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1 Introduction  
Sometime in the 1970s a split between users and designers of information technology was born 

(Grudin 1991). Until then the designers ς scientists and engineers working in research laboratories 

and other development organizations ς had created computer systems, hardware and software, 

largely for their own consumption. It was a specialistΩs tool, designed by specialists for specialists. 

When the computer gradually began spreading beyond its institutions of conception into the 

workplace more generally, this all changed. Designers could no longer rely solely on their own needs 

ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΥ ΨǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ or-

ganization had to be taken into account. The designers were in other words kicked out of their eden-

ic bliss of self-absorption. A differencŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ōƻǊƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ hǘƘŜǊΩΤ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

the practice of design and the practice of use of information technology. 

This condition is of course not unique to IT design but rather a sign of a maturing discipline. Most 

design disciplines deal and have dealt with this problem over time and often build various institu-

tions and practices around the problem. The relationship between architect and contractor is one 

example, the relationship between an organization consultant and her client another; we might even 

include filmmakers, authors and other creative professionals, who need to take their audience into 

account. Originally, the engineering disciplines may have served as the role model for IT design, most 

perspicuously in, for example, systems development and requirements engineering, but the source 

of inspiration has expanded greatly. Interaction design is an obvious example of a field in IT design 

ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǎƻŦǘΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘƛŎ approaches. Indeed, it might be argued that 

aside from the narrow technical IT disciplines, the whole field of information technology ς academic 

and professional, one way or the other, is occupied with ς or at least is involved in ς the alignment of 

use and design. Human-computer interaction (HCI), for example, often from a psychological perspec-

tive attempts to understand the relationship between computer users and computers; the tradition 

of Information Systems (IS) focuses on the relationship between organizational processes and design 

of information technology and Computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) is ς as the name sug-

gests ς occupied with computer support of collaborate work and so on and so forth. In these and 

other cases the question arises ς although in very different forms and with very different conse-

quences ς how information technology should bear on use and vice versa. Use and design must sup-

posedly be managed in a disciplined manner somehow. 

Although not always acknowledged, there is in fact a more primordial split to take into account than 

that between users and designers, and that is the split between present and future. By definition 

design deliberately introduces a difference into the world. To manage the relationship between use 

and design is therefore not only to align two groups of people, two different practices, with each 

other; it is also to align present and future. Thus, the problem of the management of use and design 

is the management of two sets of differences: a socio-practical and a temporal. 

To articulate the question of use and design of information technology in terms of the practical spa-

tio-temporal management of differences between use and design is a rather peculiar way to frame 

the problem, which is not how most of the approaches mentioned above would do it. Nevertheless, I 

hope to show through the thesis that it is a fruitful way to engage the problem. But the focus of the 

thesis is much narrower than the field of IT design in general. In fact, I would like to disengage from 

the broader disciplines and their solutions to IT design whether in the form of methodologies, theo-

ries or practices. The thesis does not attempt to situate itself in the larger tradition of it design but 
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only shares with it the issue of use and design as formulated above. The reason for this is simple: The 

tradition of IT design has not been part of my PhD work except for two specific approaches to the 

problem: participatory design and workplace studies. Thus apart from being part of a very general 

problematics I only attempt to contribute to the particular agendas, which animates these two ap-

proaches. Put differently, I would like to remain close to the experiences, practically and theoretical-

ly, of my project work, which, if I may be pompous for once, is the most honest and truthful I can 

report.  

However, it is important to stress that the thesis is not a simple extension of participatory design or 

workplace studies. Quite to the contrary is the thesis a reflection on the struggle to turn a research 

project into an academic case of primarily participatory design and secondarily workplace studies. It 

is, thus, in the light of a partly unsuccessful research project that I discuss the problem of the differ-

ence between use and design practice of information technology as articulated by the two ap-

proaches. To be able to understand what the struggle has been about, I shall first give a short intro-

duction to participatory design and workplace studies (they will be more thoroughly expounded in 

chapter 2 and 3) and the research projects I have been part of and then continue the description of 

how the encountered troubles more precisely have shaped the subject of the thesis.  

1.1 Participatory design and workp lace studies ɀ in  brief  
Before outlining participatory design and workplace studies, I should say a few more words about 

why exactly those two traditions have played a role in my PhD work. The main reason is autobio-

graphical. My interest in participatory design and workplace studies reflects the academic setting in 

which I am situated where they both have a strong presence. This is true both in relation to the aca-

demic institutions I'm part of and in relation to the broader Scandinavian setting, where especially 

participatory design has had and still have a relative strong position in design of information tech-

nology at least in an academic setting. Thus, it was part of the original plan of my PhD work to con-

tribute to one or both of these traditions, but it ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ΨƳŀǊƪŜǘΩ for especially 

participatory design research as we shall later. As a matter of fact the demand for workplace studies 

was not as high and therefore participatory design came to play a more central role in the actual re-

search activities. In writing the thesis, however, I have re-emphasized the tradition of workplace stu-

dies because it is an interesting alternative to participatory design, and because ς I believe ς the ex-

periences from the research work may be consequential for workplace studies as well.  

Participatory design is an approach to design of information technology which emphasizes the direct 

involvement of users in the design activity ς hence the name. Participatory design or sometimes just 

Ψt5Ω has its roots in Scandinavia and the struggle for workplace democracy in 1970s and 1980s but is 

today an internationally held and more pragmatic approach to IT design. The focus is on user in-

volvement but the particular goal of workplace democracy has largely been abandoned. Still many of 

the same attitudes and methods have prevailed.  

Initially, the role of participatory design ς as a child of the Students Movement ς was to empower 

workers and increase their influence on the application and design of computer systems for the 

workplace. Existing technological solutions were perceived to be unduly oriented towards manageri-

al concerns of rationalization and control, and comparable little concerned about workers interests 

in quality of work and influence on working conditions. The participatory design movement was 

headed by researchers ς typically computer scientists ς ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǳnions and 
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together they worked for more worker friendly information technology. Thus from the beginning 

participatory design regarded use and design of information technology as a political question. It 

was important to secure that workers were represented in the design process and that the technol-

ogies developed would not impede their interests.  

To achieve this goal, in various parts of Scandinavia,  projects were established where union repre-

sentatives, workers and researchers worked together on in the first instance to educate workers 

about information technology and later to collaborative design new information technologies for the 

workplace. It was figured that when workers were participants in the design process their interests 

would be represented and it would possible to draw directly on their knowledge about work. The 

designers, who were typically also researchers, would learn from workers and workers would learn 

about technological possibilities bringing them closer together. Thus to manage the difference be-

tween use and design in accordance with the espoused political goals, participatory design created a 

common forum where workers and designers could meet, learn from each other, and jointly create 

politically and practically relevant technologies. As such participatory design attempts to manage ς 

and to some extent overcome ς the difference between use and design by narrowing the distance 

both physically, socially and professionally between users/workers and designers: designing with and 

for workers.  

Parallel with and to some extent as results of the pragmatic turn away from a particular brand of 

(Marxist) inspired labor politics, the group of stakeholders involved in participatory design was in 

1990s and onwards expanded in two respects. First, in principle, all stakeholders were invited to par-

take in a participatory design including management. ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ΨǳǎŜǊΩ ǿŀs expanded from 

the worker to all people who in principle had stakes in the technology resulting in a broader set of 

concerns represented, but not in an abandonment of notion that design of IT is political. And second, 

participatory design became no longer exclusively engaged in design of information technology for 

the workplace. Many participatory design projects today are in concurrence with the uptake of in-

formation technology in society at large engaged in design projects beyond the workplace, but since 

the methods and techniques are mostly the same, it has not brought about a significant change in 

what constitutes PD. 

In principle participatory design is a design approach independent of academia but in practice most 

participatory design projects have been carried out as part of research. The absence of participatory 

design projects outside academia might be an indication of its missing commercial viability until 

now, while its presence in academia is due to the original ideals of practicing politically and practical-

ly relevant research. More precisely is participatory design as a research approach a species of action 

research focusing on intervention and learning in practice. It is believed that research will improve 

by staying close to and learning from the problems of practitioners and professionals in contrast to 

cultivating supposedly more distant interests and rationalities. Thus, participatory design attempts 

to not just minimize the difference between use and design, but also to reduce the difference be-

tween research, use and design practice. 

In contrast to participatory design, the problem of aligning use and design practice of information 

technology is not regarded as a political question. It is not the representation of ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

and lateǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭogy design, which is seen as the core issue. Rather the problem is 

regarded as epistemological. The central argument of workplace studies is that many computer sys-
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tems in the workplace err, are ineffective, and even hazardous, because designers rely on impove-

rished, distorted and at times even fantastical accounts of work, which fail to convey the intricacies 

of the work activities being designed for. Design practice ς after being separated from use practice ς 

is simply too ignorant about the important specificities of the work the technology is supposed to 

support.  

Historically, the tradition of workplace studies is closely related with the field of CSCW where it has 

been argued that cooperative aspect of work is often overlooked in individual-centered information 

technology. One important aspect of workplace studies is therefore to document how work practice 

as a socially organized phenomenon works. More generally, workplace studies sets out to correct 

the problem of designer ignorance by conducting ethnographic fieldwork in workplaces ς in some 

instances up to more than a year ς and create naturalistic accounts of how a piece of work in focus is 

accomplished ς from filling out a paper form to running an atomic power plant. Thus, workplace 

studies are meant to inform designersΩ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ about new technology design. In practice, a designer 

read a workplace study about the work domain being designed for, or more realistically solicit an 

ethnographer to do a workplace study for the particular design project. 

To manage the difference between use and design, workplace studies do not attempt to narrow the 

distance between workers and designers. Instead they insert the ethnographer/ethnography-

/workplace study between the domain of use and the domain of design. Sometimes the workplace 

ǎǘǳŘȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳe-

times the ethnographer will help explain and interpret the study together with designers. As a re-

search strategy, the tradition of workplace studies has made ethnographic descriptions of work, 

sometimes in relation to an IT design project, sometimes not.  Thus, the discipline of workplace stu-

dies might contribute to a growing body of ethnographic descriptions of work (and sometimes de-

velop sensitizing categories for analysis of work), and it might partake in the development of me-

thods for practitioners to employ ethnographic methods themselves. 

In contrast to participatory design ς where users participate and contribute to the design process 

and thereby ς at least in principle ς become aligned with the new designed future, the tradition of 

workplace studies does not attempt to mediate this second difference between present and future.  

Workplace studies is satisfied with aligning ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ is assumed ς 

unlike participatory design ς there is no need from the point of view workplace studies to manage 

the difference between present and future. As such it might be argued that doing a workplace study 

is not an IT design strategy but simply an ethnographic description of the workplace. However, as we 

shall see later, the field of workplace studies is intended to be part of an IT design strategy for man-

aging the difference between use (work) and design and ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƳŜǊŜΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛp-

tions of what workers are up to. 

1.2 Research projects  
The principal activity of my PhD project has been the participation in and running of two research 

projects, which were supposed to contribute to participatory design and workplace studies ς both in 

collaboration with industrial partners.  ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŀƳŜŘ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ (Halse 

et al. 2005) ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƴuŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΩ (Pedersen and Zouzou 2006).  Pivotal to the 
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projects were the partnership with International Business Applications (IBA)1, a large developer of 

ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) software, who was interested in experimenting with new forms 

of user research practices to inform and inspire their extant development process. Each project in-

ǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ƻŦ L.!Ωǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ŀǎ ǿŜll, who provided the workplace being in 

focus. Thus, the project involved researchers from ITU, designers, developers and managers from 

IBA and workers and their managers from the third partner. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊtner was a producer of snacks and crisps, 

and maintenance work of smiths and electri-

cians was the primary subject of the project; in 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳr-

ƛƴƎΩ, the partner was a manufacturer of mix-

ers, taps and other bathroom accessories and 

focus was on manufacturing work among for-

mally un-skilled workers. Common for both 

projects was an interest in workers mobility 

and the challenges it posed for information 

technology support.  

With varying intensity, each project lasted about one year from the initial overtures to the delivery 

of the final resultsΦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻŦŦ-ǎƘƻƻǘ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƻ 

compensate for the original intention to not just cover maintenance work but also manufacturing 

work. Both projects followed essentially the same template containing three main activities (Figure 

1-1): 

- CƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΦ  

- A so-called Ψcollaborative workshopΩ where the workers, their managers, representatives of 

IBA (and their partner in the second project) and researchers together discussed the present 

work conditions based in the fieldwork and created concepts and scenarios for future work 

supported by new information technologies. 

- Enactment of the concepts and scenarios developed in the workshop back at shopfloor sup-

ported by foam mock-ups of the imagined technologies. 

The activities are typical of participatory design, but with a mix of fieldwork and worker participation 

the project also reflects more recent ethnographic inspirations participatory design has received 

from workplace studies. The process was intended to be iterative and alternate between fieldwork 

and collaborative design activities. Like video-recordings from the work were supposed to inform 

and inspire the first workshop, video-recordings of the enactment of the first future scenarios, would 

feed into the next workshop, which again would create more refined scenarios and so on and so 

forth towards, in principle, more and more realistic and implemented technologies. However, it was 

only possible to do a single iteration in each project so the deliverables contained just a description 

of the first iteration and its preliminary results (enactment of future scenarios stemming from one 

                                                           
1
 The names of the industrial partners as well as persons in the thesis are pseudonyms. I do use some images 

where people can be identified that have been approved for research publication. The projects were con-
ducted under a non-disclosure agreement (NDA), and the policy of anonymization is  mainly due to the protec-
tion of sensible business issues, which potentially could arise. 

Figure 1-1 The three main events of the project: Fieldwork, Col-
laborative Workshop, and Enactment. 
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workshop). Because of the restricted process, the deliverable was designed for the partners to pur-

sue their specific interest in the material, albeit in more restricted fashion than a new iteration 

would permit. 

The particular shape of the projects was not entirely decided from the outset, and the motivations 

and goals of the projects also developed as the process progressed. Originally, it had been envisaged 

that the projects could be carried out in a much shorter time frame. Especially, in the first project it 

was imagined that a single iteration would take a couple of months, which would allow ample time 

for more iterations if the interest was there. Despite the need for adjusting the ambitions of the 

project, the general purpose of the projects was relatively stable. In addition to informing and inspir-

ing the development process at IBA, it was pictured that the technological concepts formed in the 

project could ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ L.!Ωǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀt-

ing work organizations, it was hoped that the project would facilitate reflections on their work prac-

tice and present and future use of information technology. And from a research perspective the 

projects were supposed to contribute to our interest in collaborative design methodologies, mobility 

and mobile technologies (hence the titles of the projects), and more generally, based in the field-

work, to make ethnographically inspired descriptions of the work practices in focus possible.  

1.3 Crisis 
Having carried out the research projects, writing them up to an academic case of either participatory 

design or workplace studies turned out to be far more difficult than envisioned. Especially, the fact 

that neither of the projects proceeded beyond a single iteration meant that each project did not 

produce more than 8 hours of fieldwork, 3 hours of collaborative workshop and about 3 hours of 

enactment. The consequence was, for example, that in workshops playing three design games (a 

common PD collaborative design method) the participants had one hour to understand the work 

domain they were designing for; one hour to create new technological concepts; and one hour to 

create realistic future technology scenarios. Thus, the amount of participatory design had been mi-

nimal, and being applied so sparsely, it is difficult to seriously assess the concrete methods and their 

effect ς not to speak of contributing to the discussion of collaborative design methods in general. It 

does not help much that the same methods were used twice across two projects; as long as the va-

lidity of the each application can be questioned, an additive or comparative analysis does not make 

sense. Moreover, the methods and techniques used were rather standard (except in their limited 

application) and we could not claim to have innovated experimentally. Lastly, the concepts coming 

out of the project were not particularly revolutionary and in themselves meriting a design contribu-

tion beyond the limited interest they found in the project (we shall meet some of the concepts lat-

er). 

Similarly, the prospect of writing a workplace study based on the research projects was not better. In 

fact it was worse. To write an ethnography of the work from eight hours of fieldwork, the workshop 

and a handful of meetings would be impossible, and even to label ƛǘ ŀ ΨǉǳƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊǘȅΩ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

be a stretch. An analysis of, for exampleΣ ΨƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊ ǿƻǊƪΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

also be a very difficult exercise to entertain. Not only would two work domains at two different fac-

tories have to be made comparable and differentiated ς in itself a large task ς it would still have to 

be done on the basis of less than 20 hours of fieldwork ς  in effect making it unattainable to live up 

to the demands of a workplace study.  Had two or three more iterations materialized in each project 

or more fieldwork simply added, it would have begun to be sensible to write a study of limited as-
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pects of the work. And it would have been possible to discuss whether a heterodox mix of fieldwork 

and collaborative exploration with users is a more effective way of analyzing use practice for design 

than ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎΩ often solitary analytical work.  But none of this, obviously, happened. 

I shall emphasize that it does not mean that the projects might not been worthwhile for the partici-

pating organizations or that it has not been an instructive experience to partake in. It is not to say 

either that it has not been a privilege to work with and learn from the people involved. In fact, it has 

been both a gratifying and edifying experience in many respects. But it is to say that we did not suc-

ceed particular well in achieving the goals set for our common endeavor. In addition to the problems 

ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎŀǎŜΣ LϥƳ ƴƻǘ ŀǿŀǊŜ L.!Ωǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ƴethodology has been informed by 

the project or that the future scenarios have inspired new IT products. I also doubt the projects have 

resulted in any significant changes to the work organizations in focus. Thus, although carried out in 

the spirit of action research, the projects have had ς as far as I can see ς no lasting and systematic 

impact on the partaking organizations, which can be traced back to the application of a participatory 

design methodology. 

Now, the problem is that it was not, that we did not try. The projects lasted with some overlap, and 

depending on how it is made up, between a year and a half and two years though with varying work 

intensity. Some of this is no doubt due to inexperience especially on behalf of the researchers. Look-

ing back, it seems unrealistic and unfocused wanting to contribute both to participatory design and 

workplace studies in the same research project. The academic ambition should probably from the 

start have been limited to one agenda in line with what the projects eventually gravitated toward: 

participatory design. Still, it would not have solved all problems ς far from ς because it was, as we 

shall see, difficult to bring the participants of the projects together in a committed collaboration 

over a lengthy period of time. The question is, then, where does it leave us? Where does it leave the 

thesis? The negative answer is: Too bad ς you had a good time but it did not have much to do with 

academic research. Better luck next time! Obviously, this is not a very encouraging reply, but I do not 

think it is completely accurate either. In fact, and more to the point, I think it evades maybe the 

most interesting questions the thesis can raise, namely why what I shall call the protocols of partici-

patory design and workplace studies were not followed to an extent that ς in their terms ς a valid 

outcome was the result. That is, I'm interested in asking ς and that is the main problematic of the 

thesis ς what it means to impose a specific set of ς in this case ς research and design protocols on 

practice and what it implies when we fail to do so. In other words, I want to investigate the becom-

ing of research in lieu of promoting its results or lack thereof. It is to paraphrase Bruno Latour 

science and design in-the-making and not ready-made science and design. Instead of being fixated 

on the negative outcome ς on what the research did not do, I suggest we look at what actually hap-

pened. To describe this is in just reasonable detail means that I shall only focus on the first of the 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳr-

ƛƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛnǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΩ ς hence I 

stick to the first project.  

To shift the spotlight from the project outcome to the project process, to change the subject, can be 

seen as a shrewd way to avoid accountability to participatory design and/or workplace studies. This 

is not the case ς I hope. The purpose of the thesis is to be in dialog with the two disciplines although 

it is not a direct disciplinary contribution. Thus, L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƴ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ 
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aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ Ǌelevant especially to participatory design but also to a lesser degree to the 

tradition of workplace studies. When things do not turn out the way they were supposed to, it might 

be tempting to ask the question: what should have been done differently? As nice as it would be to 

know, it is a temptation I attempt to stay free of. As long as we do not have a better understanding 

of why it turned out the way it did, it is a hypothetical exercise at best and meaningless at worst. But 

the reader is of course free to make her own assessment. 

1.4 A new academic case 
²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ L ƳŜŀƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΚ Lƴ Ŝs-

sence, it is to take the open-ended nature of the project seriously. It is to examine how the project 

evolves ς sometimes in unforeseen directions ς as a consequence of a host of different concerns in 

practice including ς but not exhausted by ς the attempt to arrange the project in accordance with 

specific research protocols. This change of perspective to the practicalities of doing a research 

project might seem quite innocuous and it is ς to a certain extent. It permits us to see the course of a 

research project not as the simple adherence or deviation from specific research protocols but more 

realistically as the practical achievement it is. Such an exposition is hopefully valuable to other re-

searchers struggling with similar issues. It is the sharing of practical experiences among like-minded 

professionals we might say. As such, I hope a more detailed presentation of the doing of the re-

search project will be of practical value to researchers occupied with in particular participatory de-

sign, but also more generally researchers interested in the problem of use and design of IT should 

possibly find it a valuable deliberation about the practicalities of research. 

However, shifting the focus from pure research methodologies ς and their corollary pure research 

objects ς to the messy practice of research is not just an amicable service to fellow colleagues; it is 

also, potentially, a more mischievous ς if not outright impertinent ς questioning of the realism of 

more purified accounts of scientific methodologies and results. Over the last thirty years the field of 

Science and Technology Studies (STS) has over and over again demonstrated ς from a practical pers-

pective ς the incomplete and even fictional nature of  many methodological accounts of science (see 

e.g. Latour and Woolgar 1986; Law 2004; Lynch 1993; Pickering 1995). Methods ς like other recipes 

ς usually do not account for the necessary practical tinkering, fitting, and discipline, which is a pre-

requisite for their successful application.  

This is also the case of the methodological accounts of most participatory design and workplace stu-

dies. We rarely, if ever, hear about the personal contacts that made a project possible; how a project 

is constrained and formed through the negotiation with its participants, partners and informants; 

how sensibilities in the setting being studied and designed for have restricted, excluded and trans-

formed certain ways of doing research; how particular research methods or theories are chosen be-

cause they are what we know, are expedient or in vogue and so on and so forth. It is not that reflec-

tion on practical difficulties, personal preferences, theoretical and philosophical inclinations are 

completely absent. Participatory design has been relatively explicit about its political commitments 

and workplace studies about its phenomenological heritage ς as we shall see ς but it is presented 

mostly as principled imperatives and normativities and not as deliberations over concrete practical 

concerns in a project. How did our political commitments or phenomenological attitudes shape, en-

able and constrain the project, and how did the project shape, enable and constrain them? Such 

questions are rarely raised and much less answered. 
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¢ƘǳǎΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ from a practical point of view does not 

only sensitize us to important formative practicalities of the project; it also directs our attention to 

formative circumstances not accounted for in research projects more generally. Of course we might 

imagine that only we had to deal with a host of practicalities challenging the seamless imposition of 

research and design protocols, but that is obviously not very realistic. More critically, the question is 

whether the ever present practicalities may ōŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƳŜǊŜΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜƭȅ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘΦ 

LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ !ƴƴŜƳŀǊƛŜ aƻƭΩǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ 

.ƻŘȅ aǳƭǘƛǇƭŜΩ (2002) where she describes the becoming of atherosclerosis in and through the my-

riad of practicalities of hospital work, I suggest, that it is not the case. Practicalities are formative for 

the research we conduct and the results we get. More about that in a moment. 

Yet, because the practical formation of participatory design and workplace studies research projects 

is rarely expounded and published, we do not have the ability to assess whether the adherence to 

and execution of the propounded method was an unproblematic fact or more hidden work has gone 

into the establishment and sustainability of the project than the methodological accounts reveal. 

Similarly, we are in a bad position to question the factuality of the proposed results. We must take 

them as transparent reflections of objects out-there, because that is how they are presented to us,  

and can only suspect they could be bastards born in concealment in-here. What we can do, howev-

er, is to examine the ways in which participatory design and workplace in principle articulates the 

problem of use and design of information technology more specifically. It is the assumptions, theo-

ries and methods ς what I have called the protocols ς of participatory design and workplace studies. 

We cannot see them in action, but we can explore the ideal course they chart for themselves and 

consider if it is indeed realistic principles. 

The realization that the difficulties in making an academic case out of the research projects had to 

do with research and design protocols not being followed (how obvious it may sound now) has then 

led to two questions: First, what are the principled protocols of participatory design and workplace 

studies and how do they more precisely articulate the relationship between use and design of in-

formation technology? Second, how were those protocols implemented or not implemented in prac-

tice ƛƴ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΚ Attempting to answer those two question should, hopefully, ena-

ble us to better appreciate the practical side of doing in particular participatory design projects, and 

critically ŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ,Ω 

but I shall also cautiously attempt to draw some more general implications.  

The way I have framed the issue ς and which will be substantiated throughout the thesis ς participa-

tory design and the tradition of workplace studies are two different disciplines stipulating a set of 

protocols for managing the differences between use and design practices and between present and 

future where workplace studies is primarily occupied with the first difference. Another way of saying 

it, is that use and design are two different social practices and probably often belonging to two dif-

ferent organizations, and which must be aligned with each other in a principled manner as a sound 

basis for design. We might also call it the alignment of different social worlds or social orders as 

would be preferred in workplace studies as we shall see. Despite the naming and the particular soci-

ological traditions it might invoke from Marxism to ethnomethodology the crux of the matter is that 

I take the problem to be social, material and practical in nature. I shall not make a great deal out 

these terms except that it is the background assumption of what I write. Questioning, however, the 

readily extension of research and design protocols onto the practices of use and design means that 
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research itself must be seen as a distinct practice on par with the two others. That is, researching use 

and design adds a third difference to be managed; that between research and use and design. Not 

only is it a question of aligning users and designers and present and future it also a question of align-

ing researchers with the rest. The management of this third difference is not made a topic in partici-

patory design or workplace studies but is crucial to the account of my own research. It is to take the 

researchers into account and not when writing the story up ς writing them out.  

If turning the attention to the practicalities of research is more critical than expected, it might also 

be more radical than we think. If the protocols, the very criteria, for what can come into being and 

what can be known cannot be relied upon as conditions for the research and design activity but 

themselves are negotiated in the encounter with practice, we cannot take the objects of participato-

ry design and workplace as unproblematic givens. If they are the results of an intervention as the 

imposition of specific protocols they cannot be independent of those protocols but are a conse-

quence thereof (Latour 1987). Or to put it more conventionally, the objects of research are paradigm 

relative (Kuhn 1996) dependent on specific methods, machinery, theories, bodies, etc., which are 

necessary for bringing the objects about. Thus, the reality of the objects we have or not have are 

infused with disciplinary powers (Foucault 1980; Latour and Woolgar 1986) and where to find those 

objects as well (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). What does this mean more specifically? Commonsensi-

ŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ, maintenance work, can be 

found inside quite strict temporal-spatial boundaries ς at the shopfloor of the participant factory to 

be more specific, and that it exists there both before and after the project ς  maybe in an altered 

form if the project succeeds. However, what is up for grabs in the project is exactly those protocols, 

which would allow us to place maintenance work in a specific spatio-temporal location. For example, 

the protocols of an ethnographic workplace study which would place maintenance work firmly at the 

shopfloor in the present is not ς as we shall see ς found particular interesting, while a protocol of 

placing maintenance work in a new and technology mediated future on the other hand is welcomed. 

What maintenance work is, can be, and where it is found is therefore not obvious, but part of a play 

of conviction, power, allurement and more. This problem also surfaces very practically even if we 

place maintenance work in a tight spatio-temporal frame at the shopfloor. It can still be asked where 

ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ΨǎŜŜΩ ƛǘΚ Lǎ ƛǘ the foreman or the maintenance workers who knows the real 

maintenance work or is it both parties? Do smiths know it better than electricians? What about the 

production planner, who wants to schedule maintenance work when the production stand still? 

What does he know of maintenance work? Is he part of it? What about the production workers, who 

often help solve a problem? And machines are they also part of maintenance work? And so on and 

so forth.  

Thus, because any definition of maintenance work is founded in conventional criteria and those very 

criteria ς whether they belong to researchers, users, designers or whoever have a stake in mainten-

ance work ς is a consequence of the practical interference (Mol 2002) between partakers in the 

project, I shall not take maintenance work  to be the ideal object as stipulated by the protocols, but 

what it is made out to be in and through the practicalities of the project. It is in this sense that prac-

ǘƛŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨƳŜǊŜΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ōǳǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ constitutive of the object of the project. Because 

this object comes into being in and through bodies, documents, videos, mock-ups, talk, etc., it does 

not fit the traditional four dimensional topology of (western) common sense. It is a multiple object 

(ibid.), which comes in many shapes across different context. L ǎƘŀƭƭ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ Ŏƻn-

ŎŜǊƴΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘǎ existence and shape cannot be regarded outside the interested engagement of the 
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partakers as will be more obvious later. And the various shapes in which it exists I call articulations2. 

It is not a socially constructed object made of the fluffy stuff of intersubjectivity alone. But it might 

be a designed object. Designing maintenance work is one articulation, video-recording it another, 

and doing it a third. Therefore, the articulations of the object of concern is what maintenance work 

came to be for all practical purposes in Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ.  

Dispensing with our commonsense belief that objects are out-there independent of our articulation 

raises a difficult question: IŦ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ōǳǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ 

how can they represent more than the particular circumstance, which have brought them about? I 

shall attempt to give answer to this question in chapter 13. However, it is important to point out  

that this dispensation of commonsense is methodological and not foundational and here I distin-

guish myself from parts of science and technology studies literature I draw on ς especially Bruno La-

tour and Annemarie Mol who attempts to make an ontological argument and thereby effectively 

subverting the commonsense belief in objects out-there. It is not the intention of the thesis ς it is a 

proposal and not a new fundament eradicating earlier articulations ς a point which shall be elabo-

rated in the last chapter, chapter 14.  

1.5 The structure of the thesis  
The thesis has four parts. In part I, chapter 2 - 3, I describe the theoretical and political assumptions, 

methods and techniques, which constitute the protocols of respectively participatory design and 

workplace studies. I attempt to describe their core principles, which make them distinct disciplines. 

Obviously, it cannot in this space be a complete exposition of the two fields but it should be suffi-

ciently detailed to permit an understanding of how the two disciplines in principle articulates the 

problem I have outlined above of the management of the difference between use and design prac-

tice on the one hand and the difference between present and future on the other. The crux of the 

argument is that participatory design and workplace studies apply two different protocols of repre-

sentation to cope with the problem. 

The exposition of the protocols of participatory design and workplace studies serves to make it more 

comprehensible Ƙƻǿ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ǿŀǎ affected, but not governed by the two discip-

lines. It also serves to make a discussion of participatory design and workplace studies possible. In 

part II ς the largest section of the thesis from chapter 5 to 11 ς Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ Ře-

scribed as the chronological becoming of the object of concern, maintenance work, through six dis-

tinct phases in the project. Each phase is characterized by a prevalent articulation of maintenance 

work in accordance with the demands of that particular period. As will be explained more fully in 

chapter 5Σ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛn each 

and every articulation nor have I sought to convey a seamless transformation of maintenance work 

throughout the project. Rather the phases stand as juxtaposed and linked expressions of the predo-

minant articulation in that phase. As such ς and this is important to point out ς the description of 

maintenance work is to some degree more formal than substantial. I have attempted to convey 

enough from each phase to make it recognizable and possibly to take lessons from what is happen-

ing. But since the point is also to demonstrate the transformation of maintenance work across the 

project as a consequence of both stipulated protocols and varying practicalities it has been neces-
                                                           
2
 Mol (2002) ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŜƴŀŎǘƛƴƎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΦ L ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ΨŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ 

that something indefinite comes into shape and that this always has a semiotic component. In addition, 
enactment is sometimes used specifically in participatory design to designate the staging of future scenarios. 
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sary to cut down on the detail of each phase. If the meticulous documentation of every transforma-

tion of maintenance work had been the purpose, an analysis of the collaborative workshop, for ex-

ample, could have merited a dissertation of its own. 

In part III of thesis, chapter 12 and 13, I discuss participatory design and workplace studies in light of 

the experiences from the case. In chapter 12 I return to several points already made here but now 

more substantiated. I ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘƛǊŘΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

between research and use and design practice ς especially do I discuss the need for interesting par-

ticipants as a condition for participatory design. In chapter 13 I take up the question of the political 

ŀƴŘ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ΩrepresentationalΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ again. Rooted in the expe-

ǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ Řrawing on inspiration from Michel Callon, I suggest, 

that a fruitful way of understanding the encounter and alignment of research, use and design prac-

tice is to speak of it in terms of representatives and constituencies. This formulation attempts to 

capture both the epistemological and political nature of representation and avoid realist-

representationaliǎǘ ǘǊƻǇŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƛǊǊƻǊƛƴƎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Řƻ not account for the active and dynamic nature of 

the encounter very well. 

In part IV, chapter 14, the concluding chapter, I return the question touched upon above about the 

status of the thesis itself when the formative practicalities have been exposed. I here argue for what 

I call pragmatic pragmatism. We should not take practice studies ς as is often done ς as foundation-

al. That is, ultimately they are also groundless and can only be justified in use, by their usability, as 

any other designed object. 

1.6 A word  on words  
Finally, before proceeding further, I should clarify the use of a few important words. If not stated 

ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩΦ In a few instances I also speak of, for example, 

paper as an information technology but not as a digital ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ ōȅ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳa-

ǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ L ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎΣ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǇƘƻƴŜǎΣ PDAs, networks, applications, and the 

rest very close to the manner in which it is spoken about colloquially. As such it is not a technical de-

ŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ Ψ5ŜǎƛƎƴΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǿƻǊŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΦ It is also applied in a rather unspecified 

manner. Mostly it is used to designate ς as typically in participatory design and workplace studies ς 

the deliberate activity of bringing change about where information technology is involved one way 

ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ Ψ5ŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƭǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ a conse-

quence of the introduction of new information technology. Although the distinction between design 

and use in participatory design is deliberately blurred, I employ mostly ΨdesignΩ in contrast to ΨuseΩΦ 

This might tend to underestimate such a thing as design in use, which have recently been a popular 

topic. It is mostly a subject I do not deal with ς except in the staging of future scenarios in chapter 

10.  
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PART I  
 
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN & WORKPLACE STUDIES 
Part I describes the protocols of participatory design and workplace studies, that is, how the rela-

tionship between research, use and design practice is articulated through theories, methods and 

ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΦ Lǘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ, described in part 

II, in an academic context and permits a discussion of participatory design and workplace studies in 

light of the experiences of the research project, in part III. Participatory design is presented in chap-

ter 2, workplace studies in chapter 30 and the two approaches are compared in chapter 4. 
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2 Participatory design  
In this chapter I describe core principles and practices of participatory design. It is not an attempt to 

review participatory design in all its multiplicity, but to give a reasonable accurate overview of how 

research, design and use of information technology get articulated in and through political and theo-

retical assumptions, methods and techniques, and concrete projects. I admit a Scandinavian bias in 

the exposition. It is not to frame participatory design as inherently a Nordic phenomenon, but to ac-

knowledge its roots in Scandinavia and more importantly it is the participatory design tradition, 

which I have been part of. It is does not mean that other accounts with different accentuations could 

not be written; the name itselfΣ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ, betrays that it should be an exclusive Scandi-

navian endeavor. tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ƛƴ 

Scandinavia (Ehn 1993) ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ Ǝƻ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ŀs well. In this 

ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀƴŀŎƘǊƻƴƛǎƳ in much of its history. For the sake of 

simplicity, however, the term is used to characterize the movement from the first overtures in the 

1970s in Norway till present day global participatory design activities. Still, even if the presentation is 

chiefly confined to the development in Scandinavia, it is still a complex beast, which has developed 

considerably over its more than 30 years of history. To make it more perspicuous what participatory 

design I'm more precisely talking about, and from where principles and practices originate, I shall 

give a brief outline of its historic development. More specifically, I shall identify four generations of 

participatory design each roughly belonging to a decade from the 1970s-2000s. This classification 

should not be taken too literally. It is not part of any official history but for the purposes in the thesis 

this division makes reasonable sense. 

Participatory design is born at a particular place and at a particular time ς  more precisely as part of 

the Students Movement and the struggle for workplace democracy in Scandinavia (Bansler 1989; 

Ehn 1993). It might be argued that participatory design is primarily bound to this particular context 

and should retire as the Student Movement and the idea of workplace democracy largely has. Al-

though a relevant discussion, I do not engage it for two reasons: The first reason is that participatory 

design ς as we shall see ς has been transformed in some respects and as such is still practiced in an 

altered form. The second and more important reason is that the thesis is not occupied with a general 

evaluation of participatory design, but with a fairly particular discussion limited to the experiences of 

the research projects. Thus, the point is neither to discuss participatory design in relation to the 

broader context of IT design nor the development of society more generally3. 

When the development of participatory design has been outlined over three decades, the more spe-

cific principles and practices constituting participatory design as a research and design approach is 

described, while finally participatory design is discussed in relation to the overarching concern of the 

thesis: how is the relationship between use, design and research articulated and how are their dif-

ferences managed. 

2.1 A brief history  
Participatory design started out in Norway in the 1970s when computer scientists ς led by Kristen 

Nygaard ς began to collaborate with the Norwegian metal workers union in the NMJF project. The 

                                                           
3
 Participatory design has also more recently by feminist and post-structuralist arguments been criticized for its 

humanist and modernist inclinations (see, e.g., Ehn and Badham 2002; Finken 2003; Markussen 1996). Again, it 
is not a discussion I engage in general, but my own discussion is indebted to some of these critiques.  
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purpose of the project was to educate unions and workers about information technology. They were 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ΨǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ όǿƘȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ǌe-

ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩύΣ ŀƴŘ consequently their interests were not duly defended in the labor market. 

Typically, computers systems were ς as the name indicates ς ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ 

They were intended to rationalize and control work following a Taylorist scheme implemented by 

management and capital owners leaving workers vulnerable to de-skilling, dislocation and lesser job 

satisfaction (Bansler 1989; Kensing and Blomberg 1998).  

To counter this development researchers ς starting with the NMJF project but spreading fast across 

several projects in Scandinavia4 ς began to educate union representatives about information tech-

nology helping them to assert their interests in negotiations with employers and gain greater control 

over the implementation of computers in the workplace. The consequence of these initial projects 

was both a strengthened position of workers in local negotiations and a greater influence on nation-

al law initiatives stipulating certain worker rights vis-à-vis the introduction of technology in the 

workplace (Kensing and Blomberg 1998).   

Although, the first generation of projects was not collaborative design projects per se, they were a 

great inspiration to later projects, and many of the attitudes and rationales were carried over. Most 

notably  that tools and technology ς in a Marxist tradition ςwere seen as important actors in the 

class struggle ς potentially oppressing, but also potentially emancipating if designed properly (Ehn 

1990)Φ .ȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴce on technology design, and thereby on working conditions, 

the workplace would be become more democratic. Thus, from its inception participatory design has 

regarded information technology a political matter and user influence on its design an imperative. 

Despite these advances in rights and influence over information technological decisions in the 

workplace, it was felt, however, that available technology solutions and development methodologies 

were inadequate and inscribed too many agendas working against the interests of the workers (Ehn 

1993). Consequently, the next generation of participatory design projects sought to explore not just 

a democratic decision process in the acquisition and employment of information technology but also 

a democratic design process involving workers directly. Probably, the most prominent of these next 

generation participatory design projects was UTOPIA (1981-1985)5, where graphic workers were in-

volved directly in design of new computer tools, an early version of desktop publishing, supporting 

their work.  

Initially, the collaboration between users and designers, i.e. researchers, in UTOPIA was founded on 

a traditional division of labor. Following consultations with workers researchers would propose de-

signs for new technology, which then would be the basis of a joint critique. However, it turned out 

that conventional means for expressing computer designs, typically various formal representation 

schemes, were found incomprehensible by workers and consequently did not support the intended 

collaboration between workers and researchers. The format of formal representations was neither 

conducive for joint participation nor did it support creative contributions from the workers in the 

design process (Ehn and Sjögren 1992). To overcome this problem the focus shifted towards the de-

velopment of more engaging and inclusive approaches to user involvement in design and to mutual 

learning between workers and researchers. Researchers had to learn from workers about work and 

                                                           
4
 ¢ƘŜ 5¦9 ό5ŀƴƛǎƘ ŦƻǊ Ψ5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 95tύ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ parti-

cipatory design project (Mathiassen 1997).  
5
 The Florence project in Norway working with nurses is another second generation project (Mathiassen 1997). 
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workers had to learn from researchers about design. This reorientation from empowerment through 

education to empowerment through more direct collaboration resulted in new participative me-

thods and techniques ς a central contribution of the second generation participatory design projects 

of the 1980s. 

In the beginning of the 1990s, the consequent siding with workers and unions in participatory design 

were abandoned in recognition of managementΩǎ important and unavoidable role in the develop-

ment and implementation of information technology for the workplace. Simultaneously, manage-

ment ς at least in the Scandinavian setting ς had become more sympathetic to collaborating with 

workers and unions on technological issues  (Bødker et al. 2000). The consequence was the aban-

donment of the Marxist class analysis in favor of a reformist approach already dominant in the Scan-

dinavian labor market at large; a set of third generation projects, involving  stakeholders throughout 

the organizational hierarchy were embarked upon (Bødker et al. 2004; Kensing and Blomberg 1998).  

An example of the new approach to participatory design involving people throughout the organiza-

tional hierarchy was the AT project:  a collaboration between researchers and a branch of the Danish 

National Labor Inspection Service (Bødker 1996). Involved in the project were not just the prospec-

tive users of the information technology to be designed, but also their managers. In many ways, this 

arrangement turned out to be more turbulent than previous projects. Because the project did not 

proceed exclusively in a union context with select workers, but also took place inside the organiza-

tion, the number of different interests in the project was greater. There were not only differences 

among workers and management, but also among workers themselves. Moreover, working in a 

ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ς and as a consequence of the general technological development ς the 

information technology could not be designed from the bottom up as it had been the case in the 

UTOPIA project. Design proposals had to fit standard technologies like Microsoft Windows and 

WordPerfect already in place in the organization. Thus, not only were there more human actors to 

manage also new non-human actors had been added to complicate the project.  

The upshot was that it was more difficult to agree on what to design. Management was interested in 

ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎΩ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ connected to central national systems, while ordinary employees were in-

terested in ΨǘƻƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŜŘƛŀΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛes ς each reflecting their particular concerns. In addi-

tion, the researchers wanted to implement a Macintosh solution, because it was believed to be a 

superior technical system.  The AT project ended with the original research questions and design 

ideas abandoned, because they turned out to be irrelevant for the organization, and instead a much 

less ambitious role was assigned for the researches helping employees  tailoring standard systems to 

particular needs ς for example by programming macros in WordPerfect (Bødker 1996).  

In first, second and third generation projects researchers were often designers of the envisioned 

technology as well. After about 2000 this has changed with a fourth generation of participatory de-

sign projects. It is no longer uncommon to invite ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ς design and development compa-

nies ς into participatory design as representatives of the ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƛŘŜΩ of the project. In parallel with 

the general presence of information technology throughout society, the focus of fourth generation 

projects is not exclusively the workplace, but might be related to the home, leisure time, the 

workplace, the city or somewhere in between. Thus, academics do not necessarily play the double 

role of researchers and designers, and users and designers do typically not belong to the same or-

ganization or context; also the role of unions has waned if it is not completely absent. An example of 
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a fourth generation project is COMIT (Messeter et al. 2005)Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ 

ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎŜŜ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ Lƴ /haL¢ researchers, ordinary users, and industrial partners 

collaborated, seeking to explore new (mobile) technologies in the context of work and home and 

what lies in between. While exploring particular research agendas (often methodological), the re-

searchers typically play a more facilitating and mediating role among the stakeholders (users and 

industrialists). The idea of user participation in design remains, but users are not necessarily work-

ers, and in principle there is ƴƻ ǎƛŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ 

(cf. Johansson et al. 2002). 

Over four decades participatory design has evolved from a ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ƛn-

formation technology in the workplace to a more a general design methodology stressing the partic-

ipation of users in the development of information technologies. As such participatory design has 

become less overtly political and more pragmatic focusing on methods and techniques for participa-

tion of in principle all stakeholders of the technology being developed. However, as any methodolo-

gy it implicitly inscribes a political message in the policies and techniques it prescribes most notably 

the injunction of direct user participation in design, which sets participatory design apart from most 

other ς if not all ς IT design approaches.  

2.2 Principles and practices  

2.2.1 Concerns and commitments  

As we have seen, participatory design has developed over the last 30 years in response to various 

challenges, while some attitudes have remained the same. It is also the case with the relationship 

between research, design and use of information technology. Some matters have remained constant 

ς most notably userǎΩ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ involvement in design and ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

concerns ς while number of different stakeholders included have steadily grown. 

The first generation may not have left many methodological traces as participatory design is prac-

ticed today. Few participatory design researchers are involved in educating workers and unions on 

information technology or involved in legal initiatives about IT in the workplace. Still, the first gener-

ation projects made some innovative shifts in the perspective on information technology and what it 

means to research it, which are still with participatory design today. Around its inception in 1970s 

the prevailing view of science and technology was that it was essentially value-free and rational; 

pointing out that information technology and scientific knowledge served particular interests ς pri-

marily managerial and capitalist ς was a major change. It made it possible to question the unques-

tionable role of computer experts and to ask whose interests information technology should sup-

port, and under what conditions it should be developed. Consequently, the role of the researcher 

was also in question vis-à-vis use and design of technology. Participatory design has answered these 

questions somewhat differently over time, but the general attitude towards research and informa-

tion technology has practically remained the same. 

If the PD projects of 1970s framed the central questions, the second generation of they 1980s gave 

many of the core answers. The first PD projects questioned received understandings about research 

and its role in relation information technology. The answer at the time was to work for more demo-

cratic technologies in the workplace by educatingΣ ΨǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩΣ ƻŦ ǿorkers and their 

representatives, but the fundamental relationship between researchers and workers remained the 

same. Researchers were telling workers what information technology was about, and in some sense, 
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one set of experts had been replaced with another, but this time ς self-proclaiming ς ƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ 

ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƛŘŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

projects began to not just educate unions and workers, but embarked on work-oriented design of 

information technology in collaboration with workers. To begin with, researchers used traditional 

system development methods stipulating a clear distinction between designers and users. After con-

sultations with workers, researchers would present their ideas for new designs, and the workers 

were supposed to evaluate them. This turned out to not work for several reasons. The formalistic 

system descriptions (e.g. information flows) did not capture the work in a recognizable manner for 

the workers and the proposed designs were also incomprehensible in their specialist language. 

Moreover, did the traditional systems development methods not allow the workers to contribute 

constructively to the designs, but only to evaluate them (Ehn 1993; Ehn and Sjögren 1992). These 

experiences led to an upend of the role of researchers and users ς to a re-conceptualization of de-

sign and work ς and to the development of more participative and engaging design methods.  

Workers became directly included in the design process as experts on their own work and active par-

ticipants in collaboration with the researchers. This allowed for a closer dialog emphasizing the need 

for mutual learning between researcher and workers. Researchers were experts on technology, 

while workers were experts on their own work practice (Ehn and Sjögren 1992). Thus, the epistemo-

logical and scientistic privilege, which lingered in the formal system descriptions were abandoned in 

ŦŀǾƻǊ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ΨƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƎŀƳŜΩ ς as Ehn (Ehn 1990) appropriating a term from Witt-

ƎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳage philosophy designates it; workers and researchers would jointly develop an un-

derstanding of existing work and future technology. In general, attempts to describe both work and 

design in formalistic terms were discarded. Work was taken to be a skilled and tacit practice evading 

complete systematic description and the same with design: design could not be reduced to a formu-

la, but demanded hands-on experience with design materials and the situation being designed for. 

Thus, the symmetry between work and design as skilled and artful practice was emphasized. 

Another way to characterize the development is that the engineering and scientific approach of tra-

ditional system development was substituted with a more craft-like design approach. Where a scien-

tific approach stress the exactitude of representations of work and technologies, the craft-oriented 

approach emphasize the experiential, creative and open-ended nature of the design course. In the 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ t5 ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ (Greenbaum and Kyng 1991). Thus, formal descriptions are 

deemed to be inadequate in capturing the experiential nature of work and ς as analytical represen-

tations ς to make a creative leap into the future. 

Hence, moving from education of workers to design with workers has had several consequences for 

the practice of participatory design. Workers are made to be direct participants in the design 

process. They are experts and representatives of their own work practice and contribute unme-

diated to design. Consequently, designers/researchers also learn about work from the workers 

themselves, who in turn learn about technology from the designers. But the problem is not only to 

ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘΩ ƛǘ (Ehn 1990) and as such the problem of participa-

tory design of the second generation becomes not just one of supporting adequate understandings 

of use/work practice, but also to support creative transcendences. Secondly, the simultaneously in-

clusion of workers in the design process and the abandonment of system description leads to an ap-

preciation of work and design as skilled practice, which evades formal description. It makes both 
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work and design ς as well as the exchange between them ς a situated and embodied activity, which 

cannot readily be captured in formulaic descriptions but becomes a matter of practice  (cf. Ehn 1990; 

Greenbaum and Kyng 1991). 

It is probably fair to say that in how research, design and use were regarded the most important de-

velopments of participatory design happened in the 1970s and 1980s. Two important revisions have, 

though, happened since. The acceptance of a broader set of stakeholders in 1990s in many projects 

ς most notably managers ς and consequently the abandonment of the specific class analysis, which 

had been important in the two first generations; and the expansion into other domains than work 

around 2000, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ΨǎǘŀƪŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řo-

main being designed for. The interventionist and action-oriented understanding of research and 

technology is intact as well as most of the methods, but the context of application has changed 

along with a less politicized attitude.  

2.2.2 Methods and techniques  

If the specific attitudes and concerns orient the general course of participatory design, it is the con-

crete methods and techniques that give participatory design a more distinct shape. To give an im-

pression of how the object of concern is articulated in and through these protocols ς developed in 

response to the inadequacy of traditional system development methods ς I shall outline some of the 

most common methods and techniques developed primarily in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Design games and future scenarios 

The formalistic style of traditional system development methods and the sharp division between 

designers and users they stipulated led to considerable problems when applied in a participative de-

sign context (Ehn and Sjögren 1992). Workers could neither recognize their own work nor under-

stand new designs when they were presented as information flow diagrams or other specialized no-

tational schemes of systems development. It was a language not well suited for the engagement and 

participation of users in design, and moreover it was problematic that formalized descriptions could 

not incorporate important but mostly tacit experiences of work and technology use. In the UTOPIA 

project ς  to overcome these deficiencies ς  and to involve workers directly in the design process, 

traditional system development techniques were abandoned in favor of close collaboration between 

workers and researchers and the use of representations and design artifacts expressed in ordinary 

language and culturally well-known materials understandable to all (ibid.).  

More specifically, in UTOPIA so-called ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƎŀƳŜǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ researchers and 

workers to sit down and explore work and technology together using paper, card-board and other 

simple materials. The work in focus was graphical workers at newspapers and games were created in 

which workers could portray their work on a game-board, for example, by depicting its physical lay-

out, artifacts and tools, work tasks, and the organization of the work more generally. The point was 

ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ΨǿƛƴΩ a game but to play out and explicate in a perspicuous, concrete and hands-on fashion 

the characteristics of the work (Ehn 1993; Ehn and Sjögren 1992). As such, it permitted the workers 

to recount the work from their perspective, and the researchers to learn from the workers and also 

question aspects of the work they might find puzzling. When the work was well-understood, the de-

sign game could be used again, but this time playing through the envisioned work with new technol-

ogies, work tasks and maybe a new work organization. Here the researcher would play a more active 

role as experts on the technology and the game would allow workers and researcher to learn about 
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the consequences computers would have on the work. Later in UTOPIA, the concept of design game 

was extended from sitting at a table with a game-board to a more dramatized and theatrical ap-

proach. Work and technology arrangements were scripted, staged and acted out in small plays, 

which permitted a more embodied, experiential, and skill-oriented approach to the envisioned tech-

nology, while also encouraging an empathic attitude towards both present and future (ibid.) 

Apart from being more engaging, realistic and imaginative of work and technology use, the design 

games ς whether played on game-board or staged as small plays ς were also a comparable fast and 

economical way to simulate the consequences of the application of new information technology. 

Using flexible, cheap and disposable materials alternatives could readily be tested in relation to the 

work practice under design compared to much more expensive computational proto-types (Ehn and 

Sjögren 1992). More recently, the activity of exploring possible futures in design games is going un-

der the name of scenario-based design (cf. Bødker 2000) but the approach is essentially the same as 

developed in UTOPIA6. 

 Mock-ups 

An important aspect of participatory design ς and closely related to the theatrical element of many 

design games ς is the use of mock-upǎ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ 

computers ς which might not be available and might be too suggestive in early phases of the design 

process ς cheap mock-ups of the intended technology is created an experimented with both in situ 

and ex situ to assess some of its consequences. Compared to the detached reflections more formal 

system descriptions can occasion, the mock-up yields a hands-on experiences with the proposed 

technology making it easier to evoke constraints in and possibilities of its use. Because the mock-up 

is made out of familiar materials like card-board it is easily approachable and easily revisable if new 

ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜΦ  aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ΨŎƘŜŀǇƴŜǎǎΩ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŀōƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŎƪ-up and as such 

does not incur unrealistic expectations about a future product, which a more elaborate computer-

based prototype might express. Its status as design artifact is effortlessly recognizable (Bødker and 

Grønbæk 1992; Ehn and Kyng 1992).  

The prominent place of mock-ups and the comparable little attention paid to technical details often 

found in participatory design is indicative of the focus placed on use practice and experience. The 

important design problem is not the technical implementation as such (although it of course at some 

point becomes crucial) but how the technology is integrated with and parǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀf-

fairs. It is the wielding of the concrete artifact, the technology as tool (Ehn 1990) and not as a sys-

temic feature that is paid attention to. And deliberately semiotically underdetermined the mock-up 

attempts to support another principal concern of participatory design: the user as an imaginative 

innovator.  

Future workshops and metaphorical design 

As much as participatory design has been critical of extant information technologies and the political 

agendas they carry, it has also been occupied with creating new and more favorable technologically 

mediated futures, which design games, e.g., are a testament to. Other approaches, however, to sys-

tematically create viable visions for the future have been applied in participatory design. Kensing 

                                                           
6
For more recent use of design games see, e.g., Buur and Søndergaard (2000) and Brandt and Messeter (2004) 
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and Halskov-Madsen (1992) ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘǿƻ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΥ ΨŦuture workǎƘƻǇǎΩ7 ŀƴŘ ΨƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ǘƻ 

explore realistic alternatives to the present.  

A future workshop is supposed to identify important problems in the present, generate visions for a 

more preferable future, and to suggest a realistic course for their implementation. Accordingly, a 

future workshop is divided into three stages: a critique phase, a fantasy phase and an implementa-

tion phase. In participatory design, the critique phase has been used to shed light on problematic 

aspects of a work situŀǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƴǘŀǎȅ ǇƘŀǎŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ΨǿƘŀǘ-ƛŦΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

phase to determine the resources needed to make realistic changes. As such the future workshop 

actively seeks to stimulate participants to think beyond existing constraints, while at the same time 

forcing the participants to relate their wishes to present conditions. In contrast to the design games, 

the future workshop is less committed to detailed and incarnate practicalities and more focused on 

finding a compelling vision for the future. But the two approaches share the ambition of staging a 

dialogue between the present and the future. 

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǾƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ΨƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΦ Ln-

ǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ 5ƻƴŀƭŘ {ŎƘǀƴΩǎ (1979) discussion of generative metaphors, Kensing & Halskov-Madsen 

suggest metaphorical design as a help in overcoming and reframing extant articulations of a situa-

tion. They describe, e.g., how they together with librarians ς as a preparation for the introduction of 

L¢Σ ǊŜŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ψŀ ǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴŜǿ 

perspectives on what a library is and what it could be in the future. Similarly, the library could also 

have reframed in terms of a supermarket or town-hall generating yet another understanding and 

visions about the present and future of a library. Thus, deliberately shifting metaphors may help see 

new aspects of an old situation supporting more elaborate understandings and imaginative uses of 

information technology.  

Ethnographic inspirations 

In the NMFJ and UTOPIA projects workers and work practices were represented by workers them-

selves or union representatives.  ResearchersΩ understandings work of relied heavily on workersΩ 

own accounts in accordance with the pro-worker ethos of the projects. However, after participatory 

design became known outside Scandinavia in 1980s, it became itself influenced by other approaches 

to user representation in design.  Most importantly, probably, was the application of ethnographic 

methods to understand work practice and inform design as it had been practiced in and around es-

pecially Xerox PARC in United States at the same time.  Also a growing body of workplace studies 

came to play a role in this respect  (Simonsen and Kensing 1997). Many third generation projects 

began to rely not only on workersΩ accounts of their work, but also describe the work by help of eth-

nographic inspired methods (shorter fieldwork), which were used in conjunction with usersΩ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

involvement in the design process. The main reason ethnographic techniques have been applied in 

particiǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ΨǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ (Kyng 1995). It is not 

always that users can account verbally for their actions with sufficient fidelity outside of the actual 

use context, for example, when playing a design game in a workshop with researchers. Due to the 

tacit character much skilled work much  non-verbal work might also go unnoticed (Blomberg et al. 

1993; see also Forsythe 1999). A secondary reason for application of ethnographic was that informa-

tion technology from the end of 1980s increasingly came be seen regarded as cooperative technolo-

                                                           
7
 Future workshops originates with Jungk and Müllert (1987) 
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gy and cooperative aspects of work might be difficult to articulate from the perspective of the indi-

vidual workers but apprehensible by an attentive ethnographic study (Blomberg et al. 1993). 

However, as a design-oriented discipline participatory design has never studied work ethnographi-

cally for the sake of studying it alone ς as workplace studies do. Ethnographic descriptions are sub-

sumed the purpose of design ς of creating an improved future and not in particular dwelling with the 

present. Fieldwork material in participatory design is therefore not used for documentary purposes 

alone. Rather it is approached ŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ 

and constrain design (Binder 1999). Moreover, the field material is usually not taken to be authorita-

tive in itself, but rather regarded as another occasion for collaborative authoring of the present and 

the future across multiple stakeholders in the design process (Buur et al. 2000; Buur and Sønder-

gaard 2000). That is, ethnographic material does not in participatory design stand alone but is made 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

perspectives represented in the project.  

Design games, future scenarios, technological mock-ups, future workshops, metaphorical, and eth-

nographically inspired fieldwork are some of the central means by which participatory design at-

tempts to align, on the one hand use and design practice, and on the other hand present and future. 

What is obvious from the methods of participatory design apply is that the difference between 

present and future is not just managed it is actively sought. As such present and future is separated 

and re-aligned.  

2.3 Research, use and design 
In and through its practices and principles, its methods and techniques, participatory design articu-

lates and organizes research, use and design in distinct ways. It has changed, as described, to some 

extent over its history but many attitudes and approaches also cut across different generations and 

are part of what constitutes participatory design today. 

Probably the most distinctive feature of participatory is its insistence on direct user participation in 

design, which sets it apart from most ς if not all other ς approaches to IT design. In principle, re-

searchers do not have to be involved ς it can be collaboration between designers and users ς but in 

practice most participatory design projects have taken place under the aegis of research. It might be 

a consequence of the difficulty of participatory design to thrive in commercial settings, but it is also 

indicative of the action oriented and interventionist attitude of participatory design researchers. Re-

search is carried out in close collaboration with practitioners most notably technology users, but in-

creasingly also with industrial partners. The reasons are multiple for this. Originally, the argument 

was that researchers should empower and emancipate workers from oppressive uses of information 

technology. In the class conflicts of society researchers should arm workers with better arguments 

and better technology. When participatory design became less overtly political, the argument was 

still one of empowerment but now of a broader set of stakeholders. But the point was also that re-

searchers could only learn about the reality of use and design by being actively involved in it. Re-

searchers could not obtain an epistemological privileged position from the outside, but had to be 

engage perspectives and interests already present in practice. This position might have been sup-

ported by Marxist dialectical epistemology (Ehn 1990) but is also in line with the Schönian pragmatic 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǿƘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ 

and practices (Schön 1983), which later came to influence participatory design (see e.g. Mathiassen 
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1997). Thus, the close collaboration with practitioners is not only justified by the political injunction 

of empowerment and emancipation; it also justified by an epistemological demand of knowing 

properly what is being researched and designed for.  

The need for close collaboration between researchers, designers and users is further supported by 

the view that work practice and later more generally use practice cannot be understood from a dis-

tance; due to its skilled, incarnate and tacit nature it has to experienced in and through practical ac-

tion. As such research and design cannot be detached reflections but must be closely involved with 

what it is trying to understand and design ς an attitude which is revealed in the methods and tech-

niques of participatory design as described above. Hence, the manner in which the object of concern 

ς that of human practice ς is framed goes hand in hand with research and design protocols participa-

tory design comes to advance. Had the skilled and embodied character of work, for example, not 

been emphasized so strongly, other less participative and experiential design approaches would 

have seemed more compelling. 

Thus, the differences between use, design and research are managed in participatory design by at-

tempting to bring the parties closer to each other and to some extent make them more identical: 

researchers and designers experience use practice; users experience new technologies and practice. 

Moreover, research problems and design visions are defined to be in alignment with the concerns of 

the users ς a management strategy which reduces the chance of conflict between the agendas of 

researcher, designers and users, because they  beforehand and by definition have been brought into 

line. However, participatory design does also potentially sharpen differences particularly in later 

projects when multiple stakeholders are brought together in the same project. When use practice is 

no longer confined to a group of homogenous workers, but include workers and employees posi-

tioned differently and with diverse interests, the diversity to handle increases as experienced, for 

example,  in the AT project. Furthermore, when industrial design and development partners are in-

cluded in PD projects the number of differences to manage increase even more. But the greatest 

difference to manage might be the one between present and future, which participatory design de-

liberately and actively with its interventionist proclivity attempts to bring about. Believing in a prob-

lematic present and betting on a better future participatory design is not inclined to leave things as 

they are ς at least among users. When accounts of the present ς whether by users themselves or in 

an ethnographic form ς is treated as design artifacts the difference between present and future is 

vigorously being worked on creating what in the chapter  1 was called the second difference to man-

age.  

 

Through an outline of the historical development of participatory design, a description of its com-

mitments and concerns, and methods and techniques, it has been described how participatory de-

sign for its particular reasons and influences problematizes research, use and design of information 

technology: use practice as skilled, embodied and fused with stakes; design as collaborative, pro-

gressive, and use-oriented; and research as interventionist, political and epistemologically non-

privileged to summarize it briefly. Naturally, it is not the only way to articulate this problem. Partici-

patory design is marginalized as a strategy for information technology design, which to a large extent 

is still dominated by the same positivistic, rationalistic and managerial values that provoked partici-

patory design more than 30 years ago. Still, there are other answers to the problem of use and de-



27 
 

sign practice, which is not part of the science and engineering mainstream. One such reply is 

workplace studies. 
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3 Workplace studies  
As touched upon briefly in chapter 1, the tradition of workplace studies is different from participato-

ry design in the way in which it articulates the problem of use and design practice. With its largely 

sociological orientation it is mostly interested in how to inform designers about crucial aspects of the 

social life of users (employees) of various sorts. In contrast to participatory design it mostly ς as the 

name also suggests ς stay close to the workplace as its object of concern like participatory also did in 

the first three generations.  

More precisely, whaǘ L ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΩ ƛǎ both a research tradition and a set of concrete 

studies of work. The research tradition is not exactly a discipline but rather an approach to research 

and design of IT for the workplace, which emphasizes the need for thorough and in-depth ethno-

graphic understandings of work as the basis for technology design. Too many computer systems fail, 

it is argued, because designers have insufficient knowledge about the complexities of the work de-

signed for  (Crabtree 2003). Through extended studies of work ς as it is carried out and occurring in 

real work settings ς workplace studies attempts to give a more realistic account of work than is typi-

cally available to designers.  In this regard, the tradition of workplace studies does not articulate the 

issue of use and design of information technology in the first instance as a design problem or a polit-

ical problem. The problem is first and foremost epistemological; if designers can gain a better under-

standing of work practice it is possible to align designers with use practice. How work practice more 

precisely will be accounted for, and how that knowledge will have an impact on design, however, is 

not immediately evident. Thus, the purpose of this chapter is to elucidate how workplace studies 

carries through its epistemological answer to use and design of IT for the workplace. 

The impetus to do long fieldwork studies ς typically written up in an ethnographic format ς stems 

from dissatisfaction with the manner in which work is represented in traditional system develop-

ment methods. Like participatory design, the tradition of workplace studies is critical towards forma-

listic renderings of work practice. One of the first workplace studies carried out with information 

technology in mind was LuŎȅ {ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ (1983) ethnographic study of accounting work. At the time 

she was writing in the early 1980s the concepǘ ƻŦ ΨƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ς  ǘƘŀǘ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƻǊƪΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

office could be automated by information technology like manual work previously had been on the 

shopfloor ς was widespread among technologists and developers of information technology. The 

idea was that office work was governed by a set of (algorithmic) procedures, which could be 

represented in computer systems and if not completely automating the tasks of the office workers at 

least they could be made to work in accordance with the (rational) planning of the computer system 

and non-procedural (irrational) work could be discarded. Through an ethnographic study of real ac-

counting work, Suchman made the plausible case that this ς in essence Taylorist view of office work 

ς was an unrealistic depiction of accounting practice and that an attempt to bring the work in accor-

dance with a proceduralized scheme ς as imagined ς would prevent office work from being carried 

out properly. More specifically Suchman argued that a decomposition of office work into discrete 

and specifiable tasks, amenable to computational representation and tight planning was a highly 

unrealistic picture of the actual work accountants did. Rather than being completely predictable, 

tasks were adapted and changed to the demands of the situation. They grew out of and matured in 

the meaningful practical action accountants did ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻō ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅΦ Lƴ {ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ΨŦƛǘΩ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻn-

tingencies of practice completely, but must be worked upon and worked around to make proper 
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sense; accounting work ς to take into account the inevitable irregularities of real work ς cannot be a 

slavishly and mechanically application of pre-specified procedures, and as such accounting cannot be 

fully automated or dictated by computational means.  

{ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ was an illustration of how workplace studies with their focus on 

the actual occurrence of work can be an important corrective to impoverished or even fantastical 

comprehensions of work IT designers may entertain. It exemplifies what can be learned from study-

ing work in situ ς how it is actually carried out, and not how we ex situ imagine it might be done. But 

{ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƴƻgraphic study of work; it was also the application of a spe-

cific sociological approach ς that of ethnomethodology ς to work practice. 

Lƴ ƛǘǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳ ŜǘƘƴƻƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ όoften called ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩύ ǇǊŀc-

tical accomplishment of social order. Social order is not taken to be the consequence of either indi-

vidual (socially structured) dispositions or supra-ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀǎ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛo-

logical theories. Social order is in the view of ethnomethodologists an ongoing accomplishment in 

and through practitioners activities and can only be accounted for as such (Garfinkel 1967; Sharrock 

and Anderson 1986). And that is where the ŜǘƘƴƻƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŦŜƭǘ ƛƴ {ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ap-

ǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ όǳǎǳŀƭƭȅύ ŀƴ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

phenomenon is to study how accountants make it so in practice. The observable order is not the 

consequence of another (hidden) order: scheme, procedure, structure, which can be exhaustingly 

specified beforehand and ς for example ς represented in a computer system.  To the contrary, the 

ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀōƭŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŜȄƛōle ordering and not ad-

herence to a rigid, inflexible and pre-specified order. Thus ethnomethodological workplace studies 

ƭƛƪŜ {ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻǊƪ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǊŘŜǊƭȅ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƴŘŜǊ 

probable why work cannot fully be accounted for in formalistic terms. 

Ethnomethodology has wielded great influence over workplace studies, and although not all 

workplace studies have been of an ethnomethodological kind (see Luff et al. 2000), the most signifi-

cant and important ones have been (Crabtree 2003)8. To understand how work is articulated in and 

through workplace studies it is therefore necessary to understand the ethnomethodological influ-

ence more specifically.  

3.1 Ethnomethodological foundations  
Ethnomethodology9 (Garfinkel 1967) is different from most sociologies in the sense that it does not 

take sociologistsΩ theories about social life to be more true or adequate than the social theories or-

dinary people display in their everyday practical affairs. Sociologists do not have jurisdiction over the 

validity and veracity of the theories that ordinary members of society apply. In fact, sociologists 

themselves are members of society and in their sociological work they often implicitly draw on social 

categories, ideas, schemas, which they were supposed to topicalize, but use as explanatory re-

                                                           
8
 It should be noted that it has been a matter of some debate whether workplace studies should only describe 

work in workers own terms or should allow for more traditional sociological theoritizations and categorizations 
(Shapiro 1994). I shall not weigh in on the adequacy of sociological theories for description of work in relation 
to design, but I will later in chapter 12 discuss whether ethnographic accounts solely reflect workers own 
ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ΨŎƻƴǘŀƳƛƴŀǘŜǎΩ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ 
9
 Ethnomethodology is a sociological tradition closely associated with Harold Garfinkel (1967) and his students 

in California but has also spread elsewhere not least to Britain where several notable ethnomethodologists 
reside and have exercised considerable influence over the development of workplace studies. 
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sources. Thus, sociologists cannot free themselves from society and to the extent that their theories 

and practices set them apart from the rest of society that amount to the creation of a new social or-

der, and not the explanation of any existing order(s). 

This particular view of the social world as already complete and self-explanatory for competent 

members of that order, ethnomethodology owes to the social phenomenology of Alfred Schütz and 

more generally to the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (Sharrock and Anderson 1986). Social 

phenomenology takes the everyday and ordinary life-world of humans as more fundamental than 

scientific descriptions of reality, because scientific descriptions takes place in, presupposes, an al-

ready meaningful and socially organized world. This world might be abandoned or internally trans-

formed but it stands as it is; it cannot stand corrected by any external point of view. Consequently, 

conventional social scientific explanations, which apply a different vocabulary, a different set of cri-

teria, do not elucidate their object(s) but tend to obscure them (ibid.). The task for sociology is 

therefore not to explain social phenomenon with a new order foreign to the people under study; it is 

to explicate how the order in question is accomplished and understood by the people performing 

it10.  

Despite declining to explain social life in a privileged vocabulary apart from peoples ordinary expla-

nations, ethnomethodology still pursue a specific sociological interest in social life. Garfinkel as a 

student of Parsons ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊΩ as the central question in sociology (although 

he approached it radically different). That is, the sociological question is still to understand how 

people manage to coordinate their affairs in a orderly and coherent manner ς whether talking, bar-

gaining, theorizing, walking, driving, singing, etc. Parsons had attempted to solve the problem of so-

cial coordination and orderly conduct by assuming that people were socialized into the same norma-

tive behavior (Sharrock and Anderson 1986); that they were able to act in concerted fashion because 

they essentially regarded the world in an identical manner. Mutual understanding was the key to 

mutual coordiƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ DŀǊŦƛƴƪŜƭ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƻǇŜǎΩ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ōƭƛƴŘƭȅ ŀc-

cording to the same program. He was able to demonstrate that people often had different under-

standings of the same situation without any breakdown in social interaction and that social orders 

were ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ ΨƛǊǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΩ ς people acting against normal expectations  (Garfinkel 1967). 

The conclusion that Garfinkel drew was that social order is an active accomplishment made by actors 

attentive to the unfolding of the situation. People can break the social order if they want to (at least 

for a while) but that practically never happens because other actors will sanction such breaches11. 

Social order is persistent and flexible because it is an ongoing inquiry into the accountabilities of the 

situation and not because it is the execution of an inculcated plan. 

LŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 

conduct no hidden variables can be at play that evade the actors. If that was the case, actors could 

not act in a responsive and intelligent manner, because it would not be clear what they were res-

ponding to; as such everything worth taking note of is in plain view. A conversation can proceed be-

cause we are able to observe what others and we do in and through the conversation. If the social 

structure was not sensible (both sensually and semiotically) to the actors they would not be able to 

ŀŎǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǎ Ψobservable ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŀōƭŜΩ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ 

                                                           
10

 {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ²ƛǘǘƎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ (2001) ƛƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ Ψǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇport 
ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƳƳǳnity against external claims of  truth (cf. Lynch 1993). 
11

 Garfinkel (1967) ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇΦ  
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(Sharrock and Anderson 1986). Thus, acting meaningfully is reflexive in the sense that it incorporates 

and demonstrates an understanding of the existing social order to other actors ς  and oneself ς and 

in the sense that it re-flects ς casts back ς the social order upon the situation again (ibid.). This in-

cludes both lay and professional sociological theorizing. A comment like ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭŀǘŜΩ 

is part of upholding ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ōǳǎȅΣ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴǘΩ. To re-

place those remarks with a professional ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǇǊƻb-

ƭŜƳΩ ƛǎ ǘherefore not to demonstrate an understanding of the existing social order but to remake it ς 

in this case by imposing a social psychologism (for good or worse).  

From an ethnomethodological point of view coming to know a specific social practice is therefore 

ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƛǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻǿƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǾǳƭƎŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ 

ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ  (Lynch 1993). A good ethnomethodological workplace study is therefore one 

which stays loyal to the meanings of the workers and does not introduce foreign interpretations, 

categories and theories unrecognizable to the workers themselves (Button 2000). This does not 

mean that a workplace study cannot explicate unnoticed matters but pointed out it will seem ob-

vious and familiar to the people studied.  In this regard it makes sense why ethnomethodology ap-

plies ethnographic descriptions and is suspicious of formal renderings of practice. The former at-

tempts to preserve the meanings of the people studied and thereby convey how and why a specific 

social order is upheld; the latter reduces the meanings of the people studied and thereby makes it 

more difficult to understand the rationality of the existing social order. Applying information tech-

nology designed on the basis of formal renderings of work practice therefore risks to frustrate or 

outright destroy the ability to accomplish work in an appropriate fashion.  

Thus, the ethnomethodological attitude has consequences for the manner in which work is studied 

and made available to designers in the tradition of workplace studies. However, to make these 

somewhat abstract arguments more palpable I shall give a brief example of a workplace study of air-

traffic control carried out before the possible introduction of new information technology into the 

work, which exemplifies many of the ethnomethodological attitudes in practice.  

3.2 A workplace study in action  
One of the seminal workplace studies in relation to design of information technology is the Lancaster 

ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŀƛǊ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ό!TC) in England and Wales (Harper and Hughes 1993; Hughes et 

al. 1992; Hughes et al. 1993; Sommerville et al. 1992)12. It exemplifies in several important respects 

what makes ethnomethodological workplace studies a distinct way of describing work. Here I shall 

only focus on a small part of the study ς which was carried out over several years ς the work around 

ǘƘŜ ΨŦƭƛƎƘǘ-ǎǘǊƛǇΩ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ΨǎǳƛǘŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ !ƛǊ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭ /Ŝntre.  

The airspace of England and Wales is divided into sixteen sectors and is governed centrally from the 

London Air Traffic Control Centre13. Eight confined control rooms, called suites, govern the traffic in 

the airspace. Each suite is responsible for managing the traffic inside two sectors and also coordi-

                                                           
12

 Another early influential workplace study is e.g. /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ IŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ tŀǳƭ [ǳŦŦΩǎ (1992) study of the London 
Underground control ŎŜƴǘŜǊΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎ {ǳŎƘƳŀƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ her (1987) quasi-naturalistic study 
of photo-copying  has also had an enormous impact on the justification of ethnomethodologically inspired 
ethnographic studies in IT design. 
13

 The study of air-traffic control in the London Air Traffic Control Centre has been published extensively. The 
description here is based on three papers: (Harper and Hughes 1993; Hughes et al. 1992; Hughes et al. 1993). 
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nates planes arriving from and leaving to adjacent sectors.  One suite is typically staffed with a 

ΨchiefΩ, two Ψradar controllersΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǿƛƴƎǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ΨǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎΩ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ with other chiefs of nearby sectors. The 

two radar controllers manage the traffic when it is inside the ǎǳƛǘŜΩǎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎǎ help the 

radar controllers in various ways. At their disposal, the staff has several technologies crucial for con-

ducting the work safely and expediently. The suite is equipped with radars displaying live aircraftsΩ 

position and also static data about the sectors like sector boundaries, airports, coastlines, and more. 

The suite has phones and radio-phones to communicate with pilots and other suites and finally is the 

suite equipped with racks of paper Ψflight progress stripsΩ, which are vital for air-traffic controlling.  

The flight-strips are divided into fields, which indicate particular information about one flight like 

flight number, departure and destination airports, navigation points en route and estimated time of 

arrival at each point, airspeed and more. The information is keyed into the computer system by the 

pilots before take-off and printed out and placed in the racks by the wings  in due time before the 

plane arrives in one of the controlling sectors. To indicate the present state of the aircraft the strips 

ŀǊŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŀŎƪǎ ŀǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ΨtŜƴŘƛƴƎΩ [ƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊΩΦ  hƴŎŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘΣ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ 

the strip synchronized with live developments, it is annotated manually with whatever relevant data 

that comes up. Sometimes ς but not always ς ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛƴƎǎΩ ǳǇŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ hand-written 

annotations on the strips. Thus, when strips are in the rack they take precedence over the database 

in controlling. /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ƎƻƻŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

sense of what is going on now, what will happen later on, what needs to be paid extra attention to 

(for example crossing planes) now or in a short while. In getting the picture the flight strips are cru-

cial and more important than the live radar, because the relevant situation air-traffic controllers 

orient to is not only ŀ ΨǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ what happens presently; it is also what has just happened and 

what will happen a little further along. For the trained and competent air-traffic controller a glance 

at the racks of flight strips will reveal this information immediately.  

On the face of it, it looks as if the transformation of the flight-strip into a digital information technol-

ƻƎȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƛŜƭŘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǊƛǇ ŘŀǘŀΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

manual coordination could ōŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŜ ΨƘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊΩ ŀƴ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳƛǘŜ, 

and it would also save the assistant the work of reentering into the database information already 

once annotated on the strip. Moreover, a live reflection in a database of all the decisions made by 

the controllers could support an automatic warning of possible plane collisions and other hazardous 

events.  However, the accounts of the work coming out of the ethnographic study suggest that such 

redesigns are not as simple as they look. They might even add to the risks of air traffic control.  

Even though air traffic controllers have different responsibilities and formal roles, the actual work as 

it is performed cannot be as easily divided up between chief, radar controllers and wings as the roles 

might suggest. As work unfolds in practice, it is more like a collaborative flow than it is a set of dis-

crete and individual tasks.  It is not that controllers do not work and make decisions by themselves ς 

but that what they do is constantly oriented towards the other members of the suite and the com-

mon purpose of efficient and safely handling of aircrafts. Flight-strips are printed in due time by the 

wings so radar controllers can make proper sense of the radar images. Wings check strips for errors 

to help the radar controllers, but it is also a way of knowing ΨǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘemselves in case the 

radar controllers have overlooked some important information or development. The same is the 

ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦǎΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΦ  Lǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀŘŀǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ 
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reasonable flow of traffic in and out of the sectors and concentrate mainly on the traffic inside the 

sector they are responsible for.  

But it is not only that the work ς especially the work of the radar controllers ς is dependent on the 

work of the chief and the wings. The division of labor is not strictly fixed. Sometimes the chief will 

act as radar controller, e.g., when an aircraft is crossing a sector in a non-standard way, and at other 

ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛƴƎǎΩ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǾŜǊ work from the radar controllers, for example communicating with pilots 

and annotating and updating flight-strips. The coordination of work and the distribution of tasks are 

in other words not performed in a rigid manner but evolve in response to the demands of the situa-

tion. The sharing of tasks is premised by and also instrumental in keeping all workers in the suite 

ΨƎŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻΩ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛōƛl-

ity of both the order of the work in the suite and the order of the airspace. The placement of flight-

strips indicates to any competent person what will happen next in the suit and in the skies. Hence, 

the meaning of technologies used in air-traffic control including also radar images, phone calls, etc., 

must be regarded in relation to the overall social organization and evolution of the work in the suite.  

Air-traffic control is, in other words, a collective achievement, which makes it difficult to foresee the 

consequences of redesigning select parts of the work, e.g., by replacing the flight-strips with com-

puter screens. Even if the handling of the flight strip is error-prone and results in redundant work 

substituting the handling of  the flight strip with a digital equivalent could result in a more erroneous 

system if the mutual attentions, double checks, and monitoring of work activities is hampered.  Sim-

ple acts like rising up and writing a note on a strip indicates in a conspicuous manner a new devel-

ƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΤ ¢ƘŜ ΨŎƻŎƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǊƛǇ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ 

remarkable econoƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ΨŎǊƻǎsŜǊΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

paid attention to at a later stage and so on and so forth. In addition, the present system has proved 

its efficacy and reliability in extraordinary situations, which a new system could fail to do.  

The Lancaster study of air traffic control ς here exemplified by the work in the suite around the 

flight-strip ς puts many of the ethnomethodological sensibilities to work. First of all the work of air 

traffic controlling is described in the terms of the people doing the work. We get a perspective into 

their social world and the rationalities and practicalities that govern it. More specifically, we get an 

insight into how air-traffic control as a practical and evolving accomplishment can proceed in an or-

dered fashion. We see how the flight-strip as a mundane artifact for social categorization and display 

of information is not just a passive reflection of some given social order, but itself is actively involved 

in establishing and keep the very same order which created it. And it is its observable and reportable 

status to all actors, which makes coordination around it possible. In a similar manner work roles, task 

and division of labor in the suite are not regarded as given static phenomena ς which eventually 

could be represented in a computer system ς but as flexible outcomes of the observable (or sensi-

ble) ordering of the work in response to the demands of the situation. And finally the essentially so-

cial character of what might look like individual tasks is emphasized. It is in relation to the social or-

ganization of the work that the individual tasks take on their meaning, for example, the annotation 

of the flight strip. 

Thus, a prolonged engagement in the field makes it possible to convey select meanings of the 

workplace being deǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǘƘƴƻ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

ordered phenomenon for competent practitioners and eventually for the patient ethnographer. 
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However, it has been debated how such findings shall have an impact on design of information tech-

nologies. One thing is to craft meaningful descriptions of work from the point of the view of prospec-

tive users of a new technology; it is another matter to render those descriptions accessible to and 

relevant for designers.  

3.3 Workplace studies and design  
The message ethnomethodological workplace studies convey about the ability to design information 

technology more suited for work and workers is encouraging, but the studies also point to practical 

problems in bringing use practice to bear on design. The cheering part consists in the ability to 

achieve relative detailed understandings of work and its practical accomplishment (Hughes et al. 

1993) raising the prospects of designing systems, ǿƘƛŎƘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ 

pracǘƛŎŜΩ (Anderson 1994). However, the very virtue of ethnographically based workplace studies ς

their detailed renderings of practice ς are arguably also theiǊ !ŎƘƛƭƭŜǎΩ ƘŜŜƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

technological designs typically must be expressed in abstract formalisms at some point in the design 

process (Bentley et al. 1992; Sharrock and Anderson 1994). It also raises the question of the ethno-

ƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ŀƴ ǘƘŜ 

ethnography stand alone or does it need additional support from the ethnographer. In other words, 

a detailed and engaged inquiry of work practice brings up the question of the ΨǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ŘŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǊΩ ōŜǘween ethnographers 

and designers. Moreover , it has also been questioned to what extent workplace studies should be 

exacted direct implications for particular design projects or whether they contribute to a more gen-

eral body of understanding and conceptualization of work through long term research (e.g. Dourish 

2006; Plowman et al. 1995; Schmidt 2000).  

To some extent it is a bit misleading to present the role of workplace studies as contributing to de-

sign of information technology ς one way of the other. The conclusions of a workplace study might 

in fact be cautionary and warn against specific design ideas as it, e.g., is the case in Suchman critique 

of office automation (Suchman 1983) and her later critique of certain aspects of artificial intelligence 

(Suchman 1987). Also the study of Air Traffic Control can be read as a cautionary warning against any 

radical and maybe even modest introduction of computerized technologies. Ethnographic studies of 

work with their focus the accomplishment of existing orders tend to go against technical fixes and 

have indeed been accused of being unduly conservative (Grudin and Grinter 1995). Notwithstanding, 

workplace studies are being used to contribute to design of information technology. Bob Anderson 

(1994) suggests that especially ethnoƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ǿƘŀǘΩ ς how orderly conduct is achieved in and through social practical interaction ς can be useful to 

designers because they are constructed with the same order of interest as designers are interested 

in: namely the mundane character of practical action where technology is supposed to intervene. 

But he also sees a place for adventurous descriptions in vocabularies foreign to practitioners as a 

means to open up the problem-solution frame, for example, by analyzing workplace ethnographies 

in terms of anthropological theory. He suggests that the ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƻǇŜ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǘǳŀƭǎΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǿƻǊƪ 

in interesting ways for designers. In general, though, the informing role of workplace is not casted as 

ΨƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳΩ ς ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎǊƛǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƛƳǇŀǊǘƛƴƎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

design process (Plowman et al. 1995). Ethnography is not regarded as creative writing but the loyal 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǘƘƴƻƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

explicating and not explaining. Consequently, workplace studies are mostly taken to be unproble-
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matic  accounts of the fieldwork carried out and not as specific analyses (Randall et al. 2005; Shar-

rock and Hughes 2001; Sharrock and Randall 2004). By the same token, workplace studies of an eth-

nomethodological kind can in principle be consumed both by designers and sociologist ς the one 

part designing from the data and the other part doing sociology on top of the same fieldwork. If the 

role of workplace studies is not only taken to be a contribution to the long-term accumulation of 

knowledge about work, but is supposed inform design directly the question remains how to 

workplace studies in practice can come to bear on design. The Lancaster group again has taken up 

this challenge14. 

During the 1990s the Lancaster group have experimented in a research setting with various ways to 

inform design of information technology with ethnographic workplace studies (Bentley et al. 1992; 

Hughes et al. 1994; Hughes et al. 2000; Hughes et al. 1997). Originally, in connection with the ATC 

study fieldwork over many months was carried out, while designers (who were computer scientists) 

were briefed, concurrently, of the results coming out of the fieldwork. Results were elaborated and 

handed over in meetings with computer scientists, who might also request the ethnographers to 

inquire into particular features of the work of special interest to the designers.  In this working ar-

rangement ethnographers provided a deeper understanding of the application domain not normally 

available to designers through traditional means of requirements capture and the ethnographers 

were regarded as user surrogates (Bentley et al. 1992). In contrast to participatory design it was 

deemed too impractical (and expensive) to involve users directly in the design process.  

In a subsequent  study, the researcher moved out of the confined control room of air-traffic control 

into  a large software development organization with the purpose of designing tools for software 

development (Hughes et al. 1994). Because of the much larger size and also distributed character of 

the organization, ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ  ŀǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ΨǎƛǘŜǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

ethnographic methods. Learning from that experience it was suggested that ethnography could ef-

fectively be applied in three different ways: the traditional long engagement lasting 12-14 months as 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !¢/ ǎǘǳŘȅΤ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ΨǉǳƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊǘȅΩ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ a few weeks of fieldwork providing designers 

with an informed sense of the work without going into very fine detailsΤ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛǾŜ ethnogra-

ǇƘȅΩ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦ a shorter interval but validating design proposals before being implemented. Hence, the 

practical difficulties working in a large organization and under the practical constraints of a commer-

cial software developing company forced the researchers to rethinƪ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭŀǎǎƛŎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜǘƘƴo-

graphy and come up with an approach more flexible and adaptable to the demands of the design 

situation. 

It is, though, one thing to have a flexible set of fieldwork methods; it is still another thing to make 

the fieldwork accessible to designers efficiently and effectively. Besides accommodating fieldwork 

methods to the realities of designΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǇŀƴǎƛǾŜ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇƻǎi-

ǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ΨƪŜȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΩ ǘƘŜ designers seek without neces-

sarily having the ethnographer to stand proxy for the user in the interpretation of the workplace 

study  (Hughes et al. 2000; Hughes et al. 1997). To that end the Lancaster group has developed a 

framework, which on the one hand helps the fieldworker to quickly orient themselves to aspects of 

the workplace that have been found across several workplace studies to be important and recurrent 

                                                           
14

 There are other frameworkǎ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǘƻ ōŜŀǊ ƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ Ψ/ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΩ Ře-
veloped by Karen Holtzblatt and Hugh Beyer (Beyer and Holtzblatt 1998). But it does not belong to the ethno-
methodological tradition of workplace studies, and hence it has been left out of consideration. 
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ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ΨǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎΩ  ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜr a faster and 

more flexible access to the material than the ethnography usually provide (Hughes et al. 2000; 

Hughes et al. 1997)Φ ¢Ƙǳǎ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ǇŀǊǘΦ 

The analytical part of the framework suggests three foci, which can sensitize the fieldworker to im-

ǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΥ  Ψ5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨǇƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ 

ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΩΦ Ψ5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ typically needs to be coordinated as 

part of a division of labor and as steps in protracted courses of activities. This does not mean that 

the division of labor or the course of activities is static, but that work is a socially organized activity. 

Thus, in the ethnomethodological tradition it means a focus on how labor becomes divided and pro-

ǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ Ψtƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŜŀƴǎ 

for distributed coordination ς for example a schedule, a workflow description, a form, etc., which 

are inǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǊŘŜǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘΦ Ψ!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǘŀŎƛǘ ŀǎǇŜct of 

skilled coordinative activities. It draws attention to how workers are aware (often tacitly) of other 

workers work and adjust their own comportment accordingly. Again it draws on the ethnomethodo-

logical conception of social order as conditioned upon the sensibility of ones own and other ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ 

activities.  

The analytical part of the framework is a resource for ordering the fieldwork into a recognizable 

schematiŎ ŦƻǊƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎƭȅ ŀǊŜ ƎŜŀǊŜŘ ǘo-

wards the interests of the designer. They help translate the fieldwork into design relevant terms.  

¢ƘŜ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎ ŀǊŜΥ Ψ9ŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΩΣ ΨǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΩΦ 9ŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ 

ǿƻǊƪ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ΨǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŜΦƎΦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ όǿƘŜǊŜ Řƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƛǘΣ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜŘΣ ŜǘŎΦύΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿΩ describes the sequences and interdependencies of 

ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ŏŀǘe-

ƎƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŜΦƎΦΣ ΨǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ · ƛǎ ǘƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǾƻƛŎŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΩΦ  

If, for example, the designers want to design a tool supporting coordination of work, they can select 

the workflow viewpoint and see how workers today are able to coordinate their work (and when not 

to). If they are interested in designing specifically for the secretaries they can select their viewpoint. 

Since each viewpoint draws on the analytic framework, looking into, for example, ΩǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿΩ might 

ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ Ψ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

relevant for how a particular workflow is achieved. To support this translation of the fieldwork into 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ΨǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ōŀǎŜŘ ǘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜ 5esigners 

Note Pad, which makes it easier to switch between viewpoints on the field material15 (Hughes et al. 

1997).  

¢ƘŜ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǘƘe development of an 

analytical framework of work, the creation of templates and tools for the communication, presenta-

tion and consumption of fieldwork by designers is an attempt to make workplace studies more usa-

ble and effective in relation to design. Notwithstanding these changes, a sharp distinction between 

                                                           
15

 It should be noted that from their description it is not clear how the tool works in practice. Whether such 
computer-based engagement with field material is more fruitful will be a matter of practical experience. One 
could fear, though, that a computer-based tool could make the matŜǊƛŀƭ ΨŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊΩ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ Ƴŀking 
it more difficult to combine the material in unexpected ways, to work on it collaboratively or simply get the 
ΨōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƴ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ  
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ethnography/ethnographers and design/designers is still upheld. Staying loyal to the ethnomethodo-

logical heritage it is recurrently stressed that the ethnographersΩ description of work practice should 

be independent of conceptualizations from the design domain. As such ς and unlike participatory 

design ς it is emphasized that work/use and design is kept separate (see e.g. Hughes et al. 1997). 

3.4 Research, use and design 
The tradition of workplace studies argues that too many computers systems for the workplace is de-

signed with insufficient knowledge about how work is carried out in practice. Thus, the problem of 

use and design of information technology in the workplace is framed in epistemological terms. It is 

the lack of detailed knowledge of the subtle practicalities of work, which makes many information 

technologies a nuance for workers to use and in some situations even hazardous. In depth ethno-

graphic studies of work as it is carried in situ is the proposed solution to the problem and in most 

cases based in an ethnomethodological approach to social practice. The combination of extensive 

fieldwork and an ethnomethodological analytical perspective comes to constitute what a good 

workplace study is, how work should be approached and what roles a workplace study may play in 

relation to design of information technologies.  

First, to do an adequate study of work, it is necessary that the fieldworker stays in the field for so 

long that she beŎƻƳŜǎ ΨǾǳƭƎŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

explicate the meanings of the work carried out from the practitioners own perspective. For example, 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǘƭŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƭƛƎƘǘ-ǎǘǊƛǇΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ Ǌƻle in managing air-traffic con-

trol as we saw in the ATC study.  Second, due to the ethnomethodological influence work is ap-

proached as a question of social order ς or more precisely as a question of social ordering.  A good 

workplace study reveals how the orderly conduct of work is a practical accomplishment. It describes 

the mechanisms, the ethno-methods, by which the practitioners are able to act in a concerted fa-

shion under various contingencies. A workplace study, in other words, approach the workers as 

competent and accountable social actors, which through their comportment reflect an understand-

ing of and simultaneously imposes the order of the work. In this respect, information technology 

comes to be, from the perspective of ethnomethodological workplaŎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŜǘƘƴƻ-

meǘƘƻŘΩΣ which should incorporate an understanding of the social order and help upholding it as 

well. 

Workplace studies do not constitute a design methodology per se. They are not concerned with the 

design process itself but with informing it. It therefore becomes a concern how the ethnographic 

accounts of work practice can be accessible to and have an impact on designers. The Lancaster 

group has experimented both with debriefing meetings between ethnographers and designers and a 

more structured approach where the fieldwork is framed according to pre-specified categories and 

categorized in relation to specific viewpoints relevant to designers. In the pre-specification of sensi-

tizing categories and directing viewpoints we sense a solution to the conflicting demands of practi-

tioner categories and long engagement with field and designers categories and the pragmatics of the 

design situation.  

Hence, the difference between the practice work being designed for and the practice of design is 

managed by inserting an intermediary either in the form of an ethnographer or an ethnography, 

which travels ς like Hermes ς between workers and designers. The difference between them is not 

managed by bringing them together as in participatory design but by introducing a mediator ς a cul-
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tural broker (Anderson 1997) ς who can tell the designers  how work is accomplished in practical 

terms.  

From  a research perspective workplace studies is supposed to contribute to the problem of use and 

design in two ways: On the hand by devising methods for fieldworkers and designers to better un-

derstand and communicate work in practice and on the other hand to accumulate a corpus of stu-

dies of work and sensitizing categorizations that can inform designers more generally.  
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4 Participatory design and workplace studies  compared  
I have tried to argue that both participatory design and workplace studies are specific attempts to 

remedy the problem which arises from the fact that users and designers of information technology 

are not identical and have not been for a while (cf. Grudin 1991). When users and designers are si-

tuated differently it is not trivial how to manage their mutual relationship. How can use come to 

bear on design and vice versa? In dealing with this issue participatory design and workplace studies 

have some similarities but also significant differences. They agree on a critique of the inadequacy of 

formalistic rendering of use practice whether infological, mechanistic, systemic or otherwise as the 

basis for design. And they also agree on, instead, to turn to the practical, incarnate and situated real-

ity of users. However, they disagree on how such a program should be motivated, carried out and 

what role research should play in it.  

In its original analysis, participatory design diagnoses the problem of use and design of information 

technology (in the workplace) in the following way: In the way computer systems are designed and 

applied they further managerial and capital interests of control and automation at the expense of 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-determination. The technology and development me-

thods do, in other words, neither represent the political interests of workers nor are they capable of 

reflecting a kind of work which demands skill and experience. The reply participatory design gives to 

this diagnosis is ς as we have seen ς not Luddite but instead a reframing of work, technology and 

technology design. Information technology is taken to be a progressive force if designed appro-

priately. It is possible to change the status quo into a better future with new technologies. It de-

mands that workers and later ǳǎŜǊǎΩ interests are duly represented in the design process.  The man-

ner in which participatory design represent workers/usersΩ interests in design is to include them di-

rectly in the design process. This is not only done because they are supposed to be the best repre-

sentatives of their own interests; it is also a consequence of the view that work/use practice cannot 

be formalized completely ς it has to be experienced directly. Thus, designers can only learn ade-

quately about work/use if experienced together with ς learned from ς the workers themselves. In 

the same way, because the focus is not only on experiencing the present but also create the future 

workers/users should have influence the design process.  

Hence, for participatory design to manage the difference between use and design of information 

technology becomes politicŀƭΣ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ ¢ƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ 

is to do it in accordance with the interests and understandings of the users of technology, while at 

the same time transcending the status quo into a more progressive state. To make it a manageable 

problem, methods for participation, experience and envisioning have been developed and the dif-

ferent stakeholders brought in close contact to handle the process. Due to its Marxist and action re-

search roots, the agenda of research has been to nurture and bring this process about. The interests 

are aligned with the practitioners and differs only in so far researchers might be interested in gene-

ralizing experiences across several  interventions (cf. Argyris and Schön 1989). 

The tradition of workplace studies has approached the question differently. Confining themselves to 

the workplace, the problem of use and design of information technology is primarily seen as the 

ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŀŘequate knowledge of the use context. The problem is not primarily a 

question the representation of workers interests in the design process but of simply representing 

their work practice adequately. Here workplace studies also takes the view that workers themselves 

might not be able to represent what they are doing ς they cannot articulate it verbally; it needs to be 
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noticed by an ethnographer that is ΨǾǳƭƎŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ aƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜr-

ally, ethnographer/ethnography becomes a stand-in for users and their practice vis-à-vis designers. 

As such, the tradition of workplace studies treats the problem of use and design as epistemological 

only. Questions of design are ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǇƻƭiǘƛŎǎΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ 

and designers to work out themselves.  To the extent that workplace studies has a design philosophy 

ƛǘ ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ DŀǊŦƛƴƪŜƭΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ Ψώŀϐ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ǌƻǳǘƛƴe-

ly produced should permit us to tell how we might proceed for the effective production of desired 

disturbancesΩ (Garfinkel 1967, p. 38). Thus, it is by knowing well how the existing social order is pro-

ŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ΨŘƛǎǘǳǊōΩ ƛǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ are, suppo-

sedly, able to predict the consequences reasonable well of their designs ς or they might choose not 

to redesign if it is judged to be counterproductive. Where participatory babysits the change process, 

that is attempts to align users and designers and the present with a novel future ς the tradition of 

workplace studies deems it sufficient to align designers with the workplace by demonstrating how 

they accomplish their present.  

By stipulating different protocols of how to relate use and design practice participatory design and 

workplace studies also articulate the object of concern diversely. PartƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ 

the importancŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΩ can be interpreted as ontological multiplicity: That there is not one real-

ity independent of any interest. What the object of concern ΨƛǎΩ is dependent on whether you, for 

example, are ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΣ ŀ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ƻǊ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊΦ bƻōƻŘȅ ΨƻǿƴǎΩ ǘƘŜ ƻbject of work as such ς there 

ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨǿƻǊƪǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘΦ Thus the object of concern multiplies 

across the stakeholders because there is not initially a yard-stick which can unite their differences. 

However, transcendence of the present into the future may be read in accordance with the dialectic 

roots in Marxism as the synthesis of a multiplicity ς that is through the design process differences 

among stakeholders are overcome by creating a new difference ς that between present and future. 

What starts out as a multiple object of concern is turned into a new, common and singular object of 

concern. Thus, with its focus on different interests participatory design articulates the object con-

cern as multiple until differences are transcended, overcome and eradicated through intervention. 

Workplace studies with its ethnomethodological and phenomenological heritage is also hostile to-

wards the idea of one objective reality independent of any practice. Nonetheless, it is believed that 

differences between the social worlds of users and designers can be overcome through empathetic 

identification. Designers via the ethnography/ethnographer can come to understand and identify 

with the way users of a prospective technology regards the object of concern, that is the workplace. 

.ȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǾǳƭƎŀǊƭȅΩ competent, it is possible for the ethnographer to transcend her own position and 

identify sufficiently with the people studied to become a faithful representative of their world to 

designers.  

As such, participatory design and workplace studies can be said to apply two different protocols of 

representation to align use and design and present and future. In the case of participatory design, 

users are directly present in the design process as representatives of their political interests in a new 

future. In workplace studies, the work practice of users is represented to designers via ethnographic 

accounts, which makes it possible for designers to align their creativity with the perceived con-

straints of thŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ What neither participatory design nor workplace studies render a topic, 

however, is how ς what in chapter 1 was called the third difference ς that between research and use 

and design practice. Although, the two traditions deal with the differences among users and design-
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ers and their practical constitution ς they are objectively so. The research process transparently mir-

rors the reality of users and designers. But those researchers ς if mentioned ς are strangely unsi-

tuated and without interests themselves in stark contrast to the reality they partake in and report 

on. The protocols of participatory design and workplace studies stand strong and unaffected, and 

workers, users, members, designers, practitioners ς whatever they are called ς gleefully subject 

themselves to these principles and conditions.  

We shall now move ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

that was not the case; where the protocols of the encounter with our partners was a matter of nego-

tiation and not frictionless extension, and consequently the articulation of the object of concern did 

not conform to the standards of research.   
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PART II 
 
 
 

THE ARTICULATION OF MAINTENANCE WORK 
In this central part of the thesis the articulation of maintenance work is described through the 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΦ The project is introduced in chapter 5 and from chapter 6 to 11 

the six different phases of the project are recounted.  
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5 Overview  
In the two previous chapters we have seen how participatory design and workplace studies in a prin-

cipled form articulate use and design of information technology and their mutual relation. In and 

through assumptions, methods and techniques, and concrete studies and projects they simulta-

neously define what use and design is and should be and they stipulate specific protocols for achiev-

ing those objects of concern properly. If the modi operandi of participatory design or workplace stu-

dies are followed ς if their protocols are rightly imposed ς chances are that we end up with more 

useful and politically correct information technologies ς in principle. 

As has already been revealed in chapter 1 the ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ς to which 

we now turn ς did not succeed in imposing the proper protocols of neither participatory design nor 

workplace and consequently it is difficult to claim that the results are a direct contribution to any of 

the traditions. Our object of concern in the project, maintenance work, was not crafted wholly ac-

cording to the injunctions ƻŦ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ or ethnographic engagements with the field. Main-

tenance work came about in different ways. What interests me in the first instance is not whether 

maintenance work of the project is valid or not. I'm rather interested in describing how it came into 

being and was shaped according a host of different concerns where many were of an academic na-

ture ς attempting to do participatory design primarily ς but not all. Maintenance work was also 

formed by non-academic concerns of our partners in the project, coincidences, practicalities and 

more. More specifically, I shall describe six characteristic articulations of maintenance work corres-

ponding to six distinct phases of the project. This does not mean that maintenance work was only 

ΨƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƘŀǎŜ, but that it is the dominant form and distinctive feature of that phase. The 

phases and corresponding articulations of maintenance work are the following: 

Project phase Articulation of maintenance work as 

Project establishment problematic 

Doing fieldwork observable-reportable 

Preparing  workshop manipulatable 

Running workshop public 

Reworking and staging scriptable and stage-able 

Concluding project mobile 

Some of the phases lasted months while other phases passed in only days or hours, while the last 

phase can still be said to be in-the-making,  because the deliverable ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ 

ŀōƻǳǘΩ and is articulated in various circumstances for various purposes. There are more phases than 

ǘƘŜ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ (see Figure 1-1), which partitioned the project into three 

ΨŜǾŜƴǘǎΩΥ  ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ, workshop and enactment. The reason is that I would like to stress the prepara-

tory and formative work that goes into making fieldwork, workshops and enactments possible: what 

it in practice takes to implement (or fail to implement) the primarily participatory design research 

and design protocols the official events attempt to instantiate. 

When I stress the practical and multiple influences which ς in contrast to the simple extension of 

research and design protocols, that is the deployment of assumptions, methods, techniques and 

practices, ς it is to make it fathomable why the project turned out the way it did. What were the rea-

sons, choices, negotiations, adaptations of methods and so on and so forth, which made the project 

at once possible, plotted its particular course, and articulated its object of concern. Here I depart 

from most accounts of participatory design and workplace studies. In spite of the focus on practice ς
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the practice of users and designers ς the practicalities of research (and design) themselves are rarely 

touched upon. It is assumed that the principles and practices of research are identical. But it is worth 

noting that in a majority of cases it is neither users nor designers who have asked for the particular 

arrangement researchers propose ς whether the active participation of users in design or a pro-

longed ethnographic study; most probably they are a disturbance of the usual affairs. Thus, I sug-

gest, we should not presume in spite of ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ for and with 

the users, and workplace studies empathetic fieldwork of the workplace that the people subjected 

to such activities are unproblematically aligned with and interested in those activities and supportive 

of their agendas ς but may in fact have their own ideas about how the encounter should be struc-

tured.  

Indeed, ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƪŜŜp-

ing partners interested. It was the most important condition for the existence of the project ς and 

thereby for the condition of the possibility of realizing the object of concern. In describing the be-

coming of maintenance work in and through the multiple concerns of the project, an important sub-

ject matter is therefore how maintenance work in the project gets shaped as consequence of the 

essential need of keeping people on board. L ƘƻǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ŀǎ 

basically a practical accomplishment will demonstrate it can be a fruitful endeavor, which eventually 

propose a more realistic account of research in practice. 

Seeing the articulation of the object of concern, maintenance work, as the outcome of aligning or 

not aligning the members of three different organizations/practices situated differently means that 

the object of concern might rightly be characterized as ŀ ΨōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘΩ (Star and Griesemer 

1989). It is shared but we may not exactly share the same parts, and we may not make the same out 

of them either. As such the identity of maintenance work is not singular but multiple depending of 

where, when and who articulates it. It poses a problem if we want to account for maintenance work 

in all its multiplicity in and through the many project activities. However, to manage maintenance 

work in this context the presentation is ς as outlined above ς partitioned into different phases. I do 

not describe, I do not have the data to describe, and I'm not interested in describing the fluctuation 

of maintenance work in extreme detail in the project. I hope to document its transformation and 

dependence on the practicalities of research and design in sufficient detail to convey what was 

ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΩΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ is not to document maintenance work per se; what is the point is to de-

scribe the becoming, transformation and dependence on practicalities of maintenance work as be-

coming, transformation and dependence on practicalities.  

To make the argument I draw on various materials from the project where maintenance work gets 

articulated: résumés of meetings, images, booklets, deliverables, design artifacts, the project char-

ter, schedules and more. In that sense I piggy-back on reified articulations of maintenance work 

present in the project; they are of course not representative of all ways in which maintenance work 

gets articulated in the project, but they are indicative of some of the more manifest becomings. I 

make an exception in the case of the collaborative workshop ς ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

project. Here maintenance work becomes a public thing, a res publica, to contemplate among the 

project participants. The publicity, however, is not very well preserved in the materials used as part 

of the workshop. Therefore, I have based in video-recording created summaries of the workshop, 

which stands proxy for the deliberations and interactions that turn maintenance work into a public 

matter. As touched upon in the outline of the thesis in chapter 1 the description of maintenance 
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work and its transformŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƛƳ ŀǘ ŀ ΨŦƭǳŜƴǘΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ƴŀƛn-

tenance work are more juxtaposed ǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘǎ ΨrubbingΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎŜŀmless account. 

There is no doubt that the account of the becoming of maintenance work is biased towards my per-

sonal and academic perspectiveΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŎƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŀƭŜΩ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ς un-

avoidably ς a story about making a PhD-project as well ς and I do not pretend to write the story 

from any other perspective. I'm both actor in and author of the story told. I do not take that as inva-

lidating but rather as confirming the point that maintenance work is not singular and definite but a 

multiple and probably also contested object. I'm convinced that other stories can be told about the 

becoming of maintenance work most notably by our partners with their particular interests and 

stakes in the project: How was it to collaborate with researchers? What difference or lack of differ-

ence did it make? Is an academic perspective fruitful or is it mostly irrelevant? And so on and so 

forth. Although they are important questions, it is beyond the scope of the thesis to answer them. It 

would require another investigation, which has not been pursued, and for that reason the recount of 

the project is based exclusively on my reading of the events ς but having been part of the project it is 

still an insidŜǊΩǎ partial account. 

5.1 Outline of the ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ Ȭ-ÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ -ÁÉÎÔÅÎÁÎÃÅȭ 
¢ƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ six phases of the 

project ς a chapter dedicated to each. The project lasted about eleven months and involved eleven 

people from the three participating organizations: three researchers from the IT University of Co-

penhagen (ITU), four people from International Business Applications (IBA) ς an international devel-

oper of ERP systems, and /ǊƛǎǇȅ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ƻŦ ǎƴŀŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǎǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜ ΨtǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ŝǎǘŀōƭƛǎh-

ƳŜƴǘΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎΥ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

project and how did it become mainly a participatory design project; what did the partners expect; 

what did the project charter prescribe and how was it negotiated; how did Crispy get involved and 

how did maintenance work at their factory become the focus of the project; and how were partici-

pants enrolled and field established for the first event of the project: ΨŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪΩΦ Lƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

these activities, it is argued, that aside from being singled out, the characteristic of maintenance 

work is that it is ƳŀŘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ŀǎ a necessary condition and Ǌŀƛǎƻƴ ŘΩêtre of the project. After 

the establishment phase where maintenance work existed as a predominantly discursive object, it is 

argued that in the second phase of the project ς fieldwork among maintenance workers ς mainten-

ance work becomes an Ψobservable-reportableΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘ. Through video-based fieldwork maintenance 

work now becomes articulated in an observable form in contrast to its previously discursive shape. 

After the fieldwork at the factory the next and third phase of the project is the preparation of the 

second major event: the collaborative workshop where maintenance work ς based in the fieldwork ς 

is explored and re-conceptualized technologically as a joint activity among all project participants. An 

important condition for working with maintenance work in the workshop is that it is observable ς 

hence the fieldwork ς but it is not sufficient. To be able to explore and re-conceptualize mainten-

ance work it is necessary to turn it into ŀ ΨƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŀōƭŜΩ object. It is rather obvious that the various 

articulation of maintenance work in the different phases is more cumulative than serial. Mainten-

ance work does not (necessarily) ǎǘƻǇ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ becomes ΨƻbǎŜǊǾŀōƭŜΩ. Quite to 

the contrary it could be argued. Similarly observability is also part of the manipulatibility of mainten-

ance work and so and so forth. New becomings build on previous articulations. In the fourth phase 

of the project, the workshop event, maintenance work exists therefore as problematic, observable-
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reportable and manipulatable. What is unique about the workshop, though, is that maintenance 

ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǳssion, contest, praise, the future, etc., in a 

forum allowing all participants to raise their voice. 

The outcome of the workshop is a set of rough concepts for new information technology which in 

the fifth phase is first reworked into scripts ς ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƳŀŘŜ ΨǎŎǊƛǇǘŀōƭŜΩ ς and next 

ΨǎǘŀƎŜŘΩ ς maƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƳŀŘŜ Ψstage-ŀōƭŜΩ ŀǘ shopfloor. And finally in last phase a deliverable is 

made, which draws together the experiences, methods and different articulations of maintenance 

ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ-ōƻȄΩ ς a literally a black card-box with the process and outcome of the project ex-

plained in text, image and video: that is, ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƳŀŘŜ ΨƳƻōƛƭŜΩ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ 

beyond the confines of the project. 

The exposition ƻŦ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ presents ǘƘŜ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ 

shapes in and through different phases with varying concerns. However, the actual forms these arti-

culations achieve ς as will be evident as we proceed ς are not ideal from a research perspective. 

They are enunciated in a practical space, which above all must be interesting for all participants. In 

part III of the thesis, we return to how participatory design and workplace studies and discuss some 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊotocols they advance. 

But first we need to start with the beginning: the establishment of the project and the problematiza-

tion of maintenance work. 
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6 Project establishment  

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ L ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψaƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƛn-

ǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎŜŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ŏlear from the beginning of the project that it should end up 

focusing on maintenance work ς it is a fact which progressively is realized and even not fully accom-

plished in the establishing phase. The project begins very open-ended with no clear idea about its 

approach and purpose, but in and through a series of meetings between the three participating or-

ganizations and the writing of documents, the project gradually takes form ς including its research 

agenda and methodology. In understanding the shaping of the project ς if we shall not do Whig his-

tory ς it is important to recognize ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƻǇŜƴ-ended character for a long time. Deliberations 

are made in relation to a larger horizon of potentially evolving possibilities and not necessarily as 

final decisions, although some later turn out to be and in retrospect also might appear so from the 

beginning. Most importantly in this respect is the expected time frame of the project. Originally, it 

was imagined the project would last 2-3 months and as such considered more a pilot project paving 

the way for further collaborations. But since the project stretched out to last almost a year what in-

itially was considered beginnings turned out to be closings, which is an important fact to bear in 

mind when assessing  the course of the project.  

The establishment phase of the project took about three months, and it is the argument that an im-

portant and defining quality of this period is to render maintenance work problematic. By rendering 

problematic, I mean that maintenance work is turned into an object that fruitfully can be engaged 

with, and which has a potential to be changed into something better through design. Without mak-

ing the case for maintenance work, without problematizing it, the project has no Ǌŀƛǎƻƴ ŘΩşǘǊŜ. 

Without such a problematization it is difficult to convince ourselves that the project is worthwhile 

and to recruit participants to the project; articulating maintenance work as problematic is therefore 

crucial to the survival of the project. But by problematizing I also mean something more than making 

problematic. It is also a process of singling out, of defining, and sharpening one case among several 

possible. In fact, the focus of the project was in the beginning not specifically maintenance work, but 

moǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ΨƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪΩ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǇŀǊǘΦ However, as we 

shall see, for various reasons maintenance work moves center stage, while manufacturing work 

moves into the background. Thus, initially the object of maintenance work is only vaguely articu-

lated, barely existing, and it is not until later that it takes on a more precise shape in the project.  

The process of problematization ς of making the case ς is accounted for by describing a series of 

meetings in the first instance between ITU and IBA and later Crispy when they are recruited into the 

project and documents and images, which articulates manufacturing work and later more specifical-

ly maintenance work. Thus, describing the establishing phase should yield an impression of how the 

object of concern maintenance work comes into being as an problematic entity from the perspective 

of work, design and research and thereby as an interesting phenomenon to engage with for the 

three participating organizations. To indicate the emergence of maintenance work from the initial 

broader perspective on manufacturing work during the project establishment, I characterize in this 

phase ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ΨƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎκƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪΩΦ  

Dec. Feb. Oct. Apr. Jun. Aug.

. 

Project establishment Fieldwork WS prep. WS Rework WS & staging Concluding proj. 
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6.1 Overtures  
The project started out somewhat coincidently because a representative of IBA had been presented 

for COMIT,  Ψ/ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ aƻōƛƭŜ L¢ΩΣ ς a project one of us researchers had earlier been participat-

ing in  (for an overview see Messeter et al. 2005).  COMIT is what LΩǾŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƎŜn-

ŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ and had been carried out at the Interactive Institute in Malmö 

in collaboration with industrial partners and mobile technology users. The project was focused on 

the description of the intersection of social contexts that mobile technologies often give rise to and 

on envisioning new and more effective mobile technological concepts directed at this issue. Metho-

ŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƭƛŦŜ ǿŀǎ Ŝx-

plored ς supported by small video-clips from their everyday affairs ς and where new technological 

scenarios were created. The scenarios were also staged with users in their ordinary contexts ς at 

work, at home and in-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΦ L.! ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊΩ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ 

for their business, and we, researchers, were contacted about the possibility of doing such a project.  

For a while we had been looking for a case and the proposal from IBA seemed like a good opportuni-

ty to explore some of the research questions we were interested in: mobility, collaborative design 

methods, work practice, embodied interaction, ubiquitous computing and other academic topics, 

which could possibly be pursued.  We had our first meeting in October with IBA where it was agreed 

to proceed with the project. It was also decided that the researchers should go on to suggest a poss-

ible project setup. To maximize the chance of finding common ground, we suggested for the next 

meeting three weeks later four proposals for a joint project:  

1. Observe and participate in customer visits together with IBAΩǎ user experience team to learn 

more about their present user research. 

2. Interview user researchers at IBA to better understand their concerns and methods.  

3. Follow the dissemination of user data in the organization and their extant application. 

4. Initiate one or several field visits and design workshops with users and potential users. 

 

The four proposals were meant to be carried out individually or combined depending on the relev-

ance for IBA. Only the last proposal did directly mimic COMIT ς doing fieldwork and designing with 

users. The purpose of the other proposals was to understand L.!Ωǎ existing user research practices 

before experimenting with new methodologies. However, for a variety of reasons, which still remain 

somewhat unclear, it was decided to proceed with the fourth proposal. It was probably preferred 

because it resembled what had spurred the initial interest ς COMIT ς but it was also a consequence 

of the user research ǘŜŀƳΩǎ inability to commit time and resources to project.   

Having agreed on the overall framework of the project ς the next issue to decide was the use do-

main the project should be concerned with. CǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ, we were interested in 

ΨƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊefer a domain where mobility plays a central role. IBA had an interest 

in manufacturing work and the work of traveling sales people ς which included some form of mobili-

ty. On the face of it traveling salespeople are more mobile than workers in manufacturing at least in 

terms of the distance they cover in their work. But since we figured that manufacturing work would 

be more complex in terms of collaboration and coordination of work and hence would more natural-

ly permit contributions to CSCW as a workplace study of manufacturing work ς it became the focus. 

Retrospectively, it might not seem realistic to expect to do a workplace study as part of the fieldwork 

used in a participatory design style project. Fieldwork applied in participatory design ς as we have 
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previously seen ς ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊǎΩ (Kyng 1995) and not as the basis for an ethnographic study. 

However, it was imagined that the amount of fieldwork would accumulate through the project and 

importantly as well, that the collaboration would allow extra fieldwork if deemed necessary; the 

project was in other words part of an open-ended horizon. 

Towards the end of November ς six weeks after the first overtures ς the general focus and purpose 

of the project was settled. It was, however, in the form of spoken discussions mostly; to articulate 

the project more firmly and palpably ς to avoid potential misunderstandings ς L.! ŘǊŀŦǘŜŘ ŀ ΨǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ 

ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ Ƴethodologies and the expected course of the project. The 

project charter is particular interesting, because it illustrates our thinking about manufactur-

ing/maintenance, and how it is problematized to interest participating and potentially participating 

organizations. Thus, the document does more than describe the project ς it is a vehicle to align, in-

terest and enroll present and prospective participants as well.  

6.2 The project charter  
The project charter was titled ΨaƻōƛƭŜ 5ŜǾƛŎŜǎ hƴ ǘƘŜ {ƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΩ16 and outlined the motivation, the 

purpose and a plan of how the project is supposed to be carried out. A few changes were made to 

the document draft to accommodate a more academic approach ς to be more in line with research 

protocols as we shall seeς but otherwise the document was agreed upon in its original formulation. 

The project charter was divided into three sections: ΨLƴǘǊƻŘǳcǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨtǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨLƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ, 

which explain different aspects of the project, but all sections are also occupied with demonstrating 

the feasibility of the joint project breaking the neat structure somewhat. What follows is a discussion 

of each of the three sections and the changes made to the document following the first draft. 

Introduction 

In manufacturing workers often need information here and now for the production to run in the best 

possible way. A mobile phone with computing capabilities yields new opportunities for receiving and 

sending up-to-date information when needed. 

 Information can be tailored to your specific job, for example,   

 if you are a new-comer compared to more seasoned workers,  

 you are at machine no. 16 and need to check a work- /safety-instruction,  

 you are doing quality assurance and you send a picture and a voice mail to maintenance about a 

problem at a specific unit,  

 you can check if a raw product is in stock and where you can locate it,  

 you can check the current production order and leave a message for the next shift, etc.  

 

The examples are plenty and there is a need for even more ideas, which can help the workers run the 

production seamlessly. Just another example to demonstrate the possibilities of mobile device is that 

the device is aware of its location and can show a map of the nearby machines to show data about 

the current  order and by push on a button can show the instruction in form of a brief video sequence 

requested from the central computer. όΨIntroduction: aƻōƛƭŜ 5ŜǾƛŎŜǎ hƴ ǘƘŜ {ƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΩύΦ 

 

The opening paragraph of the ΨLntroductionΩ motivates the project: To run a production in the best 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ΨǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ will yield new opportunities for supplying such informa-

                                                           
16

 The document has been translated from Danish into English. 
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tion. In other words there is an unfulfilled need, which ς if not entirely believed ς is underscored by 

six concrete examples of how mobile technology can improve work. ¢ƘŜ ΨŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŜƴǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ 

we even get a seventh example of how mobile device ς knowing its position ς automatically can dis-

play information relative to the present work context, the current order or an video instruction. 

Thus, the introduction to the project charter both frames a problem (lack of information here and 

now) and a solution ς the design and application of new mobile technology. With so many ideas al-

ready present we might doubt if there is a need for a project at all. But we are reassured as readers 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƛŘŜŀǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ to disqualify the design case 

but rather underscore its fecundity.  

The introduction, however, does not only cater to the reader interested in a use and design case. It 

also includes more or less subtle cues for the academic reader interested in mobility. Most perspi-

cuously, the project is about mobile devices and not stationary PCs, for example. As such it assures ς 

or at least suggests ς a focus on mobile activities. But for the academic reader there are more hints. 

The ƭŀǎǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŀƭƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ-ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

time of the study (2004) was a relatively hot topic in and around CSCW and not least the field of 

Ubiquitous Computing (e.g. Chalmers 2004; Dourish 2004). Thus, the introduction of the project 

presents manufacturing not just as an interesting design case, but also as a potentially exciting re-

search topic.  

In the problematization of manufacturing/maintenance work the introduction also reveals what 

ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ and work is:  ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎƭȅΩ. This theme is ex-

panded in the next section of the document presenting the purpose of the project: 

Purpose 

The purpose is to study needs and possibilities for improvement/simplification of the daily routines in 

relation to planning and execution of the production; and to support workers on the shopfloor receiv-

ing and sending changes in production data with the help from mobile devices (Pocket PCs, PDAs and 

Tablet PCs); and to be aware of the benefits and drawbacks it might have for the workers and man-

agement.  

 

The purpose is alone to study early capture and control of data at the source and to ease the work for 

the workers in the production. There is no control of the employees either in the study or in the eval-

uation of new technologies. όΨPurposeΥ aƻōƛƭŜ 5ŜǾƛŎŜǎ hƴ ǘƘŜ {ƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΩύΦ 

 

The project charter states the purpose of the project study as the improvement and simplification of 

the daily routines in both planning and execution, and  to help workers capture, receive and send 

changes in production data deploying a set of technologies ς  wƘƛŎƘ L.!Ωǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ Ǌǳƴ ƻƴ.  The 

purpose of the project attempts also to balance the interests of workers and management by stating 

that attention shoǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ΨōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀǿōŀŎƪǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ 

pointed out the study will not imply control of workers.  

Again, the project attempts to consider the interests of various parties ς present or prospective ς of 

the project. By improving and simplifying ς tedious we must assume ς routine work both the work-

ers work is improved as well as the efficiency of the production using L.!Ωǎ technologies.  A win-win 

situation. Moreover worries about surveillance and other drawbacks ς whether of worker, designers, 

managers or researchers ς is countered by making it an explicit issue to be avoided. Nonetheless, 
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the document also expresses a rather Taylorist view of manufacturing work, which is potentially em-

barrassing not least in a participatory design context. The text re-enacts a split between execution 

and planning of the production, which resembles the technology visions criticized by participatory 

design. In addition, the simplification of work routines is not a recipe for an increase in quality of 

work. And moreover, if we want to engage in ŀ ΨƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻƴΩ (Dreyfus and Rabinow 

1982) the declarations about balancing of interests and worker protection might be regarded as  

rhetorical sugar sweetening the pill to swallow when the design vision in fact promotes the opposite. 

Now, the point here is to analyze how manufacturing/maintenance work gets articulated in a man-

ner which attempts to interests and tranquil the necessary people to make the project a reality ς 

and the resulting contradictory statements. As such, it would probably be unwise to overstate the 

effect of such formulations as if uttering them in a project charter automatically changes the reality 

on the shop floor. Still, we should not ignore that in participatory design and other well-meaning 

undertakings the declaration of good intentions can sometimes be the pretext for the exact opposite  

(for a similar argument see Markussen 1996) ς the road to hell is ς as the saying goes ς paved with 

good intentions. 

Having made a case for the usefulness of the project among its different constituents, the project 

charter concludes by charting a course for how the purpose of the project shall be implemented and 

successfully carried out ς and again suggesting more future scenarios for technology application: 

Implementation 

The process [of the project] is separated in three steps, where it is evaluated after each step whether 

to continue to the next.  

Step 1: Study of the work in manufacturing.  

Step 2: Proposals to solutions with mobile devices in manufacturing 

Step 3: By the help of mock-ups the use of mobile devices are simulated by select workers from the 

production. 

 

The study is carried out by following and consulting workers about work routines, which can be sim-

ǇƭƛŦƛŜŘκƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜƭǇ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ Ψƻƴ-the-ǎǇƻǘΩΦ 5ŀǘŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΦ  

 

As an example, a production order can be traced from its creation until full completion with associat-

ing registration of consumption of materials, number of manufactured items, quality, etc. including 

possible follow-ups ς and/or the flow of materials can be tracked from potatoes are received to the 

finished products are ready to be shipped. A completely different scenario would be to document a 

repair from the time a machine operator realizes a problem until it is solved and the machine is oper-

ative again.  

It would be desirable to hear from the workers about their quality of work and sense of responsibility 

if work routines change by the use of mobile devices. The duration of the study is expected to last 2-3 

hours provided that all work routines in this period mirrors relevant tasks in the production and which 

are relevant for the project.  

 

Machine operators, production planners, QA, maintenance and warehouse workers transporting 

goods to and from the production may participate in the study. People working in the warehouse and 

on the shopfloor are not thought to leave their work during the study but be asked about their work 

while working. 
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A report will be made with examples of the observed scenarios. It will form the basis for a decision 

about how to proceed and whether to go on with the next steps. The company will be presented for 

the results and if it is necessary a follow-up meeting will be held. όΨImplementation: Mobile Devices 

hƴ ǘƘŜ {ƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΩύΦ 

 

The suggested implementation of the project makes manufacturing work approachable in an orderly 

manner. The document suggests that if we follow the right steps it will lead to the expected results. 

First manufacturing work should be studied; next, based on the study a series of proposals for solu-

tions with mobile devices should be made, and finally should the use of those solutions be simulated 

by the help of mock-ups. The document plan a course to follow but in a cautious manner possibly 

expressing some doubts of the methodology ς  each step must be evaluated before going on to next. 

That is, it is possible to stop the project or change the course if things do not go as planned.  

Having outlined the project process it is elaborated some more. Workers will be followed and con-

sulted about their work routines for about 2-о ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƳŀŎƘƛƴe ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎΩΣ 

ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎΩΣ ΨQAΩΣ ΨƳŀƛƴǘŜnŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ 

the project. Again it is emphasized that the project will disturb as little as possible and workers will 

be able to work during the study. The interests of management and workers are again carefully ba-

lanced by suggesting that it would be desirable to know about the effect of any changes in work rou-

ǘƛƴŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘ Ψǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ΨǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭi-

ǘȅΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ read as awareness towards two problems, which may arise if the technology intro-

duced should deteriorate the work and again evenhandedly seen from both a workers (quality of 

work) and a management (sense of responsibility) perspective. Thus, the document once more de-

monstrates a concern for different interests embedded in the prospective work domain. It also again 

remarkably presents us with examples of the usefulness of the mobile devices in manufacturing 

work.  

As part of the back-and-forth discussion of the project charter a few changes were made to the 

draft. From an academic point of view it was felt that 2-3 hours of fieldwork would be too little to 

achieve the stated goals. Also in the final version of the project was a stronger emphasis on partici-

pation by all project members throughout the process and not just as informants in the study of 

their work. Another way to say is that the project charter was changed to be more in line with re-

search protocols of participatory design, which meant the following changes:  

 Instead of evaluating each step before proceeding to the next it was underlined that all three ac-

tivities were necessary. That is, it was stressed that the interplay between research and design 

was an important part of the project. 

 It was also suggested that the fieldwork at least had to last 1 to 3 three days and not 2-3 hours, 

 It was also included that a workshop should be held between all project participants where the 

results of the field study would be analyzed and interpreted collaboratively instead of a report. 

(Changes and additions made to the draft of the project charter) 

 

Where the first version of the document had to a greater extent reflected existing user research 

practices at IBA, the second draft was tilted more towards academic research practice. Finally, as 

part of the document review process, a more precise project schedule was added. It was suggested 
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that the project should be carried out in two months from primo December to ultimo January. The 

project schedule also summed up the project activities in a more succinct form mirroring COMIT: 

fieldwork, workshop and enactment of future scenarios:  

December 

 Meeting up with the third partner, the manufacturing company. 

 1-3 days study at the company and the creation of a set video snapshots, photos, etc. from the 

fieldwork. 

January 

 5 hours workshop collaborative workshop 

 Enacting improvised scenario on the shopfloor with mock-ups of new technology concepts.  

 Documentation in the form of resources from the project available for further exploration. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻǘƻŎƻƭǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎt as 

a compromise between specific interests. This is not to say that the charter determines the project 

in a strict sense, but it constrains and enables it in important ways. I suggest it can be read as a man-

ner in which differences between the constituents of the project IBA, ITU and later Crispy (present in 

document as a pƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ΨǇƻǘŀǘƻŜǎΩ) and the inherent 

uncertainties of the process is managed. Similarly, the many solutions inserted into almost every 

paragraph are, I would argue, not just a testament of the creativity of the writers; it is also a means 

to convince the project participants that the project is indeed a fecund endeavor to embark on ς 

even if it is effectively a voyage into uncharted territory with a group of people who do not know 

each other very well. The same goes for the project schedule. It turned out to be hugely unrealistic, 

but had it been realistic the chances are greater the project might never have taken off. Thus realism 

is only partly a blessing if the main criterion for success is the existence of the project.  

Manufacturing/maintenance work is articulated in and through the various statements in the charter 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘǎ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭΦ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ/maintenance work is not optimal in its 

present condition. But problematizing manufacturing/maintenance work is only interesting in-so-far 

that it can be made so in a constructive way. It is because the problematic state plausibly can be 

overcome that the project becomes inciting. If it was a defeatist ascertainment of the sorry state of 

manufacturing work it would not yield a project but maybe despair or indifference. The articulation 

of manufacturing/maintenance work is most obviously seen in descriptions of its present state and 

its future possibilities. But manufacturing work is also defined through methodological propositions 

in the document. That the work can be studied appropriately 2-3 hours or in 1-3 days implicitly ex-

presses a conception about what manufacturing work is. Most notably it does not fit the conception 

of what proper work is in ethnomethodological workplace studies where the presumed complexity 

of any social order would suggest a much longer study. It is rather closer to the conceptions of parti-

cipatory design that work belongs to the experience of the workers and as such only needs to be 

ΨǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘΩ ōȅ ŎǳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘance with IBAΩǎ ǳǎŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

where a workplace is studied in an afternoon. Thus, the manufacturing work assumed in the metho-

dological directions of the project charter lies somewhere between its conception in participatory 

design and the user research of IBA.  
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6.3 Crispy joins the project  
Parallel with the process of consolidating the project by way of the project charter, IBA was looking 

for a third partner in the manufacturing domain among their customers. In previous technology de-

velopment collaborative activities, IBA had been working with Crispy and they were asked if they 

were interested in partaking in the project. Following some correspondences ς phone calls and 

emails ς a meeting was se-

tup at Crispy in the begin-

ning of December to intro-

duce ourselves and the 

project. To present the 

project in a more inviting 

and inspiring form than the 

project charter, the re-

ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ΨŦƭȅŜǊΩ 

(Figure 6-1) outlining the 

purpose,  anticipated activi-

ties and expected results of 

the project. To underscore 

the importance of /ǊƛǎǇȅΩǎ 

participation the title of the 

project was changed from 

the ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ΨaƻōƛƭŜ Devices 

On ǘƘŜ {ƘƻǇŦƭƻƻǊΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ψaobile IT in Foods 

ProducǘƛƻƴΩΦ ¢ƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

presentation more illustra-

tive, inviting and to give a 

taste of the kind of the 

process they were supposed 

to enter it was also gar-

nished with pictures from 

COMIT. Finally, the format of 

the flyer ς one sheet of paper ς made the project easy to distribute to prospective participants and 

as such it was a deliberate attempt to create a viral and convincing case for the project.  

At the meeting at Crispy three researchers from ITU, three program managers from IBA and the 

Chief Technology Officer (CTO) of Crispy participated.  The project was presented around the flyer 

and materials from COMIT to show what to expect and we were given a tour around the factory for 

us to see what we could expect. It was agreed upon that production workers, maintenance workers,  

and worker from quality assurance (QA) would be asked to participate and the CTO was made re-

sponsible for recruiting the workers.  

Mobile IT in Foods Production 
The purpose of the project is to investigate the possibilities of use of mobile IT in the 
production at Crispy in collaboration between Crispy, International Business Applica-
tions and the IT University of Copenhagen.  

 ±ƛŘŜƻ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘ ƻŦ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ 
everyday life. 

Activities 
We suggest four concrete activities running in December, January 
and February. 

1) A 2-day visit at Crispy, where three researchers from ITU sha-
dows three select workers during a work day. The purpose is to 
ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΩǎƘƻǇ 
ŦƭƻƻǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 
the project participants. We strive not to disturb the workers in 
their work.  

нύ ! мѷн-days workshop, where Crispy employees, developers from 
IBA and researchers from ITU together explore the work at Crispy. 
We create future scenarios, which demonstrate the possibilities of 
use of mobile IT in the production. The workshop takes place at 
Crispy or close to Crispy.  

3) We stage and test scenarios and design concepts created at the 
workshop. It will be done with workers as close to their work prac-
tice as possible as if the design concepts were fully functioning. 
The activity is expected to last 1-2 timer pr. worker. 

4) Meeting with presentation of results so far. 

Expected results 
A common understanding of problems and possibilities in using 
mobile IT in the production at Crispy.  
Work descriptions, scenarios, design ideas and stagings will be 
described in small booklets in an illustrative format containing 
text, images and video. They can be used by Crispy and IBA as a 
basis for further investigations of work practice and in reflections 
on changes of work- and business processes in relation to mobile 
IT. 

 Designers and users de-
veloping new product 
ideas collaboratively at a 
workshop. 

 Staging of a product idea 
in the everyday life of a 
user. 

Figure 6-1 Flyer presenting the project. 
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From the tour at the factory floor, we brought back a series of images (Figure 6-2). They are interest-

ing in at least two ways. First, they illustrate that it was not any manufacturing work that was cap-

tured, but a highly specific one focusing not least on existing information technologies ς digital and 

non-digital. In that respect, the shape of manufacturing work is already highly constrained by the 

purpose of the project. We do not arrive com-

pletely open-minded about manufacturing 

work and what it could mean. To appropriate a 

term of Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) (discuss-

ing FoucaultΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀǘeƳŜƴǘǎΩ) ς what 

Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ŀŎǘǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

is limited. Had we wanted to investigate the 

gendered quality of say a welding apparatus 

and a mobile phone ς most likely an important 

consideration in designing for manufacturing 

work ς we would probably have been met with 

some resistance. At least initially, it would like-

ly ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ΨǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ 

ŀŎǘΩ ōut would have required additional work 

to create space for such statements. Secondly, 

what is striking about the images is their 

somewhat exotic character to the casual ob-

server ς funny hats and clothes and strange 

machinery processing potatoes. Indeed, the 

exoticism of the production of snacks and 

chips ς potatoes coming in at one end of fac-

tory and pallets with huge amounts of produce 

coming out the other end almost automatical-

ly ς was a fascinating and alluring experience. 

Hence, establishing a relation ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŜƭŘΩ is 

a mutual process of interesting.  

6.3.1 Second meeting at Crispy 

Originally, it had been envisaged that the 

fieldwork at Crispy could be conducted before 

Christmas (cf. the project schedule), but it rapidly became clear that the schedule was too optimistic. 

The time around Christmas and New Year is a particular busy period for a snack producer making it 

an inopportune  

 
Securing hygiene: wearing 
plastic hats and coats. 

 
Whiteboard for coordinatiion: 
What, where, when? 

Hand-held computer sitting 
on truck. 

 
PC + control box at palletizer. 

 
Potatoes enter the produc-
tion. 

  
Order list + strike out green 
line. What does it mean? 

 
Barcodes on stock items. 
Spices? 

Washing potatoes. 

Figure 6-2 Select impressions from the first encounter of snacks 
and crisp production at Crispy. 


