exception in this respect, – they report a more tightly 
structured process in order to compare the efficiency of a procedure by use of two different 
technologies.  

The rudimentary structure of the trial coupled with improvisations make generalisations more 
robust. As the users were able to follow their own path of work, it is now in hindsight, easier to 
argue for the external validity of the results. The situation resembles users confronted with a 
constructive task in a multimedia environment, making up their way to proceed as they work their 
way through the construction process, where numerous unplanned use situations occur, as it 
frequently did during trials.  

CONCLUDING REMARK 
This paper takes its point of departure in apparent lack of theories on field trial as a research 
method, and such trials are studied empirically and theoretically within the area of human-
computer interaction. From a substantial body of literature it is relative straight forward to find 
common traits of the method from a number of studies, which seemed rather heterogeneous at fist 
glance. It is possible to identify three distinct types of field trials, comparative trials, prototype 
suitability trials and explorative field trials. In the two last types a particular characteristic is 
flexible arrangement of trial and accompanying research. In these studies the structure of the 
trials are tentative and subject to change, the research questions may move during trials, and the 
events are open for improvisations on the part of the participating subjects as well as researchers. 
Within a planned overall structure in LAVA Learning these improvisations and dynamics were 
valuable as support to increase the strength of the generalisations from the study, due to how 
these variations made the results more robust.  
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