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THE STUDY OF WORK - METODS 
 
Blomberg et al. (1993): Ethnographic Field Methods and Their Relation to Design 
Brown et al. (2007): Seeing Ethnographically: Teaching ethnography as part … 
 
 
 
Brown et al. begin their article saying that: ethnography itself involves learning anew 
about whatever setting one is studying (p. 412). 
 
 
But what is ethnography? Blomberg et al. point at the following aspects when 
describing the endeavor of ethnography and what it means to do ethnography: 

∗ Longitudinal studies 
∗ Study natural settings / ‘real world’ 
∗ Description (vis-à-vis prescription) 
∗ From the members (‘natives’) point-of-view 
∗ Participant observation 
∗ Interview 
∗ Analyze 
∗ Holism 
∗ Tacit knowledges 

 
 
 
 
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ETHNOGRAPHY & DESIGN: 
 
Ethnography: 

∗ Explicit interest in understanding social practices and interactions in diverse 
communities as they unfold in everyday life. 

∗ It’s an interpretive/analytic endeavor. 
∗ It seeks descriptions in terms relevant and meaningful to the people 

studied 
∗ It seeks descriptions of what people do rather than what they ought to do 

 
Design: 

∗ Interested in designing artifacts to support work (cooperation). 
∗ It’s an endeavor of intervention 
∗ It (needs to) make judgments of social interaction and situations 

 
 
FIELD METHODS THAT HAVE PROVEN USEFUL IN THE FIELD: 
 
Participant-observation: 

∗ Focus of observation: event, person, place, object 
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∗ What people say they do and what they do are not the same (ideal and 
manifest behavior). Discussion: Blomberg et al. give an example of ideal and 
manifest behavior – do you have another example? 

∗ Focus on: How participants do their work rather that what they do 
 

Discussion: In what way is such distinction important? 
 
Note taking: 

∗ Describe what you observe / encounter 
∗ Remember: date, time, place, persons present (roles, occupation, affiliation) 
∗ Video, photos, tape recordings serve as good memorable-tones, but 
∗ remember to ‘log’ them. 

 
Interview: 

∗ Informal 
∗ Structural 
Rules of thumb of interviewing: 
∗ Don’t interrupt 
∗ It’s ok not to get an answer 
∗ You’re there to learn not to solve 

 
Interview and participant-observation support each other. 
 
 
Brown et al. talk about four phases of ethnography: 
1: Organizational: access is obtained, fieldwork is organized, conduct of participant 

observation, fieldnotes, photos, videos and audio recordings. 
2: Transformation: the experiences of fieldwork are transformed into material suitable 

for analysis. The phase of rewriting and re-presentation. 
3. Analysis: Taking a stance on the participants observed and how they engage with 

the world (how someone can do what they do). Thematic indexing of field 
material. 

4. Writing up: could be a report on the fieldwork, a presentation to designers and / or 
discussions with designers to connect ethnographic findings with concerns of 
designers. 

 
 
ETHNOGRAPHY IN DESIGN - IT changes/reform practices: 
Whom is IT designed for? -> Management?; Workers? Consumers?; Work? -> think 
about the example from Brown et al. p. 420 about the ‘truck repair’. 
 
Discussion: Does it matter ‘whose’ interests are being supported? In what way(s)? 
 
 
INVOLVEMENT OF USERS IN DESIGN: 
Blomberg et al. describe the importance of involving users (perspectives) in design. 

∗ Involvement of participants makes way for new ways of understanding the 
activities studied in relation to the IT under development. 



INF5200 // SF 
Lecture 3 on 03.02.09 - HANDOUT 
 
 
 

Page 3:3 
 

∗ Involvement of participants brings forth their interests in respect to the IT 
developed. 

∗ If the involved participants are future users of IT under development their early 
involvement supports / adoption of future use. 

 
Brown et al. argue that the students obtained a deeper understanding of how to 
engage with and understand a setting before coming to think about design. 
 
 
THE RELEVANCE OF ETHNOGRAPHY IN DESIGN: 

∗ Insights into the work-a-day of the ones who are going to use the technology 
designed to make it mach / support the use-situation. 

∗ Not impose the experience and imagination of designers onto the technology 
designed, running the risk of supporting own needs and wishes rather than the 
actual users. 

∗ Help define possible use and refine existing IT 
∗ Supports / brings forth the idea that IT-use is context-dependent. 
∗ Gaining an understanding of the users world will support designers in better 

relating to issues about work-IT 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION: 

1) Brown et al. talk about learning to see ethnographically – what is meant by this 
phrase? 

2) What differences do you see between an ethnographic field study and a 
traditional HCI (usability) laboratory test? 

3) Do you have any previous experiences with conducting a field study? What 
stands out as lessons you would like to share? 
 
 

EXERCISE: 
Divide into four groups (2 design teams, 1 user-group, 1 team of ethnographers) 

1) Designers: design a purse without users 
2) Users: you are invited to partake in the process of designing a purse 
3) Designers: design a purse with users 
4) Ethnographers: observe the two design teams and take notes on the 

processes unfolding. 


