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But is not every ethnographer something of a surrealist, a 
reinventor and reshuffler of realities? 

(Clifford 1981)  
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Abstract  

Anthropology and explorative design are converging in some aspects. 
This dissertation discusses the widespread employment of ethno-
graphic techniques for interview and observation in an increasing 
number of design fields such as interaction design, IT system design 
and product development, as well as in the broader programme of 
user-driven innovation. The central problem is that the challenge of 
the employment is articulated as a gulf to be bridged between observa-
tions and interventions. The distinction between descriptive practices 
(of ethnographers) and prescriptive practices (of designers) is, how-
ever, both unproductive in terms of design results and predicated on 
the false assumption that there is a clear path to follow from an 
interesting observation to an interesting design suggestion. 

On the basis of three research and design projects within the 
field of participatory design this dissertation lays out elements of a 
design anthropology—a hybrid approach that combines insights and 
practices from design and anthropology. By recourse to post-modern 
anthropology and the acknowledgement of ethnographic representa-
tions as cultural re-creations I contest the stale opposition of observa-
tions and interventions. 

The collective challenge, I suggest, is to articulate possible alter-
native realities from the very outset of a field inquiry. This is what the 
dissertation sets out to do through a range of diverse empirical en-
counters: with service technicians who improvise possible alternatives 
for their work practices on the factory shop floor; with emergency 
nurses who play metaphorical board games and juggle virtual reali-
ties; and with software developers who confront and generate their 
design by imitating the practice of their users. To establish and ana-
lyze these encounters I deploy notions of performance from the per-
forming arts and post-structuralism.  

The dissertation offers suggestions for carrying out collaborative 
design work, as well as concepts to address the ephemeral character of 
those design ideas that lie beyond the point where they can be fully 
articulated by any participant but within the horizon of collective 
imagination. 
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Introduction 

The increasing number of stories of “how this design artifact is being 
made” bring to the forefront issues that are ordinarily hidden from 
broader circles of researchers, the general public, and the individual 
user in particular. As Bucciarelli has shown, a large part of the mate-
rials available to a designing engineer are social (1994). The current 
attention to particular processes is opening up design for enquiry and 
problematization, and as such it also becomes an important condition 
for new forms of participation in design and innovation. The contem-
porary degree of reflexivity in design is correlated with the rising 
degree of user participation. The economical conditions for design and 
innovation are changing as well. Developments in the global relations 
of production and consumption have led companies—writing here in a 
Danish context—to look for new business opportunities based on the 
creative potential residing with their users and the everyday practice 
of these. These two developments in design and business signal a 
readiness for actively including users and images of their practice as 
valuable contributions in the design process. Anthropological compe-
tences are increasingly called for in this ongoing reformulation of 
design, which intersects the categories of production and consumption. 
As I will argue in this dissertation, anthropology constitutes an impor-
tant resource for facilitating exchange between various sites where 
use, design and business strategy play out. However, anthropology 
will need to undergo as much change and reinterpretation as the fields 
requesting its services. Consequently I will attempt to conceptualize 
elements of a design anthropology—a hybrid approach that actively 
combines insights and practices from both design and anthropology.  
 
I believe that anthropology could benefit from actively embracing the 
current and overwhelming demand for its services in the broader 
societal context of public sector innovation, product development, 
urban planning, etc, instead of a protectionist policing of what consti-
tutes real anthropology. A side benefit is the creation of new job 
opportunities for anthropologists, but as I argue in chapter three, 
anthropological methodology may also benefit from an attention to 
design. 

Considering the often-aired concerns among some anthropolo-
gists for the discipline’s lack of relevance to the broader societal 
context, the present hype about ethnography might turn out to be an 
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opportunity for revitalizing the discipline. In 1995 Ahmed and Shore 
wrote that the absence of anthropologists from public debates serves 
to “emphasize anthropology’s marginal status and lack of relevance to 
most people’s lives. As a professional body we need to be much more 
responsive to immediate, urgent developments” (Ahmed and Shore 
1995:27)1. More than ten years have past, and the status of anthropol-
ogy in public discourse has changed—intensively so in Danish contexts 
of design and innovation. The field methodological aspects of the 
discipline receive a lot of attention from politicians, consultants, 
designers, industrial and academic researchers alike, sometimes to 
the extent that it becomes overly optimistic and raising false expecta-
tions. User-driven innovation anthropology is sometimes framed as a 
discipline that is able to establish a qualified fit between everyday 
users and any new invention, almost as if by magic, since anthropolo-
gists are viewed as having special access to the world of real use. 
Although these claims are definitely something to be skeptical about, I 
still think anthropology could benefit from accepting the invitation to 
participate in ethnographically inspired change processes. The present 
dissertation indicates that playful design interventions work to open 
new ways of conceiving the world, and that the concrete techniques for 
doing this are a potential resource for anthropology. 

Paradoxically enough the level of engagement with local interests 
promoted in fieldwork by the notion of participant observation is not 
matched by an equal promotion of engagement with local interests by 
the researcher having returned from the field, while disinterested 
academic practices are often favored: “The discipline has traditionally 
drawn a boundary of pure (i.e. academic and theoretical) and applied 
research. Applied anthropology is still regarded as the ultimate sin: a 
second-division league for failed scholars unable to find “proper” (i.e. 
university) jobs” (Ahmed and Shore 1995:27). 

Two distinct features of anthropology pose obstacles for establish-
ing design anthropology as a practice oriented research strategy that 
builds on cross-fertilization between the disciplines: anthropology’s 
traditional image as non-political, and the notion that one can only 
speak after many years of field research. I will specifically address 
these two features, and show how their inversion constitutes a step 
towards a fruitful design anthropological practice: a) the potential of 
substituting the non-political ideal for the observer role with the 
imagery, persuasion and transformational performances of design, 
and b) the courage to speak with limited authoritarian knowledge and 

                                             
1 This is a particular understanding of relevance (as direct pertinence to action through public debates) and it 
offers little attention to the complex other ways that anthropological knowledge bears upon the unfolding of 
society. 
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setting up in its place a frame where inconclusive styles of accounts 
can become a tool for driving a legitimate dialogical process towards 
appropriate design suggestions.  

Since Ahmed and Shore wrote in 1995, much has happened with 
regard to the relation between theory and practice in anthropology 
and related forms of research. Scholars have repeatedly argued for 
research positions characterized by higher degrees of participation, 
personal engagement, and committed collaboration—positions that I 
embrace and develop sometimes explicitly (as with Gupta and Fergu-
son’s framing of ethnography as situated intervention (1997)) and 
sometimes more implicitly (as with Marcus' notion of circumstantial 
activism (1998) or Despret’s concern with collaborating with sheep to 
create an opportunity for them to become something they were not 
(2005)). 

 
I am inspired by Crapanzano’s Imaginative Horizons (2004), which (by 
different means and for different purposes) is also concerned with 
imaginative processes of openings and closures. The present disserta-
tion may be read as an ethnography of the possible. It is concerned 
with the ways design practice continually work to erect and destroy 
linguistic and material frames that influence how we make sense of 
design situations. 

Problem Area 

The basic problem that this dissertation addresses is that of linking 
an interesting ethnographic observation with an interesting design 
suggestion. 

For the past twenty years various design fields have increasingly 
employed qualitative field research methods to qualify their design 
interventions. In commercial consultancy and corporate research this 
is a thriving new area for the collaborative efforts of ethnographers 
and designers. In the research literature at large, however, the col-
laborative efforts between ethnography and design seem less fruitful 
in terms of establishing convincing links between observations in the 
field and design interventions. In chapter one I will go into some depth 
in qualifying this assertion by reference to research literature in the 
area, and subsequently develop a specific hypothesis for design an-
thropological experiments. Here I will limit myself to posing the 
research question in more general terms: 
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How can the relationship between observations and interventions be ar-
ticulated more fruitfully by employing anthropology and design in ways 
that avoid the stale dichotomy of descriptive practices (of ethnogra-
phers) versus prescriptive practices (of designers)? 

Research Methods 

With this section I will clarify in brief how I have pursued the re-
search question. My research approach is exploratory in that neither 
the problem nor the criteria for evaluating its solution are well-
defined. Rather than solving a problem I have seen the task as one of 
discovering and investigating new borderland practices that exploit 
competences which have historically developed in separate disciplines. 
Secondly, my approach is experimental in that I have set up the 
conditions for making new connections and a productive intersection 
between anthropology and design based on intuitions and ideas as 
much as on established theories and methodologies—I liberally borrow 
and bend concepts and concerns between disciplines to pursue goals 
other than the authors’ original intentions. Thirdly, the approach is 
interventionist in that it is actively concerned with changing things, 
and implies a normative engagement with the encountered people and 
design situations that I take upon myself; both as a valuable strategy 
for empirical design research and as a personal moral imperative.  

The empirical experiences that I will draw upon stem from three 
collaborative research and design projects that I have actively been 
involved  in setting up and carrying out together with various research 
colleagues: Contextualization of Mobile IT (2002), Flexible Treatment 
Rooms (2005), and Mobility in Maintenance (2005). All three projects 
have been carried out in the spirit of the cross-disciplinary field of 
Participatory Design. They have involved individual people assuming 
the role of potential users, as well as various industrial or public 
sector clients requesting domain-specific explorations, new concept 
designs and/or innovative methods for involving users in design. 

The empirical material has been generated—it was not out there 
independent of myself, implying a realist ontology. And it did not wait 
for me to discover it, implying a positivist epistemology. It was co-
produced partly through my subjective experiences of meeting ethno-
graphic others in encounters that I have put great effort into prepar-
ing and structuring so as to yield the most interesting research result. 
In setting up experiments, in design workshops, for instance, I have 
rejected the objectivist axiology of disinterest and instead consciously 
worked with nurturing interests, exposing interests, putting them at 
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stake, and subjecting them to a common explorative gaze in concrete 
and material design exercises.  
 
For the sake of simplicity I will classify my research activities into 
three modes, however integral I believe them to be in practice: first, 
active participation in concrete design projects and experiments; sec-
ond, ethnographic observation and analysis among users and designers 
of technology; and third, literary study of related research. 

My active participation in concrete design projects and experi-
ments covered the roles of ethnographic field worker (carrying out field 
visits as mini ethnographic inquiries, where the methods used in-
cluded video-recorded first hand observation, shadowing, and open-
ended dialogues with users engaged in their everyday life2), interac-
tion designer (producing concept specifications, mock-ups and scenar-
ios), workshop facilitator (arranging workshops, preparing design 
materials, organizing design games, documenting process and out-
comes) and project manager (formulating project goals, negotiating 
terms of partner collaboration, and running the projects on an every-
day basis). These activities gained their legitimacy and relevance 
primarily from the degree to which they supported the project partici-
pants’ immediate interests in improving the technologies for a given 
domain of use. 

My research activity of ethnographic observation and analysis 
among users and designers of technology has not so much been framed 
as one of understanding the users. Rather it has been one of under-
standing how users might become something else with the aid of 
technology and the resources for development represented by the 
project partners. Unlike an ethnography of maintenance work, for 
example, my main concern in the project Mobility in Maintenance has 
not been with maintenance practice, but with creating in and through 
the project a space for design anthropological dialogues and interven-
tions. While I have undoubtedly acquired some knowledge about 
mobile IT use in Malmö, emergency care in Copenhagen, and service 
repairs in Søndersø, the intentionally short field visits to these places 
deserve no more focus as sites for ethnographic encounters than do the 
workshop situations, handover meetings and project negotiations. The 
projects as such constitute the empirical base for the dissertation. The 
concrete research activities in this category entail documenting 
through video and notes “project life” as experienced through design 
dialogues, workshops and meetings. These forms of documentation 

                                             
2 While I try to avoid the notion of studying the users in their natural setting, I am fully aware that 
substituting it with in their everyday life does not resolve the problem of exoticizing them through rhetori-
cally constructing their reality as distinct from that of the ethnographer. 
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had little or no importance for the immediate design goals, but were 
resources for my researcher analysis. 

The third mode of research activities, literary study of related re-
search, has comprised a broad range of different kinds of research 
literature from which I borrow liberally. Let me mention in passing 
some of the research fields that I will address or depend on later in the 
dissertation: post-modern anthropology, anthropology of ritual, per-
formance theory, science and technology studies, design research, 
interaction design, user-centered design, participatory design, work-
place studies and computer-supported cooperative work. To engage 
with such a broad range of literature in the treatment of three practi-
cal research and design projects implies a risk of cherry-picking—of 
picking from foreign research areas only the concepts and ideas which 
look good from a quick glance but without spending sufficient effort to 
understand where they come from. If this is felt to be the case, I 
apologize. However I ask the reader to expect a certain degree of 
eclecticism implied by my experimental approach to forging new 
connections between various fields with different ontological and 
epistemological assumptions—all of which contribute something 
valuable to the conceptualization and practice of collaborative design 
projects as a design anthropological area of concern. 
 
By articulating in theory and practice how observations and interven-
tions may be related in collaborative design projects, and by demon-
strating a potential of trans-disciplinary links between design and 
anthropology, my research contribution is an approach to the emerging 
field of design anthropology. With the term “approach”, I wish to 
emphasize that I am not developing a method that is specifically 
prescriptive for the conduct of design anthropological interventions. 
Rather I refer to what Marcus calls a research imaginary: “provoca-
tions to alter or experiment with the orientations that govern existing 
practices” (1998:6), where the concrete techniques and methods neces-
sarily vary according to particular circumstances. 

A relevant question that might occur while reading the disserta-
tion is whether or not the approach to design and anthropology laid 
out is a good approach? I will not answer this question in comparative 
terms, if it is better or worse than any other approach, but as will 
become evident I do present it in a favorable light. The approach is 
successful with respect to its own goal: the ability to establish commit-
ted and reciprocal design dialogues between various stakeholders, 
where stories of existing practices and possible future technological 
interactions are co-produced. 
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The reason why I cannot say as much about the strengths and 
weaknesses of this approach as it is customary in the development of 
design methods is that the analytical work is so closely interwoven 
with the practice of the approach. The approach cannot be detached 
from the particular research design, and the fundamental reflexivity 
of anthropology runs through and ties together the empirical experi-
ences from the field on different levels. In other words, my research 
design does not respect any clear distinction between the active par-
ticipation in design activities and the analytical process of writing the 
dissertation.  

Delineation 
The observation of clearly definable problems, such as a mobile phone 
with only four hours of battery life, buttons too small to operate, or a 
menu structure too complex to handle when driving, is outside the 
scope of this dissertation. The concern here is with exploratory design 
and innovation processes where problems are not given, and the 
challenge is to open up the space of possibilities among various stake-
holders.  

Research Community 

Through the concern with participation and qualitative field methods 
in design, the community of participatory design researchers and the 
biannual participatory design conference represent a kind of belonging 
for my research contribution. Participatory design (PD) has, since the 
1970s, employed ethnographically inspired, if not outright ethno-
graphic, approaches to fieldwork (I will return in later chapters, 
especially chapter five, to describe in more detail what characterizes 
PD).  

There is, however, an emergent field that is even closer to my 
concerns. Internationally, the mailing list “anthrodesign” at yahoo 
groups formed in 2002 and has since grown to be a lively discussion 
forum for 1200+ members worldwide. Recently in 2005, a new annual 
conference emerged under the title Ethnographic Praxis in Industry 
Conference (EPIC) attracting a large group of ethnographically 
trained people working in or with commercial settings, with a consid-
erable number within the area of design and innovation. In Denmark 
a number of anthropologists working with or in design practice formed 
a group in 2001 and currently has around 40 members, including 
myself. It is not a research forum nor a network of practitioners, but 
something in between. Under the label “design anthropology”, we meet 
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regularly to establish a kind of middle ground and discuss issues that 
cut across the traditional divide between academia and industry.  

I consider myself part of a new generation of doctorates within 
ethnographically oriented design research who seizes a trans-
disciplinary position more actively than our predecessors, and where 
the combined potential of anthropology and design is taken as a 
starting point. As a consequence the linkage between anthropology 
and design seems less like one of translating results from one to the 
other, but more like a hybrid effort generating knowledge and arti-
facts. 

Allow me to mention these fellow PhD students—or candidates 
by now—with whom my work is particularly related and who are 
explicitly or implicitly also contributing to defining the emerging field 
of design anthropology. Martin Johansson (2005), who was especially 
concerned with the collaborative design event as it is seen from the 
position of the facilitator, established themes that resonate well with 
this dissertation, such as searching for design openings in field mate-
rial, co-authoring, and design games as world constructions. Here I 
will address similar issues but in the particular light of post-modern 
anthropology and performance theory. Jens Pedersen (2007) scruti-
nized the practical challenges of applying established protocols of 
research from work place studies and PD in a collaborative design 
project. In fact it was a project we carried out together, and it is also 
treated here: Mobility in Maintenance. Brendon Clark (2007) has very 
recently developed a performative framework for design, where he 
applies an anthropologist’s sensitivity to the socio-political negotia-
tions of a collaborative design project to establish an outside view on 
the role of the facilitator. Apart from these three researchers, who are 
all members of the Danish network for design anthropology, my work 
is also related with that of Helena Karasti (2001) who sought to 
increase sensitivity towards the work practice designed for within the 
context of systems design. She did this in terms of the change labora-
tory as expressed in the Engeström tradition of activity theory. I 
mention these research contributions here because they form an 
otherwise largely invisible context for the present work. 

Outline of Dissertation Chapters 

The first chapter, Understanding and Intervening, is an articulation of 
the central problem of observation and creation of possible futures in 
terms of other research contributions from the literature of design 
theory, workplace studies, systems design and anthropology. I formu-
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late a working definition of design, and through a discussion with the 
literature I develop a hypothesis for design anthropological interven-
tions. 

In the second chapter, Experimenting with Ethnography and De-
sign, I lay out my experiments with formulating a distinct design 
anthropological practice as they have played out in three different 
projects. They share certain similarities across the different projects, 
different domains, and different participants, and I try to capture 
these in the end of the chapter by presenting a generic format for 
design anthropological interventions. I have not focused on causal 
relations running through various design processes, and I do not 
propose a model for design processes which prescribes how certain 
design results can be produced. Rather, I have focused on the lived 
experience in concrete moments of design where effects cannot be 
unequivocally traced back to underlying or previous causes. My un-
derstanding of the process appears more like a situated social negotia-
tion and collaborative exploration of technological possibilities than an 
employment of tools and methods to move from uncovering the charac-
ter of the domain at hand to the design of a solution with the best fit. 

Chapter three, Foundations for seeing Anthropology as Design, 
offers a theoretical re-orientation from seeing ethnography as a set of 
straight-forward methods for interview and observation, to a complex 
set of mirrors where the representation of the reality of others consti-
tutes a cultural re-creation. I attempt towards the end of this chapter 
to align not only anthropology with design, but also design with an-
thropology. 

Chapter four, Towards a Design Anthropological Practice, is the 
most central chapter in the literal as well as in the metaphorical 
sense, where I go into analytical detail with the empirical material, 
discuss theory and develop concepts to capture the distinct design 
anthropological practice. In drawing on theoretical insights from the 
previous chapter I present and discuss the idea that fragmentary 
images of practice is a reasonable format for field material in design; 
that collaborative workshops are a special form of design ritual; and 
that the enactment of future scenarios are effective because they 
explore embodied interaction through improvisational techniques.  

With the last chapter, The Becoming of the User as a Creative 
Subject in Design, I take a less practically engaged position in order to 
launch a critical reading of the broader socio-political conditions for 
the kind of design anthropological activities that bring the user into 
design and innovation processes.  





 

1. Understanding and 
Intervening 

Approaching Design 

This dissertation is concerned with design in a broad sense. Although 
I have been particularly engaged with the conceptual design of IT-
enabled devices and applications in the context of interaction design, 
human-computer interaction and software development, the participa-
tory processes of design that interest me the most are not limited by 
these distinctions. So without in any way asserting that my concerns 
with ethnography and participation are important for all sub-fields of 
design, I will in this section seek out a general definition of design on 
a high level of abstraction. The way I approach the notion of design is 
directed by my cross-disciplinary objectives, and accordingly I seek a 
definition that portrays the practice of design in ways that invite 
anthropological contributions. 

In its broadest sense, I consider design to be an extension of a 
general human capacity to consciously take an initiative. Hannah 
Arendt expressed this capacity thus, as the human condition of natal-
ity:  

With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and this 
insertion is like a second birth, in which we confirm and take upon our-
selves the naked fact of our original physical appearance. This insertion 
is not forced upon us by necessity, like labor, and it is not prompted by 
utility, like work. It may be stimulated by the presence of others whose 
company we may wish to join, but it is never conditioned by them; its 
impulse springs from the beginning which came into the world when we 
were born and to which we respond by beginning something new on our 
own initiative. To act, in its most general sense, means to take an initia-
tive, to begin (as the Greek word archein, “to begin,” “to lead,” and even-
tually “to rule,” indicates), to set something into motion (which is the 
original meaning of the Latin agere).  

(Arendt 1998:176-177) 

In accordance with this broad outset, I take design research to be a 
problem area of concern to researchers and practitioners from a broad 
range of disciplines—from engineering, architecture, urban planning, 
system development, industrial design, over graphic design, fashion 
design and the fine arts, to material culture studies, psychology, 
sociology and anthropology—rather than a coherent discipline in and 
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of itself. For a treatment of the history of ideas within this field of 
design research, various writers have provided excellent overviews—
Lundequist (Lundequist 1992), Nigan Bayazit (Bayazit 2004) and 
Cross’ edited volume (Cross 1984)—which is not the intent here. I do, 
however, build on their analyses of the different developments of ideas 
within design research. 

Herbert Simon’s definition from 1969 is probably the most wide-
spread of all the definitions attempting to cover all design activities: 
“Everybody designs who devices courses of action aimed at changing 
existing situations into preferred ones” (Simon 1996:111). This defini-
tion is by no means commonly agreed upon in design communities. On 
the contrary, heated debates of definition are frequently re-surfacing 
(for example in the email list “PHD-DESIGN” at jiscmail.ac.uk dedi-
cated to discussion of PhD studies and related research in design). 
Other broad definitions of design include: “A goal-directed problem-
solving activity”, “Simulating what we want to make (or do) before we 
make (or do) it as many times as may be necessary to feel confident in 
the final result”, “The imaginative jump from present facts to future 
possibilities”, “A creative activity—it involves bringing into being 
something new and useful that has not existed previously” (Archer, 
Booker, Page, and Reswick in that order, all cited in Jones 1980:3-4) 

For the purposes here, the virtue of Simon’s definition is its 
broad scope—it encompasses all kinds of design activities, while being 
reasonably clear. The scope, however, is also one of its limitations and 
a reason why it is dismissed by some design researchers. What makes 
anything distinctly design is obscured by such a broad definition 
which includes many things we would normally not consider acts of 
design but plain planning, such as planning how to spend the next 
holiday. This is not a reason for me to dismiss the definition since I am 
more interested in what can be done with such a definition than to 
engage in the verification of its truthfulness towards actual design 
practice. Simon’s definition is, however, part of a particular frame-
work of assumptions and epistemological ideas of the design science 
that constituted its original context, which makes it less useful for an 
experiment with a design anthropological inquiry. This definition 
seems to separate the activity of devising courses of action (i.e. plan-
ning) from that of changing existing situations into preferred situa-
tions (implementation), which is indicative of its roots in scientific 
rationalism. Simon’s book, The Sciences of the Artificial, is part of a 
design paradigm of problem-solving that came about in the 1960s. 
This manner of framing design created a new position for design 
borrowing methodology and terminology from the natural sciences, 
math and systems theory, while it was driven by a rational goal-
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orientation as in engineering. Before this turn towards the sciences, 
design was taken to be concerned with “mere” styling and advertising. 
The ideal of a fully rational and explicable design process gained 
major impetus with the Design Methodology movement, propelled by 
John Christopher Jones (Jones 1980) and Christopher Alexander 
(Alexander 1971) who sought to clarify the process by dividing the 
area of the design problem into smaller more manageable parts 
(through analysis) that could in turn be addressed, solved, and even-
tually recombined rationally (through synthesis) with appropriate and 
transparent procedural techniques. It should be noted that in the 
1970s both Alexander and Jones dismissed the way the Design Meth-
odology movement had developed (Bayazit 2004:20-21). 

In general the scientific image of design is functional in that the 
process is seen as one of selecting the best means for achieving the 
given ends. In this manner design is framed as an optimum between a 
set of trade offs (for a more harsh characterization and critique of 
what I here call the scientific image of design, see Lanzara 1983). 
Within the area of design of computer artifacts, Ehn has identified 
and critiqued in similar ways an approach to design based on “an 
understanding of the world in terms of systems, models and descrip-
tions of reality, i.e. of systems thinking for purposive rational action” 
(Ehn 1988:50). Characteristic of the 1980s, his critique is based on a 
challenge of the Cartesian version of rationality which has since been 
endlessly debunked in treaties, especially from the social sciences and 
the humanities, most often due to Descartes’ dualistic ontology im-
plied by the absolute distinction between res cogitans and res extensa 
(Descartes 1996:140). In other words, the scientific image of design 
was criticized for separating the world of reasoning from the world of 
materiality and its consequences. Winograd and Flores’ Understand-
ing Computers and Cognition is another highly influential example of 
this critique within computer science with the aim of establishing a 
new foundation for design (Winograd and Flores 1987). 

The scientific formulations of design practice are in contrast with 
a more romantic image of the lone designer as a creative genius who is 
blessed with almost magical abilities for creation. With this under-
standing of design the individual human creator and the finished 
product of design are celebrated and accentuated over the process that 
links them, which remains un-explicated and with a certain aura of 
mystique (as is witnessed today in popular glossy magazines celebrat-
ing “great designs” and their individual human originators—note the 
curious use of design as a noun rather than verb, emphasizing the 
focus on finished products). Design is here construed in the image of 
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the arts rather than the natural sciences and has its conceptual 
heritage in the heroic individualism of the 18th century’s romanticism. 

While the scientific image of design privileges rational methodol-
ogy, and the romantic image of design privileges the talents of the 
individual creator, there is also a commonplace pragmatic image of 
design which emphasizes the particular contexts of design activities. 
Design is not adequately described as a cognitive process alone. The 
concrete phenomenology of design has often provided heavy critiques 
of an overly cognitive model of design and of a think-then-act model of 
design. The privileged categories of rational methodology or blessed 
individuality are rejected by the pragmatic image of design, since they 
both fail to take the particularities of context into consideration. The 
view of design as situated in messy and complex socio-cultural interac-
tions calls for an attention to, and engagement with, practice. Design 
processes are always already situated in particular social and political 
landscapes populated by other artifacts and people and their concerns; 
design is a negotiated social process. Since there is rarely one defini-
tive specification of the design problem, and since innovation within 
computer artifacts invariably involves highly diverse stakeholders, the 
design task of defining what the relevant problem is—how to see it—
should be a collective task. This generative process is characterized by 
negotiations by which new forms of the world are created and new 
perspectives on the world come to existence. These negotiations may 
take the form of subtle transactions, which in turn imply interaction, 
exchange, and conflict among frames of interpretation.  

Even though there are conscious and legitimate efforts to lift an 
abstract and self-conscious design activity away from its particulari-
ties, the abstract images of design practice do not match the concrete 
phenomenology of real-life design situations. The intentional aspect of 
design is characterized by a temporal emergence. Even though the 
intentionality is oriented towards goals located in the future, such 
design goals should still be explored in the plane of practice as well, 
rather than as controlling practice from without. The ethnographic 
contribution to understanding the relationship between abstract plans 
and concrete practice was, in the IT industry, pioneered by Lucy 
Suchman. She convincingly demonstrated that the intent to accom-
plish some goal is not causally related to the actual course of situated 
action; the relation is rather one of enormous contingency: “plans are 
resources for situated action, but do not in any strong sense determine 
its course” (Suchman 1987:52). The contribution of ethnography to 
design resides for a great deal in its commitment to the perspective of 
practice, rather than detached rationales. Design understood in this 
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light always implies a mutual and parallel constitution of knowledge 
and action. 

 
The many attempts at defining design as a separate category of activ-
ity cannot be treated without consideration of the desire to create a 
distinct profession with privileges to make “creative decisions”. Out of 
the complexities of real-life design situations, some features are 
isolated as being particular only to the group of people who belongs to 
the profession. This does not make “design” a less important category.  
Instead it is understood as a socially, politically and economically 
contested one, rather than an abstract universal. In the particular 
contexts of design, it is often the case that “problems are not clearly 
formulated but must be set, environment is fuzzy and uncertain, ends 
are vague, shifting, or conflicting, means and ends are not given or 
cannot be easily distinguished from each other” (Lanzara 1983:31). 
The pragmatic view on design stresses the importance of engaging 
directly with the specific contingencies of a design situation in order to 
be able to continuously interpret the effects of imposed design moves. 
Donald Schön who has been very influential in this kind of design 
thinking formulates the design process as “the designer’s reflective 
conversation with his materials” (Schön 1987:44). Rather than a 
distinct planning phase followed by implementation, the planning is 
woven into the action itself in the pragmatic image of design. 
 
I apologize for the brute simplifications implied in this categorization 
of three different images of design, and hope the reader will forgive my 
somewhat step-motherly use of the notions scientific, artistic, and 
pragmatic utilized to eventually create a space for my own contribu-
tion to conceiving design informed by anthropology. The goal is of 
course not ontological descriptions of what types of design there are, 
which in practical terms varies indefinitely, but rather to provide 
some generalized background for the position that I am seeking to 
establish: that of design anthropology. In general my treatment of 
design conspicuously neglects the aesthetic character of design work. 
While it is undoubtedly fundamental for design, I will allow myself to 
concentrate on the areas where design and anthropology are more 
obviously closing in on each other. And focusing on design as socio-
political negotiations, as problem-setting, as explorations of possible 
alternatives and fundamentally as practice, makes it look like a 
strategic site for a re-invention of anthropology.  

My broad classification of design definitions is largely congruent 
with the distinctions made by other writers, for example Fällman 
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(2003) although he terms the three categories slightly different than I 
do. 

Design as Problem-setting 
The focus on design as reflection through dialogical learning loops has 
some important consequences for the designerly stance towards the 
relationship between problem and solution. For the thoughtful and 
reflective designer, the definition of the problem cannot remain exter-
nal to the design activity, even if it presented as such by a client.  

The indeterminacy of design problems was addressed by Rittel 
and Webber in 1973, when they described the lack of definitive condi-
tions and limits to design problems. In their seminal antidote to the 
scientific and engineering approach to design and planning, Rittel and 
Webber argued that there is a special class of design problems, par-
ticularly within societal planning, where no rational methods apply. 
From their list of 10 defining features of what they termed wicked 
problems, I outline what are the most important issues for my pur-
poses here. First, there is no definitive formulation of a wicked prob-
lem: “The formulation of a wicked problem is the problem. The process 
of formulating the problem and of conceiving a solution (or re-solution) 
are identical, since every specification of the problem is a specification 
of the direction in which a treatment is considered” (Rittel and Webber 
1973:161). Second, for every wicked problem there is always more 
than one possible solution; there is no stopping rule as in chess that 
signals when enough is known or the job is done. On the contrary in 
dealing with the contextual complexities of social settings, there is no 
solution in the sense of a definitive state, only indeterminate re-
solutions. Buchanan has since contributed to the concept of wicked 
problems in design thinking by pointing to the wickedness of design 
problems as a consequence of the fact that design has no pre-given 
subject matter. According to Buchanan, designerly thinking may be 
applied universally to any aspect of human experience, and the inde-
terminacy of design problems stems from this fact: “in the process of 
application, the designer must discover or invent a particular subject 
out of the problems and issues of specific circumstances” (Buchanan 
1995:15). In revisiting the idea of wicked problems, Richard Coyne has 
offered a range of arguments why all problems are wicked in nature, 
even the often used examples of determinate problems such as chess 
games and simple puzzles. The difference between these and complex 
societal planning problems is that the indeterminacy of these appar-
ently bounded systems of problems, goals, rules, and solutions has 
been contextually bracketed off. In other situations we would reject 
the wooden bits and pieces as an irrelevance. We only accept a set of 
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wooden bits and pieces as articulations of rules and goals in highly 
constrained contexts. Coyne’s somewhat rhetorical point is that it is 
not the wickedness that constitutes a special class of problems, but 
rather the temporary taming of inherently wicked problems that 
constitutes an aberration (Coyne 2004). In light of these authors, it 
seems that design problems may not constitute a special class of 
problems, but rather that design is a special way of defining and 
addressing problems. 

As opposed to finding solutions to given problems, Lanzara sug-
gests that “a large part of the design activities and efforts concern the 
creation or the modification of the decisional structure. Crucial aspects 
of design (…) have to do with problem setting, with the definition of 
the problematic situation” (Lanzara 1983:33). Hereby the critical issue 
of design resembles less the discovery of the right technical functional 
solution to a given problem than the handling of the contextual diffi-
culties with finding, and, just as importantly, agreeing on the right 
problem to be solved.  

In order to establish a shared image of what Simon called a “pre-
ferred situation”, one must ask the sometimes uncomfortable ques-
tions: preferred by whom, when, where, and why? To explore possible 
images of a preferred situation it is necessary to incorporate issues of 
authority, experience, and desire (in addition to technical functional 
issues) into any account of design practice. These issues are probably 
not adequately dealt with by one family of disciplines alone, be that 
the natural sciences, the humanities, or the social sciences.  

In the process of setting the problem, we often find the notion of 
“design space” employed. In lack of a widely accepted general defini-
tion of design space, I define it here as the abstract idea of all possible 
parameters that may constitute a given design solution. It is thus a 
hypothetical topology of possible solutions, characterized by limited 
rationality. The design space can be thought of as the space of possible 
solutions that one is currently navigating in. In practice, it is a way of 
making explicit the encountered constraints instead of an imagined 
cognitive freedom to rationally explore the space of possibilities in its 
entirety. A pertinent problem is how the design space can be visual-
ized. Engineers sometimes work with it as an n-dimensional space of 
parameters that can each be varied in order to identify an optimum or 
generate a compromise. This tradition goes back to Herbert Simon’s 
concept of “satisficing” (1996). In Simon’s terms every solution must 
satisfice by selecting among constraints. Meeting one constraint more 
fully means accepting lower values on others. The underlying meta-
phor of Simon’s description is that of the mathematics of optimums, 
with an algorithmic ideal for optimizing the best compromise as in a 
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zero-sum game. However, if you think of the design space as being 
populated by interests and power as much as by variables and con-
straints, designing appears less like tweaking numbers and more like 
forging connections between things that have the potential to become 
intentions and transformations. Let me invoke the metaphor of tra-
versals in a landscape to illustrate my use of “design space”. As a 
design inquiry unfolds, a landscape of experiences can be created by 
relating the various elements that have been articulated. If we think 
of the first experiences in this landscape, they may not express any 
distinct intention but may be guided by any number of arbitrary 
intentions—even to just wander about. At this first traversal there 
may be little or no signs of a pattern in the landscape. But as the 
growing number of experiences is interpreted, and some of them begin 
to seem more related than others, they gain the quality of an emerging 
path in the landscape. As the path in a landscape may in fact be an 
unintended artifact resulting from repeated traversals, the tentative 
interpretations of experiences in a design inquiry also entails the 
possibility of becoming a path.3 

For Löwgren and Stolterman the co-evolution of problems and so-
lutions is understood to be a defining attribute of design (2004:24). 
They go as far as stating that problem-solving is not design; design is 
necessarily about creating the problem as much as the solution 
(Löwgren and Stolterman 1998:6). Fällman too holds that design as 
problem setting and design as problem solving are inseparable 
(Fällman 2003:230). I would like to avoid exaggerating the centrality 
of the problem-setting aspects of design. While this aspect greatly 
increases the scope and potential of design, it is hardly a distinctively 
defining feature. There are, no doubt, many situations where the 
design problem is already understood well enough that a thoughtful 
but pragmatic designer may fully appropriately choose to accept the 
problem definition as is, and engage in exploring the best possible 
solutions under the given constraints. I do, however, admit that the 
problem-setting aspects of design in their contextual complexities are 
those that interest me the most. They are also—not by coincidence—
where I find the most promising intersections between design and 
anthropology. 

 
This quick look at design research literature suggests supplementing 
the focus on the creative talents of individual designers, the merits of 
finished products, technical-functional specifications, and goal-
oriented, rational-procedural methods with attention to contextual 
                                             
3 I am indepted to Jun Yoneyama for conceptualizing the design space in a way that avoids the imagined 
cognitive freedom in favor of this interpretive approach to empirical experiences. 
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complexities, involvement of diverse stakeholders, dialogical proc-
esses, and the need to articulate the problem area and the preferred 
situation simultaneously. 

I, like many others, treat the subject matter of design of com-
puter artifacts as truly interdisciplinary, and I will thus have to 
dismiss the division of labor between disciplines from the natural 
sciences, the social sciences, and the humanities. The above mentioned 
images are only that—images. Any reflective inquiry into the ontology 
of design would have to be able to handle diverse issues such as tech-
nical and economical feasibility, communication between highly 
disparate stakeholders, the production of accurate yet fanciful repre-
sentations, creativity as an individual as well as a collaborative fac-
ulty, and morally engaged interventions into practice. For the 
purposes in this dissertation I will proceed with my own high-level 
and, thus, general working-definition of design based on empirical 
experiences and issues from the treated literature:  

Design is a process of invested inquiry and creation, where critical com-
mentary is integral with the desire to improve, and which acquires di-
rection from transactions and conversations among many actors in 
cooperation and competition.  

I will not, however, go further into the question of what design is, but 
rather emphasize some of its features most relevant to my agenda. 
The images of design that I have sketched out above, point to several 
issues of importance for the possible connections between design and 
anthropology; the rendering of design as practice, as problem-setting 
and fundamentally as social is a first step towards bringing design 
closer to anthropology and anthropology closer to design. I will return 
to these issues later on as an opportunity for re-inventing anthropol-
ogy in design. 

Linking Field Observations and Creations of Possible 
Futures 

There is arguably a need for people-focus in many design fields. There 
is an increasing articulation of the need to understand the context of 
use in order to design successful IT applications. It is sometimes 
expressed in the search for design approaches that acknowledge and 
accommodate the everyday contingencies, practicalities and working 
knowledge of the various groups of users and other stakeholders of 
any given system. As such, it is a need to supplement the design 
approaches of product planners, designers, engineers, developers etc. 
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This need, however, is often articulated in ways that frame user 
research as a distinct mode of activity from that of design. The need to 
bring knowledge of users into the design process is increasingly an-
swered by employing ethnographically inspired methods to under-
stand the people whom the artifact4 is designed for.  

In the ongoing debate of relating ethnography and design, I dis-
tinguish roughly between three overall attempts at accomplishing this 
relation. They will serve as a ground on which I discuss my own 
contribution in the later chapters. They are first, ethnography in 
user/consumer research which employs a variety of ethnographic 
methods and is well-established in industry, but is often concluded by 
reframings of the given problem rather than engaged in the articula-
tion of alternative design visions; second, systematized frameworks 
like MUST and Contextual Design which depend on ethnography 
primarily for straight forward techniques of field observation, em-
ployed in transparent and operational methods for generating design 
visions; and finally, workplace studies which favor the sociological 
thoroughness of the understanding and the rigor of the analysis, and 
places these activities before any design decisions are taken. I will go 
on to introduce these three ways of relating ethnography and design 
below, and proceed with a parallel discussion of the underlying ten-
sions between understanding and intervening. This discussion serves 
as a primer for the development of my own conceptualization of a 
fruitful link between post-modern anthropology and design. 

Although a caricature, John Sherry’s description of a typical case 
of the use in industry of ethnographic research on users and consum-
ers self ironically captures some of what is presented in, for example, 
the conference papers at the Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Confer-
ence and shared as war stories on the mailing list anthrodesign:  

Company X is looking to get into a new line of business or perhaps make 
some changes to a product and wants to understand its potential end 
customers. The ethnography team is mobilized. After (hopefully) con-
ducting some literature research, perhaps talking to a few experts, the 
team finds themselves out in the field, speaking with the right selection 
of “ordinary folks” about cream cheese, or getting a cold, or clothing, or 
the latest digital gadget. The research team comes back and identifies 
some very interesting patterns in the data, proceeds to tell the suits 
/engineers /product planners that they were thinking about things all 
wrong (the obligatory “reframing”), and then proceeds to construct a 
nifty segmentation model, complete with a manageable number of per-
sonas. Perhaps, if they’re really good, they’ll create an interesting ex-

                                             
4 I use “artifact” in the broad sense of the word, including for example services and events. 
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perience model that represents these users’ perspectives in a way that is 
productive for the company.  

(Sherry 2007:3)  

This caricature expresses an uncomfortable image of ethnographers 
cynically collecting data from someone, assimilating this data into the 
schemata of personas and consumer segments, and thereby reducing 
them to mute recipients of coming interventions. This critique, per-
haps overly harsh for the sake of the argument, is not aimed at any 
practitioner in particular, but rather meant as a general risk implied 
by the we-just-deliver-the-facts kind of ethnography in user research 
that explicitly defines itself in contrast to the more intervention-
oriented groups of people that it necessarily has to collaborate with, 
i.e. the suits, engineers, or product planners. 

If one sees the role as delivering ethnographic representations for 
others to use in product development, urban planning, public policy, 
service design or whatever type of change agency one is working with, 
then one could strive towards more ambitious field studies that en-
compass other classifications of people than individual consumers or 
classes of consumers defined solely by their relation to the brand. This 
would perhaps ease the feeling of instrumental data-gathering for 
purposes alien to one’s own, let alone to those of the people under 
study. It is, in fact, the strategy that Sherry pursues in the above cited 
paper. While this strategy seems to be working in places like Intel, 
where ethnographers are known to get liberal opportunities for pursu-
ing field studies that are not directly connected to specific processes of 
commercial product or service development, it seems less promising in 
the many smaller design firms and consultancies, where the demand 
for establishing direct links between customer research and profitable 
market opportunities is higher.  

The strategy of separating understanding and intervening as two 
qualitatively and sequentially distinct activities is, however, chal-
lenged when there is no clear movement from an interesting consid-
eration or observation of use to an interesting design move. The 
problem as such is that there is often no straight-forward process of 
moving from empirical observations to design suggestions, and no 
direct link between observational analysis and designerly synthesis.  

There are of course exceptions where problems are so obvious 
that the thorough fieldwork might not have been necessary to uncover 
them in the first place. Sometimes field observations articulate a 
problem to be solved so clearly that the solution is indicated by the 
articulation of the problem. In these cases the link between field 
observations and design suggestions may in fact be rather straight-
forward, but handling them appropriately depends more on problem-
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solving than on ethnographic exploration. In a subsequent section I 
refer to these kinds of observations as “low-hanging fruit”, in that they 
are immediately available through simple techniques of observation, 
and easy to frame as input to a design process. I do not intent to say 
these cases are rare or unimportant, on the contrary, but they hardly 
require a lengthy re-interpretation of ethnography. 

As demonstrated by Paul Dourish, the problem of linking more 
exploratory field observations to design suggestions shows itself as 
relatively weak “implications for design” sections in the end of much 
social science based design research (2006). While I do not propose to 
present such a straight-forwardness, my ambition is to critique how 
the link is attempted established in some previous applications of 
ethnography in design. Furthermore, I wish to engage in developing 
novel ways of establishing this link as a continuum rather than as a 
gulf to be bridged between two distinct modes of understanding and 
intervening.  

Instead of seeking to clarify where exactly the shift between un-
derstanding existing practices and creating new possible futures takes 
place, i.e. instead of looking to build a bridge between that which is 
already there and that which might become, I choose a different 
strategy. Based on the notion of performativity as it has been applied 
in Science and Technology Studies (e.g. Law and Hassard 1999), I take 
the relationship between the here-and-now and the there-and-then to 
be constantly playing out and reproduced in and through practice. As 
such, this relationship is to a certain extent open for interpretation, 
and we are reminded that things could be different, at least in princi-
ple. Accordingly design anthropological work is about creating liminal 
spaces for critically engaging with lived life, i.e. the practicalities of 
everyday use, while simultaneously exploring how this practice might 
be different.  

The ethnographic gaze approaches the field openly, but aware of 
its own categories. The strategic naïvety of an ethnographic approach 
opens opportunities for dialogue, practice and cognition. The tradi-
tional anthropological way of mediating this production of openness is 
to conceptualize the ethnographic encounter through writing a mono-
graphy in the academic language of researchers. The monography is 
not a representation of the informants’ reality, nor is it a representa-
tion solely of the reality of the ethnographer. It is a representation of a 
“third reality” that is co-produced in the encounter. But while the 
encounter itself takes place in an atmosphere of attempted egalitarian 
dialogue, its representation in academic discourse is necessarily 
hierarchical (Hastrup 1992).  
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This anthropological conceptualization of the productive aspects 
of ethnography, namely representations of a third reality that is co-
produced in the encounter, is also my starting point. But I wish to do 
something different with the encounter than represent it as a coherent 
account in a monography. Approaching the field with the strategic 
naïvety of ethnography, I have had the intention of producing a range 
of concrete design materials that is used to further explore the critical 
and transcendent potential of the ethnographic encounter. In this 
manner, by focusing on the ethnographic ability to open new vistas 
through dialogue and relating this with the design-oriented ability to 
giving physical form to open questions my colleagues and I have been 
able to set up small everyday experiments that allow highly diverse 
stakeholders to participate in a combination of critical commentary 
and tangible re-formulations. 

Ethnography, Workplace Studies and Systems Design  

It is rather common to see references to the “writing culture” debate in 
anthropology of the 1980s when the new generation of anthropologists 
is legitimizing the role as observers in design—not as “just observers” 
but rather as creative observers. The ethnomethodologically informed 
field of work place studies, on the other hand, places more emphasis on 
ethnography as a naturalistic science with the ideal of producing 
accurate accounts in sociological terms. From a design perspective this 
does not seem to work very well however. The fine and detailed ac-
counts of how people, artifacts and their practices unfold seldom lead 
to any “actionable” insights. On the contrary, the exposed subtleties of 
how people interact with each other and their artifacts sometimes 
seem so delicately linked, that it becomes difficult to see how any 
design intervention could avoid destroying what has been competently 
built up by users over years of practice. This is, for example, the case 
with Heath & Luff’s otherwise impressive study of collaboration in a 
London underground control room (1992).  

This kind of thorough ethnographic understanding is difficult to 
link with design interventions, and when attempted, the link usually 
remains external to the ethnographic endeavor. It is left as a problem 
of translating the findings into something actionable for the designers. 
It is this idea of a gulf to be bridged between understanding (the 
ethnographer’s role) and intervention (the designer’s role) that I want 
to challenge. 
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Disciplinarily a bit further away but more central to the task of de-
signing IT-products, is the field of computer science and its related 
efforts at understanding the domain that is designed for. It is typically 
guided by the standards of the natural sciences and employs terms 
like “hard data”, “data gathering”, and “requirements engineering”. 
Researchers from the field of computer science have, however, not 
been bogged down by the social scientific criteria for producing legiti-
mate and accurate field accounts, and have for this very reason more 
often succeeded in making ethnographic techniques for observation 
relevant for design. With Contextual Design, Beyer and Holtzblatt 
have developed a widely used method for employing ethnographically 
inspired techniques in system development (1998). An influential 
example from the Participatory Design tradition is Kensing et al., who 
developed the method MUST (1996) through a series of explorative 
and experimental design projects. In a central project the authors 
moved from identifying coordination issues among editors at a radio 
station to recommending specific design features for a suite of IT 
systems (1998). Moving slightly more towards the borderline of social 
science, Mogensen et al. generated visions for and implemented vari-
ous electronic communication means in a landscape architecture firm 
where the process of analysis and design was characterized by con-
tinuous experimentation with blurring the boundaries between the 
roles of landscape architects, ethnographers, and IT designers (1998).  

The strategy employed by Mogensen et al. favors the usefulness 
of the field representations for design interventions, and it is usually 
taken up by designers or system developers who have become inter-
ested in field research. As with Contextual Design and MUST it seems 
that their disciplinary context of the exact sciences makes their focus 
on rigor and scientific transparency of methods a more compelling 
choice than post-modern anthropology with all its blurred categories, 
identity games, celebration of multiplicity and complexity, and avoid-
ance of closure or giving straight answers. Consequently, simple 
techniques for “data collection” may very well be all they need from 
ethnography in order to create design results and insights that were 
not possible with conventional methods from computer science. 

When “light” ethnography is employed either as “quick & dirty” 
guerrilla visits, as is often observed in design consultancies or as more 
systematic applications of field techniques as in Contextual Design 
and MUST, it seems to work rather well in practical terms. However, 
it remains an open question if a more thorough understanding of 
ethnography is even relevant for these kinds of ethnographically 
inspired field research. Some cases of quick & dirty fieldwork seem 
more like commonsensical “go look at the people we design for, and 



 25 

talk with them while you’re there”, which can be perfectly reasonable, 
yet not necessarily very ethnographic.  

 
The research area computer supported cooperative work (CSCW) is 
concerned with the question of how information technology may be 
designed and used in a way that supports the efficiency and effective-
ness of people engaged in cooperative activities in order to accomplish 
their work (Bannon and Schmidt 1989). Within the community of 
CSCW it has been heavily debated what the role of ethnographic work 
place studies is relative to systems design. In reviewing the literature 
on workplace studies within CSCW, Plowman et al. found that “The 
paucity of papers detailing specific design guidelines can therefore be 
attributed to the lack of reported research which has developed to the 
stage of a system prototype” (Plowman, Rogers et al. 1995:313). What 
the authors were inclined to say, but did not find sufficient evidence 
for in their reviewed literature, was that workplace studies basically 
do not produce specific design guidelines. They found that the rela-
tionship between ethnographic work place studies and design is 
generally framed as informing system design, and the concrete terms 
that are used to describe this transfer of knowledge are “insights”, 
“directions”, “input”, “suggestions”, “implications”, and “options” 
(Plowman, Rogers et al. 1995:314). Overall, there have been few 
attempts to translate findings from ethnographic workplace studies by 
social scientists beyond this kind of general design recommendations.  

The converging developments of design and ethnographic prac-
tices took off and gained impetus particularly in corporate research, 
most prominently perhaps in the 1990s at Xerox PARC by the work of 
anthropologists like Lucy Suchman, Julian Orr and Jeanette Blom-
berg. Since then, ethnographic practice in design oriented industries 
has developed in commercial contexts to the extent where it has 
become commonplace in North America and Europe, both as in-house 
in large corporations (Intel, for example, currently employs over 15 
anthropologists) and as consultancy (particularly renowned for this 
heritage are E-Lab, Sapient and IDEO). Although people like Julian 
Orr wrote their ethnographies without any explicit ambitions of 
design interventions (1996), they actually went pretty far towards 
design at PARC compared to the English ethnomethodologists whom I 
discuss with below. With Wild Sociology: Ethnography and Design, 
Andy Crabtree, for example, tried to define a role for the classically 
trained sociological ethnographer in a multidisciplinary team (2001), 
which makes much sense in an English context where the collabora-
tion between computer science and sociology seems to be kept at an 
arm’s distance. 
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In 1994 Robert Anderson from the Rank Xerox Research Center 
in Cambridge responded to the ongoing discussions in the fields of 
CSCW and HCI about the value of ethnography in systems design. He 
argued that many in the systems world have seen ethnography only as 
“information gathering and have missed the critical importance of 
representation. (…) at bottom, it is just a methodology and hence akin 
to all the other methods of requirements capture. Nothing could be 
further from the truth” (Anderson 1994:160). While getting to know 
users and their knowledge and practices are important tasks for 
design, “you do not need ethnography to do that; just minimal compe-
tency in interactive skills and, a willingness to spend time, and a fair 
amount of patience” (Anderson 1994:155). He frames the problem of 
ethnography for design as one that goes beyond producing detailed 
descriptions of work routines and daily work life that can be matched 
by design features. Hereby Anderson also launches a more far-
reaching ambition for ethnography in design as an opportunity to open 
up the overall problem-solution frame for the design task at hand. 
Gaining field experience and a better feel for the context of use does 
not require ethnography. What Anderson suggests for systems design 
is a more analytic ethnography that deliberately questions conven-
tional frames of reference for the design work. It does this through 
sensitivity to local logics of practice, that is, the different rationalities 
at stake in any empirical context of use or design, and it has as its 
goal the interweaving of these rationalities through what Anderson 
calls a “play of rationalities”.  

While I am certainly sympathetic towards the ambition of this 
ethnographically enabled play of rationalities, and the belief that it 
may bring novel and deep design possibilities to light, there is little 
advice of how to accomplish this in practice in Anderson’s otherwise 
influential paper. Anderson only provides two fairly basic issues from 
which a design-oriented social science embodied in ethnographic 
analyses might be crafted: a determination to stay with the technology 
(i.e. not let socio-cultural concerns dominate the analysis) and a focus 
on the lived work of use (i.e. the practice-oriented perspective typical 
of ethnography) (Anderson 1994:170). When it comes to what I judge 
to be of central importance to the problem, namely that such a design-
oriented ethnography needs to be committed to a serious engagement 
with the design problematic, the interventionist impulse, Anderson 
refrains from taking up a position as ethnographer-designer. He did 
provide what could be read as an argument for such a position of 
integrating ethnographic strategies of analytically de-centering famil-
iar rationalities and providing for their re-integration with designerly 
intentions. However, towards the end of the article he chooses a 
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position for himself as a social scientist speaking competently and 
enthusiastically to another grouping, the designers, and thereby 
upholding the gulf to be bridged without providing practical guidance 
as to how to build the bridge: “I am not presumptuous enough to offer 
to do designers’ thinking for them. However, the kinds of considera-
tions just laid out may lead designers to predict [that] certain kinds of 
design choices will lead to deleterious results” (Anderson 1994:177). 

I propose—perhaps less humble than Anderson—that a design-
oriented ethnography may have a lot to gain exactly from offering to 
do each other’s thinking. Ethnographers in design should not leave it 
up to others, sequentially later as it is implied, to make design moves 
based on the ethnographic considerations. The problem with the 
approach to the challenge that Anderson lays out is that it does not 
address the specific issue of relating an interesting ethnographical 
consideration (which he presents) to a qualified design suggestion 
(which he refrains from presenting).   

To re-insert a minimum of humbleness, I am not actually sug-
gesting an omni-potent design ethnographer to be doing everybody’s 
work, but that the ethnographer’s refraining from even making an 
attempt at a design move is discouraging to any designerly engage-
ment with ethnographic considerations. In the concrete design projects 
I have participated in I have set for myself a demand to initiate design 
moves, and yes, some of them have been hopelessly amateurish. 
However, the mere attempt at articulating material intent is a crucial 
step towards opening a designerly way into the ethnographic material, 
and thereby I have enabled its re-configuration and material manifes-
tations of possible alternatives by collaborating with designers more 
skilled than myself. 

The problem of establishing a non-trivial relationship between 
ethnographic analyses and qualified design moves continues to haunt 
the discussions of the value of ethnography for design. Around the 
turn of the millennium Schmidt argued that a certain disillusionment 
concerning the lack of contributions of ethnographic workplace studies 
to CSCW systems design was predicated in the confusion between two 
distinct questions:  

(…) first, the role of workplace studies of particular settings with a view 
to the design of specific CSCW systems for the same or similar settings, 
that is, the role of workplace studies as a requirements analysis method; 
and second, the role of workplace studies of particular settings as con-
tributions to the development of the conceptual foundation for CSCW 
and, thereby to the development of CSCW technologies.  

(Schmidt 2000:142) 
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Schmidt argues that the employment of ethnography for developing 
specific systems is basically limited by the fundamental inadequacies 
of existing CSCW technologies. So while pursuing the first question 
seems too short-sighted, Schmidt is proposing what he calls a radical 
programme of CSCW to deal with the second of these questions: “to 
dismantle prevalent common-sense notions of cooperative work by 
uncovering how orderly cooperative work is routinely and inconspicu-
ously accomplished” (2000:149).  

This way of framing the role of ethnography for systems design is 
basically resigning from having any immediate relevance to the prac-
tice of design, while it invests a lot of optimism in the hope that when 
we arrive at a stage where technologies that truly support articulation 
work become available, in-depth requirements analyses will no longer 
be necessary in order to design effective systems to support coopera-
tive work. The users themselves will be able to design and manipulate 
the system. While I am sympathetic to this utopian future vision, the 
question remains: What to do while we await the imagined better 
times when these technologies become available…? Critically under-
standing and describing how cooperative work is really being accom-
plished in terms of sociological workplace studies is definitely a 
worthy strategy, but I do not think it leads to greater relevance of 
ethnography to contemporary design. Or at least not the kinds of 
design that interests me here. Rather than await a full sociological 
account of any existing reality delivered in separation from the ongo-
ing formulations of alternative practices, I am interested in design as 
an explorative enquiry into possible realities, the realm of the not-yet-
articulated. 
 
The departments of Sociology and Computer Science at Lancaster 
University have fostered some great collaborative research results 
between their two respective areas of research, and the book chapter 
“Ethnography, communication and support for design” by Hughes, 
O’Brien, Rodden and Rouncefield is no exception (2000). Hughes et al. 
treat the problem of how ethnography may be brought into the design 
process as a question of how results from field studies are to be con-
veyed to designers. Presented this way, it is a problem of communica-
tion—of presenting and getting the ethnographic work understood 
within a multidisciplinary team. A concrete tool that the authors 
present for addressing this problem is the prototype of an information 
management system that, among other things, facilitates the repre-
sentation, management and organization of ethnographic fieldnotes. 
The fieldnotes in turn are categorized so as to represent distinct 
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perspectives that can then be set beside each other as resources for a 
collaborative process.  

While Hughes et al. frame the problem as one of representing 
ethnographic findings to more design-oriented team members; they 
point to something more than that: 

(…) the point of providing this easy access to the ethnographic fieldnotes 
(…) is to facilitate their reading and analysis as part of systems design, 
and in a form that is, perhaps, a more accessible and digestible form of 
communication than that provided by the standard fieldwork report.  

(Hughes, O'Brien et al. 2000:196) 

Their use of the prototype in a multidisciplinary team has opened the 
traditionally solitary work of the ethnographer and the analysis of her 
personal fieldnotes to a broader audience. While the authors them-
selves only mention in passing that their use of it was “being sugges-
tive of the (admittedly problematic) practices of participative design” 
(Hughes, O'Brien et al. 2000:210), I take these participative openings 
of the ethnographic endeavor towards designerly experimentation to 
be precisely what we need to explore further to realize the potential 
cross-fertilization of ethnography and design.  

I suggest that we continue further along this path towards par-
ticipation, and not only provide access to the fieldnotes from ethno-
graphic encounters, but substantially alter the approach to the 
ethnographic encounter itself to embrace the interventionist impulse. 
Thinking of ethnographic snapshots as design material for a multidis-
ciplinary team to engage with, rather than as scientific evidence of the 
real outside world, is a step towards integrating the ethnographic 
sensitivity to everyday practice with designerly abilities of articulating 
alternative futures. 
 
In another article discussing the role of ethnography in system design, 
Hughes et al. characterize ethnography as a naturalistic method. They 
state that “The main virtue of ethnography is its ability to make 
visible the “real world” sociality of a setting” (Hughes, King et al. 
1994:430). While this is not necessarily wrong it seems to be a barrier 
for pursuing the kind of ethnographic relevance for design that I am 
after. We need to look at the ethnographic encounter as a production 
of new realities, where the interests of the ethnographer are brought 
into play as an important and valued resource. Before I proceed in 
doing that, it is time for a quick look at the scientific background of 
the cited work place studies. 
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Work place studies most often—though not always—rely upon a 
special sociological variant of ethnography, namely ethnomethodology. 
Building on the philosophical assumption that social order is an active 
accomplishment by actors through the unfolding of their practice, 
ethnomethodology is concerned with the details of how the objects of 
study, i.e. the “members”, accomplish social order (Garfinkel 1984). 
Since social order is to be found in the practice of it, ethnomethodology 
seeks to produce accounts of specific social practice that do not differ 
from the members’ own accounts (Lynch 1993). From an ethnometh-
odological point of view then, a good account is one that does not 
introduce foreign interpretations and categories (Button 2000). Al-
though I acknowledge and appreciate the ability of work place studies 
to generate detailed accounts of practice in areas of potential design 
intervention (Bentley, Hughes et al. 1992; Hughes, Randall et al. 1993; 
Sommerville, Rodden et al. 1993; Harper 2000; Hughes, O'Brien et al. 
2000; Luff, Hindmarsh et al. 2000; Crabtree 2001), the introduction of 
foreign interpretations of practice is where my rereading of ethnogra-
phy differs most from the ethnomethodologically informed work place 
studies. In fact, as I will argue and demonstrate in chapter four, I 
consider it a central design anthropological principle to impose es-
tranged views on local practice, in order to create openings for design. 
 
Two general conclusions from my reading of literature treating the 
relationship between ethnography and design is that a) within the 
most operational appropriations of field techniques for design, there is 
potentially more to be learned from anthropology, and b) in the eth-
nomethodologically informed work place studies, there remains a 
discrepancy between ethnographic accounts of use practice and the 
practical usefulness of ethnography for design. It is my contention 
that we will continue to be caught up with this unhelpful divide as 
long as we frame ethnography as a means of capturing the world of 
the other, where the ethnographer’s value-laden interests remain an 
undesirable but necessary premise. Framing ethnography as a natu-
ralistic and realist enquiry that is imagined to uncover a pre-existing 
reality of use will continue to keep ethnography from immediate 
designerly relevance.  

Towards a Hypothesis for Design Anthropological 
Experiments 

Today, more than a decade after Anderson’s “Representations and 
Requirements: The Value of Ethnography in System Design” (1994), I 
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argue, similar to what Anderson criticized, that the discussion of the 
value of ethnography for design in a broad sense is still too often 
degenerating into a stale dichotomy of descriptive practices (of ethnog-
raphers) vs. prescriptive practices (of designers). Although the context 
of the discussions has changed, the creation a gulf to be bridged 
between social science and the design disciplines is still the tendency. 
If one really wants to “play with rationalities” as Anderson proposed, I 
suggest that we rethink ethnography for design. In looking towards 
ethnography there are many examples of playing with rationalities, 
but they are usually linguistic practices addressing an academic 
audience that enjoys the intellectual exercise of confirming the 
thought that things could be different. Revealing socio-cultural contin-
gencies have often given rise to this sort of discourse.  

What I want to do with the ethnographic heritage is to try and 
place more commitment to the experiment; to continue a bit further 
with the idea that things could be different by asking the playful 
follow-up question that is usually not posed in traditional ethnogra-
phy: what if things were  different? What if airy ideas about better 
practices and wishful thinking about more interesting technological 
experiences were given some sort of tangible form? How would they 
play out among the subjects of the study, if they were invited to par-
take in the experiment? What bodily resources could be drawn upon, if 
contingencies were explicitly staged and embodied as conditioning 
only possible realities among others? How could the creative potential 
residing within the subjects’ skill and practice be realized for purposes 
that reach beyond the individual? I want to explore a version of eth-
nography that takes the inescapable value-laden relations between 
ethnographer, informant and audience as an asset, rather than a 
necessary by-product, and thus put more emphasis on the ethnogra-
pher as a vehicle for design intentions. 

Van Maanen’s popular book on writing ethnography is concerned 
with “how one culture is portrayed in terms of another in an ethnog-
raphy. It rests on the peculiar practice of representing the social 
reality of others through the analysis of one’s own experience in the 
world of these others” (1988:ix). From the outset of the collaborative 
design projects I figure my role not as an objective instrument, but 
rather embracing the design challenge; this ethnographic alignment 
with design from the outset means, to paraphrase Van Maanen, that I 
propose a design anthropology that portrays the culture of use in terms 
of the culture of design. Defining ethnography as a practice of refram-
ing cultural meaning through personal experience is also treated as a 
theme in the influential volume “Anthropology as Cultural Critique” 
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(edited by Marcus and Fischer 1986), which I find highly inspiring for 
conceptualizing the multifaceted qualities of representations. 

The cook-book recipe-like descriptions of ethnography have been 
popular for appropriation by computer scientists, along the lines of “be 
open-minded, imagine you are them, ask open questions, and observe 
in their real setting”. The limit herein, however, is that anthropology 
is much more than cook-book recipes for observation and interviews. 
To be sure, much of anthropology is not relevant for design practice, 
and one of the challenges for me is thus to conceptualize the transfor-
mational aspects of anthropology that might make it relevant for 
design practice, but often evades computer scientists’ and designers’ 
appropriations of ethnography.  
 
In general I have struggled to resist the expectation that my research 
should be based on a hypothesis to be tested. Research into design 
anthropology always appeared to me more as a new territory to be 
explored, rather than as a problem to which I could possibly have an 
answer. If I ever had anything resembling a hypothesis to be tested, it 
would be this: “You don’t have to understand first in order to carry out 
timely interventions later”. This is deliberately phrased boldly and 
without reservations. The qualification that I set out with for this 
statement was a sense of frustration with the ethnographic debate of 
representationalism: the impossibility of true accounts. The problem 
of representation did not exactly disappear in my encounter with 
design, where the role of ethnography is still often framed straight-
forwardly as “collecting the data” or “gathering the requirements”. But 
in refusing this role of truth witness in design processes, I have 
aligned myself more with designers and design researchers who have 
a more playful relationship with the truthfulness of empirical “data”. 
Based on my design experiences, I will thus present a slightly more 
elaborated hypothesis:  

Understanding and intervening can be done in one movement, and not 
necessarily in two sequentially distinct phases.  

This double movement explores the possible in the existing, as I hope 
to demonstrate in the following. The hypothesis presumes to be a 
reaction against a practice where understanding and intervening are 
carried out in sequentially distinct phases. To a reader familiar with 
the post-structuralist idea of performative ontology, however, the 
hypothesis will perhaps seem trivial; in light of performativity under-
standing and intervening is always done in one movement. However, 
my main concern is not to contribute to a discussion of ontol-
ogy/ontologies but to experiment with what performativity can do for 
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the development of an anthropological approach to the practice of 
design and innovation. In order to demonstrate that field observations 
of a given reality and the making of possible futures are two sides of 
the same endeavor, I draw on theoretical ideas of performance and 
performativity. My use of them stems from two different realms: first, 
that of dramaturgic performances in the confined sense of the word, as 
in street performance; secondly, that of post-structuralist performativ-
ity in the broadest sense of the word, which implies that everything 
continually comes into being through its social and material perform-
ance. Sometimes in post-structural literature the latter meaning is 
also referred to by enactment, but in order to distinguish between the 
two, I use the term enactment to denote confined events of perform-
ance in the first, dramaturgical sense, and performativity to indicate 
the all-encompassing post-structuralist ontology. In chapter three I 
will clarify how these theoretical ideas and practices are useful for the 
present purposes. 





 

2. Experimenting with 
Ethnography and Design 

In this chapter I will introduce the three projects from where I have 
gained my main empirical experiences, as well as a specific research 
environment whose heritage is evident in them. While there is not 
necessarily any strict progression from the first to the last, the three 
projects exhibit in different ways my attempt at establishing a design 
anthropological practice. Collectively they constitute an ongoing 
experiment with participation, performance and situated intervention, 
which I will subsequently use as the occasion to conceptualize what I 
see as an important potential in combining anthropology and design. 
 
Let me begin with introducing The Space & Virtuality Studio, a part 
of the Interactive Institute, Sweden, where I gained my first practical 
experiences with field study based design processes and user involve-
ment in design dialogues. The Space Studio as it was referred to in 
everyday terms, was, until its termination in December 2003, a re-
search institution dedicated to experimenting with technological 
possibilities and user involvement in design. Although the Space 
Studio was only the concrete research base for the first of my projects, 
the heritage from it has in many respects continued to influence my 
subsequent projects, which is why I spend some lines on it here. 

One challenge that the Space Studio addressed was based on the 
observation that often the most interesting opportunities for renewal 
emerge at the intersections of established practices. Thus the average 
of around twenty people working in the studio were researchers, 
designers and artists from fields as diverse as engineering, ethnogra-
phy, new media, fine arts, industrial design, and architecture. But the 
belief in cross-disciplinary and collaborative potential extended be-
yond the studio’s own staff. The Space Studio was organized as a 
concrete meeting place, where stakeholders from different organiza-
tions would collaborate around concepts in the borderland between 
their respective fields of expertise.  
 
When I first came to the Space Studio to engage in a user-oriented 
design project in 2002 I was somewhat surprised to see how well-
appreciated my undergraduate anthropological training was by the 
design researchers and professionals I encountered. While greatly 
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inspired by the explicit acknowledgement of the relevance of anthro-
pology to contemporary design of IT, I had left an anthropology de-
partment with a contrasting sense of frustration with the 
ethnographic debate of representations and the impossibility of true 
accounts. In the Space Studio I found a community of design research-
ers for whom truthfulness of empirical accounts is balanced with a 
concern for their usefulness. Approaching this community made the 
inescapably creative, fictional, political and poetic aspects of creating 
ethnographic representations gradually appear as an opportunity for 
creative interventions through combined anthropological and des-
ignerly inquiries, rather than solely as a threat to social scientific 
legitimacy. Embracing this opportunity entailed for me a gradual 
abandoning of the role of ethnographic truth witness in the design 
projects to follow. Instead I came to align myself more with designers 
and design researchers who had a more “relaxed” relationship with 
the truthfulness of empirical accounts.  
 
The increase of ubiquitous and pervasive computing technologies in 
settings of everyday life was a common technological frame of refer-
ence in the Space Studio. But instead of the dominant focus on organ-
ized task systems as represented by the field of information systems, 
the goal was to better accommodate the way people continuously 
construct their ever changing life situations—sometimes aided by 
technology as a resource. The researchers’ enthusiasm for new excit-
ing technologies was coupled with a keen eye for the mundane. A 
series of apparent trivialities of everyday life was for example cap-
tured in the project Moving Stories that focused on how ordinary 
people pack and unpack their belongings as part of moving to a new 
home (Brandt, Hellström et al. 2002). This ethnographically inspired 
attention to apparently non-designerly issues seemed accommodating 
for me, in the sense that I saw therein a familiar position for myself 
coming to the studio with the ambition to undertake ethnographically 
inspired fieldwork for design of digital information technologies, 
without much design experience. In their devotion to people’s every-
day being in the world, I saw an interest that my ethnographic train-
ing readily allowed me to contribute to.  

However, through a series of research and design projects, I have 
reacted against a relatively comfortable position of being the one who 
‘just brings back stories from the field’ and instead developed an 
ambition to contribute to establishing an anthropological practice 
engaged with design. Below I will provide an overview of the three 
projects Contextualization of Mobile IT, Flexible Treatment Rooms in 
Emergency Care, and Mobility in Maintenance. It is not so much 
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intended as an introduction to the actual cases, as it is an introduction 
to a particular way of articulating anthropological competencies 
towards designerly ends. In other words, I hope to demonstrate that 
my concern is not with any design project employing anthropology, but 
with developing a hybrid format for this disciplinary combination. 

Contextualization of Mobile IT 

COMIT is an acronym for Contextualization of Mobile IT, a research 
and design project initiated in 2002 by researchers from the Space 
Studio in collaboration with designers from four partner organizations 
from the IT industry: SonyEricsson Mobile Communications, Anoto, 
Decuma, and Telia Research. Three civic individuals participated 
throughout the project in the role of potential future users of mobile 
IT: Helle, Rickard and Ronny.5 

The problem area addressed in the project was the interrelated-
ness of mobility, connectivity, situated use, and multiple devices. 
Given the rising technological opportunities for portable terminals and 
the emerging paradigm of “always-on” facilitated by new wireless 
communications channels, we asked ourselves how to design for the 
user’s accommodation and coordination of several devices and services 
across different social spaces; i.e. how to take the situated use context 
serious as a resource and not merely something to be overcome by 
omni-accessible information systems. The main objectives were: A) to 
explore new ways of handling strong dynamics in user needs by devel-
oping future use scenarios and associated IT concepts that support 
users in configuring mobile systems for specific use situations, and B) 
to explore an open design process where companies delivering inter-
dependent products can cooperate in user-centered inquiries into user 
needs and user-centered collaborative design of mobile IT-solutions. 

The time frame for COMIT comprised 10 months in 2002, cover-
ing a pilot phase to explore the possibilities of working collaboratively 
in this type of project, as well as the following project activities in a 
slightly modified setup with regard to the partnering organizations 
from the industry. 
 
The process was designed to facilitate creative and collaborative 
meetings between users and partners from different organizations in 
the industry and with diverse stakes in the project. The partners in 
industry represented different yet highly interdependent areas of 
                                             
5 The COMIT project has previously been treated in various publications, among these my master’s thesis 
(Halse 2003; Messeter, Brandt et al. 2004; Halse, Johansson et al. 2005). 
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mobile IT: from the manufacturing of mobile terminals, providing 
infrastructure and wireless services, producing mobile content and 
applications to developing low-level software for enabling these appli-
cations. The process architecture centers on three collaborative and 
intense half-day workshops6, where ideally all project participants are 
brought together. These workshops appear in the top of the illustra-
tion of the process in Figure 1. In between these events we carried out 
a series of activities in the field of use, i.e. among the potential users. 
These activities appear in the bottom of the illustration as fieldwork, 
cultural probes and enactment. To ensure an exploratory progression 
with regard to understanding everyday situations of mobile IT use vis-
à-vis new technological opportunities, the project went through three 
iterations of a basic two-step project cycle: Activities in the field of use 
(bottom row), and collaborative design events (top row).  

Fieldwork 
The initial fieldwork activity consisted of following the three individu-
als who participated in the project as potential end users of future 
mobile IT. I followed them during their last working hours and 
through the late afternoon/evening on their way home or at home, 
with a special interest in their different mobile practices. Choosing the 
way home as a frame for the observations entailed a focus not entirely 
on their work places nor entirely on their home settings, but rather on 
the transitory activities connecting their personal and professional 
lives. Concretely I carried out six field trips in the first loop of the 
project, with each trip lasting from three to six hours. During the 

                                             
6 By workshop I generally refer to an occasion for collaborative hands-on learning and exploration. 
However, in empirical descriptions of the factory KiMs in the project Mobility in Maintenance the workshop 
area refer to the service technicians’ dedicated locale for craftwork as in the common meaning of the word. 

Figure 1: Iterative Process sketch for COMIT
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second loop I carried out another two half days of supplementary field 
visits.  

Ronny, 40 years old, is a consultant and joint company owner. As 
with the two other participants Helle, who is a fashion designer with 
her own shop, and Rickard, who works as a sales executive, he has 
accepted that I observe and video record in his vicinity if not directly 
shadowing or interviewing him for a limited period of time. Let us 
return for a moment to April 2002, to convey a sense of my field visit 
with Ronny. On this second visit on a Tuesday afternoon, I have been 
with Ronny and two junior consultants to a business meeting with a 
client in town. Back in the office Ronny is on the phone: 

While talking to a customer with the headset on, Ronny finishes reading 
emails on the laptop, checks the internet for the latest news on industry 
one last time for the day, and starts packing his briefcase. The mobile 
phone and the palm pilot effortlessly and routinely slip into each inner 
pocket of his dark suit. Ronny’s phone conversation continues as he 
waves goodbye to his colleagues and leaves the office by foot. Pacing 
through town, Ronny looks at his watch to ensure that he will not be 
late for the train to the suburb where he lives with his wife and chil-
dren. From time to time Ronny covers the microphone on the headset 
with his hand, since the noise of the wind disturbs the conversation. 
Just before the train doors close Ronny ends the business conversation 
and we enter in the last moment. Picking up the mobile phone from his 
inner pocket again, Ronny dials his home number to check how his 12-
year-old son Jakob is doing. No answer. After the ten-minute train ride, 
Ronny and I walk towards his car at the station; he dials again. Still no 
answer. Although still in full business attire and comporting himself in 
his usual professional way, calm and efficient, Ronny’s facial expression 
is unmistakably that of a growingly worried father. After having picked 
up his other son at the day-care, they both drive home to find the house 
empty. While collecting mail from the mailbox and sorting it through at 
the kitchen table, Ronny calls the day care centre only to learn that Ja-
kob has left it as planned. As it turns out Jakob is with a friend who 
lives nearby. 

(Description based on video from field visit, April 2002) 

In addition to this kind of field visit, Helle, Rickard and Ronny were 
each given a cultural probing kit, partly illustrated in Figure 2, in 
order to inquire into issues beyond the reach of quick fieldwork on the 
way home, such as extended travel diaries or important events in the 
past. 
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Workshop 2 
Each of the phases in the field provided a grounding of the subsequent 
collaborative design event where the project participants’ diverse 
competencies were evoked and combined in exploring the field mate-
rial. Let me provide an example from workshop 1: After a break, our 
group is about to begin working again. As we find our seats, Helle 
comments on the table full of design materials of different sorts: video 
cards, postcards from the probing kit, foam shapes and Lego Duplos. 
We are trying to group the various snapshots from Rickard’s life into 
themes. 

Helle (fashion designer): “It’s a bit curious the way we sit here and work 
with all these small pieces and such. That is also the way I work... 
When I work with a new collection then I sit and look at all these 
small pieces and compare them and relate them... And it is so in-
credibly un-digital, but there is some sort of clarity in throwing out 
things on a table.” 

Joachim (facilitator): “—does that also go for Rickard?” 
Helle: “No, I think… He does not work in the way I do…” (Pause) 
Magnus (interaction designer): “Yes, Rickard does it too, just a bit more 

digitally. He uses various digital media thrown out on a table. He has 
a different way of succeeding with it…. With his mobile phone, com-
puter, PDA etc…” 

(From video of workshop, October 2002)7 

In the dialogue Magnus refers to a video clip we have just watched of 
Rickard’s handling of multiple electronic devices simultaneously, and 
for shifting yet interrelated purposes. Through this kind of discussion 
the participants explored the material from Rickard’s life, drawing on 
                                             
7 Unless stated otherwise, citations from my empirical material are translated from Danish or Swedish by 
me, and in the case of video sequences transcribed by me. 

Figure 2: ‘Rebel. Choose three photos from your own photo album that tells the story of your 
inner rebel. Place each photo and a comment in the booklet’ (a task from a Cultural Probing
Kit in COMIT). 
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the users’ experiences, e.g. Helle’s work with textiles for fashion 
design, and the industrial partners’ professional experiences, e.g. the 
interaction designer’s knowledge of interconnected mobile devices and 
personal area networks.  

Enactment 
The material outcomes of the three different workshops were poster-
based scenarios or concepts for future use of mobile IT products, 
gradually more refined.  

After the workshops the ideas were refined and consolidated be-
fore being taken back to Helle’s, Rickard’s, and Ronny’s real life 
contexts. In order to elicit their response and to add further direction 
to the design ideas, we asked the users to enact plausible scenarios 
from their own life, but where they acted as if the product concepts 
were fully functional and not mere foam mock-ups. The future sce-
nario “Displaying the new collection” in Figure 3 illustrates a se-
quence played out by Helle and her assistant in the shop. 

Workshop 3 
In the last workshop the use qualities of the enacted future scenarios 
were analyzed and discussed in order to further elaborate the product 
concepts. Below Helle is writing down a specific use quality, which the 
group is focusing on in watching the future scenario “Displaying the 
new collection”: 

Helle: (reads out loud) “The chances are heightened that the customer 
remembers what he has seen.” 

Jörn (facilitator): “yes.” (Pause) 

Figure 3: Enacted and improvised scenario from COMIT. 
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Jörn: “Is there additional use quality in that the customers get specific 
catalogues… with comments and details and such?” 

Helle: “I think there is certainly value in that they are a little special… I 
mean, here you get YOUR selection or small catalogue… And there 
are people… There are customers who use cameras...” 

Jörn: “—Okay, aha. And this way you can take care of them?” 
Helle: “Precisely. But I mean here, I think it’s a pretty slick thing if it is 

me who does it. Plus, then I have the opportunity to attach that extra 
information to the images… Because then I’ll have more control over 
the situation…. And of course, OF COURSE the place and address 
and all that has to be there in each image… In some way…” 

(From video of workshop 3, December 2002). 

Eleven future scenarios with Helle, Rickard and Ronny were produced 
and elaborated in similar ways. The final deliverable8 to the industrial 
partners took the form of the COMIT Designer Workshop Package. 
This package provided the design material from COMIT in an open-
ended format, as I shall discuss in chapter four.  

List of Participants 
Potential users: Senior Consultant Ronny Andersson, Creative 
Search; Fashion Designer Helle Robertson Forslund, Robert & Blad; 
Sales Executive Rickard Siöland, Malmömässan AB. Sony Ericsson 
Mobile Communications: Interaction Designer Sverker Berggren, 
Interaction Designer Amanda Bergknut, Senior Interaction Designer 
Kristoffer Åberg. Anoto AB: Senior Usability Specialist Erik Sparre. 
Decuma: User Experience Manager Magnus Nordenhake, Interaction 
Designer Magnus Persson. Space & Virtuality Studio: Senior 
Researchers Eva Brandt and Jörn Messeter, Master Student Joachim 
Halse.  

Flexible Treatment Rooms in Emergency Care 

In the fall of 2004 I was engaged with teaching ethnographic ap-
proaches to design as part of an educational course for graduate 
students at the Copenhagen School of Architecture. The focus was on 
future health care addressing the ongoing changes in the health care 
sector. Some of the major changes involved the issues of patient 
empowerment, disease prevention vs. treatment, treatment in the 
home, minimizing the number of days in hospital bed, the construction 

                                             
8 I use the term “deliverable” as a noun for the artifact(s) handed over to a client. This use is widespread 
within design consultancy, yet different from the conventional function of the word as an adjective.  
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of outpatient centers, the changing patient role from receiver of 
healthcare to critical customer, and the changing responsibilities for 
health and treatment that follow from these issues.  

The course addressed the question of how architects can contrib-
ute to defining the problem area and developing useful solutions to 
some of the implied challenges. During this teaching experience I 
received the opportunity to learn from the architectural students and 
their processes of “registering” a built environment, for example when 
I went with some of the students on a field trip to a medical depart-
ment at Herlev Hospital. The material brought back by the students 
from this and other hospitals presented a wealth of field experiences 
that was, to a smaller or larger extent, incorporated into the students’ 
processes of “programming” architectural problems and sketches for 
solutions.  

Subsequently a group of researchers from the Copenhagen School 
of Architecture and the IT University of Copenhagen initiated a series 
of collaborative research seminars with the ambition of creating and 
carrying out a practical design research project within the health care 
sector. The architects initially presented a morphological perspective 
on the idea of a “configurable room”, i.e. as a range of furniture, rooms 
and their equipment with varying borders between movable and fixed, 
pre-defined and open for interpretation, etc. We, from ITU, initially 
presented processual examples of how to approach places and artifacts 
from an interaction design perspective, i.e. a range of user portraits, 
situations from workshops, future scenarios, design games etc. We 
established a concrete research project collaboratively around the 
theme of Flexible Treatment Rooms. Through a series of diverse mini-
studies at various hospitals (typically half-day visits with shadowing, 
observation and open-ended interviews) we made our initial approach 
to the broad field of practical health care in the public sector, estab-
lished personal contacts to potential gatekeepers, and acquired a first 
basic familiarity with medical terminology. Our different research 
approaches to flexible treatment rooms was synthesized in the slogan, 
“Treatment meets space meets information technology.” 
 
Based on the first mini-studies we decided on emergency treatment as 
an appropriate problem area for our inquiry. A general problem of 
emergency treatment as the patient’s first “entrance” to the system is 
to correctly evaluate the patient’s specific need for medical attention. 
An emergency center like the Trauma Center at the Danish National 
Hospital with a broad range of available medical specializations has 
been suggested as a possible solution to this problem. The Trauma 
Center is capable of diagnosing, stabilizing, treating and rehabilitat-
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ing all types of traumatized patients. It receives patients from all of 
the eastern regions of Denmark, but the coverage extends nationwide 
in a few special areas such as burn accidents and smoke poisoning. 
The Trauma Center is thought of as a hospital within the hospital 
because of its coverage of almost all medical specializations aimed at 
the unplanned, while the rest of the hospital takes care of all the 
planned processes (Søhus, Bitsch et al. 2005). 

Project Goals 
The demand to be able to handle all thinkable emergencies in one 
specialized location raises the issue of flexibility. Central staff mem-
bers of the Trauma Center shared our interest in configurable treat-
ment rooms, and we agreed on a project setup where the Trauma 
Center would provide the occasion for exploring the theme of con-
figurability in terms of our research agendas. By exploring how space, 
IT and artifacts appear from a practice perspective, i.e. when one is in 
the activity, the project aimed at conceptualizing configurability and 
flexibility in light of the different dynamics at play in the Trauma 
Center.  

It was clear from the project establishment that we were not to 
deliver an IT based or an architectural solution to the spatio-
functional challenges of the Trauma Center. Rather our mutual 
interest was in exploring spatial flexibility and the notion of con-
figurability, however different our perspectives were. The project 
entailed both care-oriented interests in identifying more effective use 
of the actual building, an architectural interest in qualifying the 
conception of configurable spaces in terms of actual treatment prac-
tice, and a processual interest in the possibility of establishing this 
kind of participatory design dialogues in the first place. 

 

Figure 4: Process sketch for Flexible Treatment Rooms in Emergency Treatment. 
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Flexible Treatment Rooms is the shortest of the three projects. Apart 
from the preparatory research seminars where architects and IT 
researchers formulated a tentative and general interest in treatment 
rooms and configurability, the actual project with the Trauma Center 
comprised a time frame of approximately 5 months in 2005.  

A quick overview of the process is provided in Figure 4. The ini-
tial fieldwork entails a video registering of the spatial layout, three 
ethnographically inspired field visits, and four cultural probing kits. 
The fieldwork was followed by two collaborative workshops and a 
debriefing meeting. 

The initial video registering of the spatial layout of the Trauma 
Center introduced us to the immediate spatio-functional diversity. The 
Trauma Center includes: specially equipped rooms for the reception of 
acutely life-threatened patients, rooms equipped to the reception of 
less acute patients for further examination and observation, areas 
with beds for overnight patients, rooms with dedicated diagnostic 
equipment such as x-ray, ultra sound, scanning etc., specialized 
trauma teams working elsewhere in the hospital but on call, pre-
hospital devices such as helicopter and ambulances with assigned 
physicians, and a central control room, the secretariat, for coordination 
and communication of the region’s acute medical needs and resources. 
 
With this basic understanding of the Trauma Center, we arranged a 
series of more engaging inquiries through the course of one day with 
the three participating nurses Mette, Mads, and Margrethe. Each 
nurse was accompanied by one or two researchers who stayed with 
them during their diverse work practices, such as: concrete patient 
care, preparing the equipment in a room for potentially upcoming 
emergencies, receiving new patients and deciding on their level of 
emergency and subsequently their course of appropriate medical 
attention, consulting medical specialists to decide on specific treat-
ments, administrative tasks of documenting the patient care carried 
out, double-checking the content of blood bags before infusion, and 
warding off patients with levels of emergency considered too low for 
the Trauma Center. Two researchers followed one nurse on the last 
half of her eight hour shift, and subsequently two researchers followed 
two different nurses on the first half of their shift. All four researchers 
attended the hand-over meeting in-between the two shifts.  
 
Let me now turn to a specific occasion on the 16th of August 2005 
where I have been following the trauma nurse Mads for about two 
hours. We enter an examination room where an undiagnosed patient 
is lying in the dim light. His blood values are declining quickly and his 
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stomach hurts. Mads and I sit down on chairs on each side of the bed. 
Mads explains to the patient that he is about to insert a cannula 
through his nose. The tube has been softened in warm water, and 
treated with anesthetic agent to reduce the unpleasant sensation. He 
gives the patient a glass of water, since drinking will open the alimen-
tary canal and ease the insertion. While Mads inserts the cannula, the 
patient coughs and sighs: 

Mads: “Hold this. Do you have to vomit?” (The patient vomits into a 
plastic bag) 

Mads: ”You have to hold this yourself.” (The patient takes the bag) 
Mads: “That’s it. Okay (works with his stethoscope)… It lies where it is 

supposed to. It has gone into your stomach, as it should. Do you hear 
this?”  (He pumps a bit of air into the patient’s stomach) 

Mads: “I just made you belch” 
Patient: “uhhh...” 
Mads: “Now I can suck up the water I gave you before. There is no blood 

in it.” 
(From video of field situation, August 2005) 

With one hand Mads holds the cannula in place by the patient’s nose. 
With the other hand he holds his stethoscope towards the patient’s 
belly and simultaneously pumps a bit of air into the stomach through 
the cannula. On the other side of the bed I sit quietly, somewhat 
uncomfortably holding the video camera. While I am cautious to keep 
the patient’s face out of the frame, I remind myself that despite the 
patient’s physical distress and the apparent lack of an extra nursing 
hand, my legitimate role in the room is not to try and assist in nursing 
practice, but to craft an account of it for exploration in a different 
place and time.   

In analyzing the raw footage after the field visits, we chose a se-
ries of telling situations that we wanted to continue to work with. We 
cleared the footage for further use with the nurses. At the same 
occasion the nurses were given a cultural probing kit with a camera, a 
floor plan of the Trauma Center, and a set of guided but open-ended 
tasks to fulfill before returning the material to us; see Figure 5.  
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Workshop 1 
While the video clips from the field visits captured our first view of the 
nurses’ practices, the probing kit material constituted in turn the 
nurses’ chance of bringing issues to the fore that they found relevant. 
So having noticed where we sought to direct the attention of the 
dialogue and the video camera during the field visit, the probing kit 
was an opportunity for them to speak back and to respond to our 
interests. Our video from the field visits and the probing material 
were prepared as components in a design game to be played collabora-
tively at workshop 1, where the participants were the three nurses in 
the video snapshots, the chief physician, and the chief nurse as well as 
five researchers. I will go into detail with the design games in chapter 
four, and here merely introduce them as board games that enable the 
reconfiguration of game pieces, which in turn represent various as-
pects of the design situation, e.g. a video of use practice. 

Through playing the design game the participants rated the im-
portance of the situations that we had chosen to work with from the 
field video and the commented photos from the returned probing kits. 
They also discussed how well the depicted situations worked from the 
perspective of the respective player. The first round was facilitating 
individual perspectives and opinions, whereas the next forced the 
players to collaboratively sort all the situations into fewer themes 
through dialogue and negotiation of what features constituted the 
most interesting affinity between them. 

Figure 5: Three stacks of returned images taken by the nurses, and one stack 
taken collectively by the chief nurse and the chief physician, as part of a cultural 
probing kit. 
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Workshop 2 
In the second workshop the project participants started working with 
the themes established at workshop 1. However before the workshop, 
we skewed the themes and subjected them to our designerly interest 
in fluid spaces and unfolding interaction. Hence they were not imme-
diately recognizable (in chapter four I will show the transformations 
in more detail). Through playing board games with game pieces and 
bricks, the participants re-configured the concrete images of their 
work in relation to the eight new themes, and filled in the gaps by 
adding handwritten ad-hoc notes to the game material. Hereby the 
content of the eight themes was altered again as the nurses worked 
their way through them.  

From this abstract mode of exploring emergency treatment with 
the nurses, we moved towards a more concrete mode of envisioning 
the Trauma Center in a near future. The last game boards provided a 
new frame for the staff to think of their known work practices. One 
represented the floor plan of a regular family house, another that of a 
theatre hall.  

A concrete possibility that was discussed in this second workshop 
was the decentralization of administrative and coordinative tasks. The 
nurses suggested workstations closer to the patients in order to reduce 
the distance between actual patient care and the work needed to 
coordinate and document it in the IT system. A sort of distributed 
secretariat would enable the nurses to carry out more continuous 
monitoring of critical patients, while still performing the necessary 
administrative tasks on the computer. This carried with it discussions 
about distinctions between fixed and movable equipment, how the 
specific always occurs in general schema, and the constant negotiation 
of the current levels of acuteness.  
 
From the workshops it was clear that the current built environment 
for emergency treatment was far from optimal. The staff has to come 
up with ad hoc solutions for apparatus, tools and spatial arrange-
ments of furniture in order to meet the changing demands of treat-
ment and patient care. Working through some examples of these 
issues with the nurses and their superiors led us to think of configura-
tion as something that happens all the time, and not just as a pre-
paratory activity from time to time. The space has to be a resource to 
be drawn upon, and which supports the activities taking place in it. 
Currently the room configuration of the Trauma Center was rather 
fixed, and in several cases it was evident that nursing practice suc-
ceeded in spite of the room configuration and not because of it. In the 
Trauma Center many different actors interact with the rooms and 
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their equipment: patients, physicians, nurses, relatives, cleaning 
personnel etc. Through concrete images of nursing practice and the 
spatial configurations in which they take place, we came to treat the 
room as a sort of open source artifact where the user establishes the 
room in and through the use of it. The open source methodology from 
system development is here employed as a metaphor for design 
through practice. Ideally the treatment room is flexible enough that its 
configuration of equipment and furniture is a consequence of its 
activities not a determining prerequisite. 
 
The usual ethnographic reliance on textual and conceptual modes of 
analysis and synthesis was in this project emphasized by the collabo-
ration with architecturally trained researchers. The architects’ atten-
tion to aesthetics, surfaces, materials and bodily interactions with the 
built environment provided a much welcomed supplement to the more 
ethnographically oriented approach to design. Collectively we created 
ethnographically grounded design materials, which in their smooth 
graphical style and material gestalt were highly engaging and clear in 
their communicative effect. 

Also, the architectural discipline’s established practice of refram-
ing problem domains through programming, diagramming and sketch-
ing of conceptual layouts was highly influential on how we and the 
Trauma Center staff came to articulate the topic of configurability 
through game boards with, for example, flow diagrams and meta-
phorical floor plans. 
 
While I believe the process itself and the debriefing session in particu-
lar were valuable for our partners in the Trauma Center, I regret that 
the literary and graphical wrap-up document of the project was left 
unfinished among us researchers. Unfortunately the project setup in 
Flexible Treatment Rooms in Emergency Care did not last to conclude 
the project as planned. 

List of Participants 
Rigshospitalet’s Trauma Center: Trauma Nurses Mette, Mads, 
and Margrethe, Chief Physician Anne Marie Bondegaard Thomsen, 
and Chief Nurse Inge Bitsch. Copenhagen School of Architecture: 
Assistant professor Nicolai de Gier, Associate professor Karina Mose, 
Research Assistants Inge-Marie Buch and Kristina Dam. IT Univer-
sity of Copenhagen: PhD students Jens Pedersen and Joachim 
Halse. 
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Mobility in Maintenance 

During a public show-and-tell event for communicating research 
activities at ITU in August 2004, I set up my laptop with a TV stand 
showing video clips from a previous project. Other PhD students and 
senior researchers hung their posters on the walls in the hallway, 
presenting to the general public their research interests. Some col-
leagues as well as non-academic visitors were attracted by my motion 
pictures of apparently mundane sequences of everyday business life in 
Malmö intersticed with curious pink objects imbued with higher levels 
of agency than one would normally expect from mere pieces of foam. 
The sequences on display were the future scenarios from COMIT. One 
of the visitors who showed a relatively high interest at my stand, 
Thomas Jensen, turned out to be a Lead Program Manager from 
Microsoft Business Solutions (MBS). About six weeks later our first 
formal meeting was set up to discuss the possibilities of creating a 
common research and design project that would enable MBS to ex-
periment with working more closely with their potential end-users in 
the development process of enterprise resource planning (ERP) sys-
tems. 

While the organization of MBS possessed a great amount of 
knowledge about their end-users, this knowledge was difficult to 
actively employ in the practical development process. Field visits 
conducted by the User Experience Team would result in mainly text-
based reports that the developers had sometimes difficulties engaging 
with beyond the initial situation of hand-over. In the organizational 
culture of MBS, developers and programmers are highly valued spe-
cifically as such, and people with these competencies thus seldom get 
a chance to go on field visits to see the practices of end-users first 
hand.  

To some extent the design approach from COMIT seemed to ad-
dress this challenge. The particular way of working with video clips of 
everyday moments in a collaborative workshop setting made the 
material from the field visit highly accessible for other members of a 
design team who had not been directly involved with the field experi-
ence, i.e. developers. Furthermore, the design approach from COMIT 
could perhaps provide a new and more engaging format for delivering 
a basis for decision-making to the MBS management level regarding 
whether or not to invest further in a new area of application. The 
COMIT approach to design and its process architecture was largely 
accepted as a rough model for our common inquiry. 
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With the strategic business interests of MBS and the ITU research 
interest in collaborative design methods in the domain of mobile work 
as a more or less joint starting point, we decided mutually to focus the 
project on mobile devices on the shop floor with regard to manufactur-
ing facilities: 

The goal is to explore needs and possibilities for improvement of the 
daily routines regarding planning and execution of manufacturing, as 
well as of employees sending data from the actual manufacturing proc-
ess as feedback by way of mobile devices (Pocket PCs, PDAs and small 
Tablet PCs), with the advantages and disadvantages this might entail 
for employees and management.  

(From project sketch, November 2004) 

Based on previous successful research experiences together with MBS, 
the Danish snack manufacturer KiMs entered the project and thus 
provided the occasion for exploring the everyday life of maintenance 
work. MBS had the ambitious goal of addressing all three areas of 
production, maintenance and quality assurance simultaneously in the 
project. Over time this was reduced to a focus on maintenance only. 
The chief technology officer and the manager within the area of main-
tenance at KiMs, however, were excited to begin exploring the possi-
bilities for introducing mobile electronic maintenance systems, and 
the project was supported at the shop-floor by two maintenance tech-
nicians, Lasse and Palle.  

 

From the outset we had set ourselves the challenge to see how far we 
could go with design material generated from only a very limited 
amount of fieldwork. The project process largely followed the format of 
iterative cycles between fieldwork, workshops, and enactment as seen 
in Figure 6.  
 

Figure 6: Process sketch for Mobility in Maintenance
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While the general purpose of the project was to explore the possibili-
ties for new mobile IT applications in the domain of maintenance 
work, the project had also more specific objectives:  

– To develop future use scenarios and associated design concepts 
that support the daily work of maintenance technicians on the 
shop-floor.  

– To communicate design and research results in an open and en-
gaging format to the various stakeholders in the project. 

– To promote reflection and awareness of strengths, weaknesses 
and possibilities in the maintenance work at KiMs from the 
perspective of its practice. 

Fieldwork 
The factory KiMs employs 270 people, ships approximately 100,000 
pallets of snacks per year and is located on Funen, Denmark. Our first 
immediate impression of the site of KiMs was through a general tour 
of the facility led by the chief technology officer. As a snack manufac-
turing facility, the work environment at KiMs is highly restricted with 
regard to hygienic concerns. Hair nets, plastic coats, disposal of wrist 
watch, finger rings and jewelry are required measures prior to being 
granted entry to the central production area itself. My feeling of 
entering a foreign and almost sacred zone was heightened by the 
overwhelming noise from the mechanic machinery and the photo 
prohibition to ensure confidentiality on the specific production tech-
niques. During the tour we obtained an overview of the production 
line from the receiving area for potatoes on trucks, the quality analy-
sis and sorting of raw potatoes, the washing, cutting and frying of 
potatoes, the spice dispensing units, the bagging machines and the 
packaging on cradles to the truck loading zone where the final product 
is sent off for distribution. This, of course, is a highly simplified image 
of the production area, which also includes other non-potato based 
products in parallel facilities and a wealth of functions for the admini-
stration, operation, maintenance and quality assurance of the produc-
tion, but it should suffice in providing a sense of overview of the site. 

Six weeks later and after a handful of meetings and lots of email 
exchanges, two maintenance technicians had agreed that Jens and I 
will accompany them as sort of apprentices, shadowing them in their 
work. To convey a sense of the field experience of encountering main-
tenance work as it appears to someone partly sent by Microsoft, let us 
turn to the factory shop floor. 

Just before the nightshift began at 10pm I met with Lasse Rosen-
strøm, who works as a service technician maintaining the machine 
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park. In the maintenance workshop Lasse routinely prepares for 
walking his round, which is common jargon among process operators 
for a routine walk around the facility to obtain an overview and a 
“sense” of the current state of affairs, if not engaging in minor adjust-
ments or actual repairs. The visual presence of the service technician 
on the shop-floor often leads to more specific inquiries about a ma-
chine from machine operators. Lasse carries only a few pieces of easy-
to-carry hand tools when entering the production area unless he 
knows beforehand that a specific spare part or larger tools for a 
planned repair are needed, see Figure 7.  

Lasse is a trained electrician, and during my 5½ hour visit, he in-
troduced me to a range of service repair practices that either just 
spontaneously happened in this time span of an (almost) regular work 
night, or that he found a specific occasion for displaying in my pres-
ence as an IT design researcher.  

The mobile DECT phone is an indispensable communication 
channel, and the machine operators frequently call Lasse to point his 
attention to current problems with “their” machine, as, for example, 
when Jeanette calls to get assistance with packaging machine no. 52. 
On the way to the packaging machine an obligatory stop at a hand 
washing station demarcates the border between the auxiliary zones of 
administration, the spare parts stock, the workshop etc. and the 
hygienically extra clean zone of snack production. 

When Lasse and I approach Jeanette, he briefly explains to her 
that a researcher is accompanying him, and if she is ok with the 
continued videotaping. As she has no problem with that, I re-focus the 
running camera from pointing to the ceiling to their interaction. 
Jeanette demonstrates to Lasse how a bag of snacks is not properly 
sealed, and provides a few contextual details on the machine. Having 
opened and inspected the machine, Lasse explains to her that a Teflon 
coat at the welding mechanism is worn out. She goes on to replace it 
with a new. While replacing the part, Lasse takes the opportunity to 
share with Jeannette how he has adjusted the machine’s dropping 

Figure 7: Light tools at hand when maintaining the production machinery at KiMs. 
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interval of the product and increased the speed of the scale in order to 
optimize the overall speed of operation, with the intention that 
Jeanette will be able to undertake such optimization herself in the 
future. 

Via the phone, another machine operator has called to say that a 
different packaging machine—no. 53—seems to have a recurrent but 
not consistent problem with dropping the packed boxes onto a con-
veyor belt. Sometimes the boxes tip over, and by the phone conversa-
tion Lasse anticipates that it might be a twisted steering mechanism. 
After having arrived at the site of the machine and adjusted the 
steering mechanisms, however, the problem occasionally reoccurs, and 
Lasse considers if it might be a broken suction disk that causes the 
boxes to be dropped incorrectly.  

During this process of tentative fault finding Lasse receives two 
phone calls, and two machine operators come by addressing him in 
person regarding problems or breakdowns in other parts of the facil-
ity. The problem with packaging machine no. 53 is not fixed, but it 
runs stable enough that Lasse decides to leave it for the meantime in 
order to attend to more pressing tasks. This kind of interrupted main-
tenance work is apparently more common than not, and Lasse con-
tinuously juggles several parallel sequences of unfinished action 
throughout my visit. While we walk to the site of the next task, Lasse 
explains to me: 

Lasse: “… it’s a big facility, you know. And often they call while we are 
out here, and then we have to kind of prioritize and see what is the 
most important, right? Say, if Kenneth who was over there, the fry-
ing operator, he calls to say that we have something, somewhere out 
in the peeling area, well then we automatically leave this packaging 
machine here, because the problem out there is affecting six packag-
ing machines, while this is only one that is not running.” 

Joachim: “—and how do you prioritize that?” 
Lasse: “That’s a feeling with it, which we acquire with time… (…) It can 

also occur that some products have a higher priority than others—if 
there is a truck waiting for something that has to be sent off, well 
then we will automatically be notified by the coordinator on our way 
over here that we have to get the Minimal—the new Minimal Snack 
that we make—we have to get them out faster than our Havsalt—the 
ordinary snack. Then she tells us that.”  

(From video of field situation, January 2005) 

Lasse mentions two parameters that especially influence his process 
of prioritizing competing maintenance tasks: that of keeping bottle 
necks running at all times, as with the big frying machine, and that of 
varying importance of different products decided by the product 
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coordinator. In addition, in the excerpt above Lasse also points to 
physical proximity as a parameter: “…it’s a big facility, you know.” In 
practice this means that maintenance tasks at the peanut frying 
facility routinely receive less attention, because it is not within walk-
ing distance but a short car drive away. 
 
My encounter with Lasse and his maintenance practices included a 
range of other incidents, with which I will not go into detail here. 
Some of them will be treated later in the dissertation together with 
snapshots from my colleague Jens Pedersen’s encounter with Palle 
Sørensen, who also works as a service technician and who is a trained 
smith. When Lasse’s shift was over around 6 am, Jens met with Palle, 
whose day shift was just beginning. This enabled us to cover different 
aspects of the daily working rhythm, and some of the tasks that Lasse 
and I had been concerned with earlier that night reoccurred during 
the morning but from a slightly different perspective, see Figure 8. 

The point of the fieldwork was to capture snapshots of existing 
maintenance practices while suggesting the possibility for change. The 
resulting material was prepared for a subsequent collaborative design 
workshop, where it was brought into play in different ways. 

Workshop 1 
On April 13th 2005 the central stakeholders of the project gathered at 
KiMs for a collaborative design workshop arranged by me and my 
colleagues from ITU. From KiMs the two service technicians, the 
maintenance manager and the chief technology officer participated. 
From MBS two program managers from the area of supply-chain 
management, one program manager from the area of mobile incuba-
tion, and a senior software developer participated. The goal of the 
workshop was to familiarize the participants with the maintenance 
work at KiMs as it is practiced on the shop floor, as well as to develop 
the first design sketches for new product concepts as part of imagined 

Figure 8: Situations from Palle's subsequent day shift accompanied and filmed by my colleague Jens Pedersen
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future maintenance practices. The workshop was conducted over three 
intense hours in two groups with the technicians, managers, develop-
ers, designers and researchers distributed between each group.  
 
We played three design games consecutively, each one leading up to 
the next: The Theme Game, The Technology Game, and The Scenario 
Game.  All three of which were developed specifically for the occasion, 
building on previous research on design games (mainly Brandt and 
Messeter 2004). The first round of The Theme Game familiarized the 
players, who were not themselves directly involved with maintenance 
practice, with everyday work situations from KiMs. Taking turns, 
each participant chooses a video clip for the group to watch and dis-
cuss. 

One group watched the video clip “machine_drawing.wmv” which 
shows Palle and two colleagues trying to locate the machine drawings 
of a machine that is broken down. The clip shows how they walk to an 
office-like room with cabinets full of binders and folders. One of the 
service technicians looks at a document on the table. My colleague 
Jens who is behind the video camera asks what drawing it is. The 
service technician replies “well, it was one I found on the table and it 
could look like it had something to do with it…—but where the hell is 
the rest of it!?” All the workshop participants laugh or smile at the 
obvious confusion and inability to identify or locate the relevant 
machine drawings conveyed by the video clip. When the video clip has 
ended they begin a discussion of where and how to store the drawings 
based on the service technicians’ need for accessing the correct and 
updated drawings by the actual machine versus the maintenance 
manager’s need for accessing them centrally for administrative pur-
poses. John, an MBS Program Manager, and Lasse collectively sug-
gest through dialogue that the challenge is to establish virtual as well 
as physical links between the drawings and the machines they repre-
sent: 

Lasse: “As I told Joachim when we came, it’s a pity that we did not go 
over to our… our boiling station [referring to the previous field visit]. 
There we have kind of an overview where we can see all motors and 
valves and all that. But when you have such an overview, it can be 
pretty hard to find the actual physical location.” (…) 

Lasse: “I mean, if we had some kind of program where we had an over-
view of exactly what… It’s just that it is drawn with a lot of pipes 
and a lot of valves…” 

John: “yes” 
Lasse: “So, if you can click on it; if you can both see its physical loca-

tion… See the direct image, right, and you also had an overview…” 
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John: “Like a logical diagram you click on, and then you actually see it 
physically at the machine?” 

Lasse: “yeah.”  
(From video of workshop 1, April 2005) 

The players took notes from these discussions on the backside of the 
video card corresponding to the displayed video9. Subsequently, the 
video cards were placed in the best matching theme zone on the game 
board, or new theme zones were created ad hoc by hand. The second 
round of The Theme Game facilitated estrangement: to create new 
perspectives on the existing practice. Therefore the game order was 
reversed and the participants were to characterize a random video clip 
according to a self-chosen theme. This forced a surprising view on the 
maintenance work—sometimes absurd, sometimes refreshingly new. 

After The Technology Game the workshop was ended by The Sce-
nario Game, where the purpose was to narrate future scenarios 
grounded in a deepened understanding of the maintenance practice 
from the field material, and involved new technological devices or 
services represented by the technology composites. Based on themes, 
incidents, and problems from the previous games, the participants 
developed new stories about how the future maintenance practice at 
KiMs could possibly look. The game board was a plan of the produc-
tion area, setting the stage for the future scenario. To create lively 
scenarios that describe the encounter between work and technology as 
concrete and real as possible, the participants were asked to describe 
as meticulously as possible what, when, where, who and why the 
imagined situation developed. The players could add various resource 
cards (e.g. tools, technologies and people) from the provided game 
materials in order to detail the scenario.  
 
After the workshop we withdrew to the design studio where we ana-
lyzed the video recordings of the workshop with regard to latent or 
evident design ideas, especially invested opinions, and discussions of 
design relevant issues. In going through the early ideas and unfin-
ished scenarios produced at the workshop, and subsequently mapping 
them onto diagrammatic illustrations of the design space, this enabled 
us to rework the game results into 6 refined and expanded product 
concepts for supporting maintenance work. 

In addition to paper sketches and textual descriptions of the 
functions and features, we developed rough foam mock-ups to suggest 

                                             
9 A video card is a piece of paper with a printed picture, which refers to a video clip. It usually has a text 
field for writing notes about the video clip. As such video cards are useful as concrete game pieces in design 
games, as they offer tangible and re-organizable representations of video (Buur et al. 2000). 
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the form factor of the six product concepts, as seen in Figure 9 (Left: 
Large touch-sensitive display; runs applications wirelessly from 
server. Top right: Headset with build-in microphone; communicates 
wirelessly with Handheld Information Collector. Middle right: Hand-
held Information Collector that records video, audio and still images; 
scans bar-codes and RFID tags; communicates wirelessly with other 
devices; operated with one hand. Bottom Right: Tablet, thin client 
dependent on server based storage and applications; docked on a 
machine or carried around; operated by two hands, held by one.) 

Enactment 
Back at the shop-floor of KiMs, Lasse and Palle agreed to have us 
accompany them with video cameras, again during regular working 
hours. This time, on the 18th of May 2005, we also brought the concept 
sketches and the foam mock-ups, which we encouraged Lasse and 
Palle to adopt and adapt to their present purposes and concerns.  

After a brief initial presentation of the six concepts, we began 
walking the round, much in the same way as at the first field visit. 
However, looking back at the video, the appearance of blue pieces of 
foam makes it quite obvious that this is not “everyday practice as 
usual”. They are curiously light blue and momentarily seem to be able 
to transform the state of their surroundings as if by magic.  

I will return to the details of performance, improvisation and 
embodiment of this curious event later in the dissertation, and limit 
my self for now to state that the enactment was construed as an 
opportunity for the design mock-ups to evoke Lasse’s and Palle’s skills 
from past and present issues and their concerns with regard to sup-
port of their work. The goal was to activate the rich and varied bodily 

Figure 9: Low fidelity mock-ups in blue polystyrene foam
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experiences of Lasse and Palle obtained through years of concrete 
practice on the shop floor: their feel for the machines; their way of 
listening to the inner workings of a motor gear; and their many ex-
periences of inadequate technological support for carrying out their 
daily tasks.  

At the end of the event, we had produced seven different future 
scenarios on video, illustrating practical and bodily—yet imagined—
uses of the design concepts.  

Handing over 
With the editing of the future scenarios we concluded the iterative 
process cycle fieldwork—workshop—enactment that we had initially 
planned and agreed upon with MBS. We prepared the deliverable to 
the participants from MBS and KiMs as a black cardboard box: The 
Mobility in Maintenance Designer Package. It contained two booklets 
documenting the design results and the process respectively, two 
booklets with snapshots of maintenance work at KiMs, and a compan-
ion DVD with the central video material. However, a series of hand-
over meetings and presentations at Microsoft Development Center in 
Vedbæk reframed this temporary closure as an occasion for a follow-
up event with one of Microsoft’s partners. 
 
Two days after our initial field visit at KiMs, I was invited to present 
the COMIT project—and perhaps a glimpse of what we had just 
brought back from KiMs—at the Microsoft Development Center in 
Vedbæk. Satya Nadella, the Corporate Vice President for MBS and 
responsible for research and development, was visiting from Fargo. 
For the Danish division of MBS this was an occasion and opportunity 
to promote the good research collaboration between MBS and the IT 
University in general. It was also a potential occasion for eliciting 
support for the continuation of particular research projects from one of 
the “highest” positions in the organizational hierarchy. The impor-
tance of Satya’s visit was indicated by how highly the confrontation 
time was valued—I and a senior researcher from ITU were each 
granted 15 minute slots for our presentations. It was suggested that 
the audience of executives was capable of processing a lot of informa-
tion, so projecting video in the background and distributing the 
COMIT Designer Workshop Package on the table for hands-on explo-
ration while giving an oral presentation was not considered too much 
for the 15 minutes. 

I delivered the speedy presentation and awaited the reaction. Represen-
tatives from the User Experience group commented skeptically on the 
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cost of this type of inquiry based on the active involvement of concrete 
users. Satya, however, was enthused and stated flatly that “personas 
are too rigid”. He turned his head towards the still running video behind 
me where Helle from COMIT was improvising how to use a portable 
printer in her fashion shop. He added: “This is a living thing—from field 
study directly to app!” Turning to his laptop, Satya commented out loud 
that he was sending an email back to Fargo on this matter.  

(Based on field notes after the meeting, February 2005) 

At a project meeting three days later our partners at MBS expressed 
their satisfaction with the presentation, explicitly so because the 
Corporate Vice President had been enthusiastic about it. Our primary 
contact at MBS informed me that the presentation had also “turned 
on” the General Manager of MBS Denmark to the extent that he had 
asked for a Designer Workshop Package from COMIT to borrow. Our 
partners at MBS were encouraged to set up another meeting with the 
General Manager, where we could present the findings from the 
current project Mobility in Maintenance. I shall return to this meeting 
later. 

On the 9th of august 2005, we presented the findings from Mobil-
ity in Maintenance at another meeting in Vedbæk arranged especially 
to accommodate the Director of Supply Chain Management. Our 
partners at MBS took this as an occasion for suggesting a new project 
with a different focus from maintenance. The meeting was character-
ized by a sort of brainstorm on what might constitute the best focus 
area, given our design approach that was largely accepted for contin-
ued experimentation. However, by recall to the awaiting large task of 
writing PhD dissertations, we agreed on a less demanding compro-
mise: a follow-up workshop on the Mobility in Maintenance project, 
with the goal of a more technical consolidation of the developed prod-
uct concepts.  

Workshop 2 
Considering the very raw specification of the design concepts, we 
brought the enacted future scenarios from the shop-floor at KiMs to 
the attention of a group of expert software developers: Thy:Data is an 
MBS partner organization who develops end-user applications for 
mobile platforms. The goal of the workshop was in part to develop the 
technical aspects of the design concepts appearing in the future sce-
narios from KiMs, and in part to familiarize the developers from 
Thy:Data with concrete maintenance practice. 

The workshop participants went through the video scenarios and 
selected in one of them the most critical technical moments. The task 
was then to specify in technical terms what it would take to realize 
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the performed interactions. As I will show in chapter four, the partici-
pating developers produced a range of interface sketches and re-
enacted the elaborated video scenario, this time using their own 
paper-based interfaces instead of the blank foam props from the initial 
scenarios.  

 
This was the last actual project activity within Mobility in Mainte-
nance, except for the series of project presentations to different audi-
ences at the Microsoft Development Center in Vedbæk that followed. 
The time frame for the project was 9 months plus preparatory negotia-
tions.  

List of Participants 
KiMs: Maintenance Technicians Palle Sørensen and Lasse Rosen-
strøm, Maintenance Manager Claus Nielsen, Chief Technology Officer 
Jesper Toubøl. Microsoft Business Solutions: Lead Program Man-
ager Thomas Jensen, Lead Program Manager Carsten Sørensen, 
Program manager John Hansen, Senior Developer Evangelist Erik 
Dibbern Röser. Thy:Data: Senior Consultant Morten Poulsen, Senior 
Developer Carsten Gydesen. IT University of Copenhagen: PhD 
students Jens Pedersen and Joachim Halse, Master Student Riem 
Zouzou. 

A Format for Design Anthropological Interventions 

Having outlined a landscape of projects illustrated with glimpses into 
the actual project encounters, I hope the reader has acquired an initial 
sense of the particular kind of design anthropological interventions 
that I have been engaged in. Now I will try to illustrate some of the 

Figure 10: In a meeting room a software developer and a program manager re-
enact a situation from the factory shop floor. The hair nets metonymically refer 
to their imagined roles as electrician and machine operator. They push imaginary
buttons on paper interfaces they have designed moments before.
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underlying ideas that tie these projects together as a series of con-
nected experiments. I will do this by referring to a common format for 
design anthropological interventions, which all three projects to a 
certain extent express despite their different domains, time frames 
etc. 
 
Within participatory design and user-centered design the workshop 
has often worked as the primary occasion for concrete transactions 
among project participants, and as such it has enabled direct forms of 
participation and negotiation. Building in part on this heritage, Eva 
Brandt has spelled out the merits of employing collaborative work-
shops in design processes (Brandt 2001). She proposed granting them 
a primary role as driving events, around which the design process was 
organized. In the Space Studio, collaborative workshops were consid-
ered essential ingredients in practically speaking any design process 
carried out by the studio researchers who had developed great skill in 
planning and facilitating these socio-material encounters. It is part of 
my heritage from the Space Studio that the workshop has come to 
refer to a central activity around which a particular format for col-
laborative design processes has evolved; a format that has varied 
according to the circumstances of different design and research pro-
jects, but nevertheless has gained relative stability as a format.10 

As indicated by the similarities between the process illustrations 
in the section above, all three projects are based on a basic idea of an 
iterative process linking field inquiries with collaborative design 
events in more laboratory-like settings. This played out as a basic 
fieldwork—workshop—enactment structure with one or more itera-
tions. 

                                             
10 My use of the term “format” may indicate that I am seeking to stabilize the process of collaborative 
design. However, I would like to emphasize that this format is not in any way intended as a turn-key 
solution for anyone looking for a design method. It is a rhetorical device used to connect the shattered 
insights from my practical experiences. 

Figure 11: Generic project sketch that illustrates the cyclical character of 
movements between field visits and design sessions.
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Fieldwork 
In the project sketch in Figure 11 fieldwork covers various kinds of 
activities having to do with generating data in the context of use. 
Engaging the users as photographers and commentators of their own 
everyday issues and concerns framed by designed tasks is one tech-
nique that we have employed, owing its heritage to Gaver, Dunne and 
Pacenti (1999). But the major activity under this rubric consists in 
ethnographically inspired first hand observations and open-ended 
dialogues with individuals engaged in their everyday life. In these 
field visits the role of the fieldworker is a curious mix between that of 
ethnographic apprentice trying to make sense of the user’s actions and 
their context, and that of knowledgeable designer representing the 
possibility of changing the conditions for that very same practice. 
Concretely it plays out as following the informant in his or her activi-
ties, sometimes quietly observing, sometimes in dialogue. Each field 
visit lasts from 2 to 7 hours, and beside the initial introductions and 
explanations of project goals and methods, they are video recorded in 
their entirety. The goal is not ethnographic longitudinal field work, 
but to produce ethnographic snapshots of practice that can be devel-
oped further in dialogue with designerly ways of grasping them as 
openings for change. As a consequence of the intentionally short field 
visits and lack of in-depth background studies, the meaningfulness of 
the field observations is necessarily dependent on the skill, experience 
and knowledge of the individual users.  

The video is subsequently logged and roughly indexed. Sequences 
of 1-3 minutes’ duration are selected for further exploration, not from 
a specified list of predefined criteria, but because after the field en-
counter they engage an immediate interest in making something more 
out of them.  

The people on the selected sequences are always consulted before 
taking the video further in order to elicit their consent that the mate-
rial is a) a fair selection of the actual encounter, and b) not offensive to 
their personal or professional integrity.  

Workshop  
Collaborative workshops are particular occasions designed to bring 
the fragmentary field material into play and transform it into some-
thing else. They are an occasion for bringing together project stake-
holders with diverse agendas and areas of expertise, but with a shared 
interest in the field of use. The short duration of the video snapshots 
of user practice, the fragmentary style of single photographs, and the 
brief character of user statements on for example post cards make the 
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empirical material provided for the workshop particularly open to re-
interpretations, while still indicative of concerns in the field of use. 

The goal is material design experimentation with the snapshots 
from the field, and in order to let new forms of interactions emerge we 
provide hands-on simulacra, such as: children’s building blocks for 
connecting various components, polystyrene foam or cardboard for 
expressing form factors, labels with text for specifying technical 
functions or features, and various other means for bringing design 
components into the workshop in a manageable form. 

To structure the exploration of the field material and the possi-
bilities for re-configuring it with new design components, design 
games are powerful devices. They are a way of specifying a pro-
gramme with tasks and detailed rules to ensure progression of the 
event, while encouraging a playful mode of experimenting. The design 
games employed have mainly been concrete board games with players 
physically arranging game pieces on a board, taking turns and chal-
lenging or strengthening each others’ placements of particular game 
pieces. The above-mentioned design materials are put to use as game 
pieces, so that a player concretely places a particular video snapshot 
on the board relating it either to other pieces already there, or to the 
structure of the game board itself. Although the game format encour-
ages playfulness, it does not rely on a competitive notion of winners 
and losers, but rather on collective accomplishment through the 
negotiation of conflict. The result of the design game is as much to be 
found in the ongoing developments and dialogue, as it is in the final 
arrangements on the board: 

When you sit next to an electrician and on the other side the mainte-
nance manager… —and a Microsoft technologist on the other side of the 
table, right; the discussions that come from that… I think they were 
really good…. I mean different views on things, right… But still you 
could come to agreement on some things… —because there is some kind 
of mutual respect for each other. They are damn good in maintenance, 
and they are damn good in IT systems, right?  

(Carsten, Lead Program Manager, MBS, November 2005) 

Enactment 
The results of the workshop are in turn prepared as probes for a new 
field inquiry. Ideas and concerns aired at the workshop are consoli-
dated into a range of new product concepts, tentatively defined by 
functions and features, and illustrated with sketches of possible areas 
of use. 

The concepts are given a physical expression that will allow the 
users to handle them as if they were a natural and functional part of 
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their material environment. On the other hand the physical expres-
sion should not convey the message that the concept is in any way 
finished; it is distinctly work-in-progress. With a prepared set of mock-
ups or props we ask the potential users to enact some part of their 
regular practice, but where the props are imagined to be fully func-
tional products or services. Although we have some idea of a script for 
the enactment, it is open for re-interpretation through the concrete 
acting out. By stimulating improvisation on the part of the user, the 
goal is not only to test the relevance of the design suggestion, but also 
to generate further design ideas and to gain further knowledge about 
the user experience. 

Concretely the enactment session shares some similarities with 
the initial field visit. We follow and observe the informant in his or her 
activities, sometimes in dialogue. The role of the fieldworker mimics 
that of the ethnographer in the asking of naïve questions as to the 
meaning of the situation. Yet, when needed by the enacting user, the 
role shifts to an “all-knowing designer”, who can answer bewildered 
questions as to the functionality of the product concept. Regardless 
that the designer on his or her part may also feel bewildered, the 
challenge is to collectively establish confidence in the chosen definition 
of the imagined situation. The skilled user may not need much techni-
cal guidance before confiding in the enactment again, relying on his or 
her embodied experience. 

Iterations 
Let me try to explain the rationale of the format in terms of the cen-
tral theme of Flexible Treatment Rooms: Our designerly way of talk-
ing about configurability among architects and design researchers has 
to be compatible with, not the same as, the way the clinical personnel 
of the Trauma Center talks about it. And we can safely assume that 
we do not know how they understand it. With the given goals, there is 
no reason to aim at knowing the Trauma Center in its entirety in 
order to be able to engage in a dialogue about configurable rooms. 
They know their world. And they are invited to partake in the explora-
tion of what configurability might mean or be brought to mean. Ini-
tially we ask something along this line: “this notion of configurability; 
couldn’t you try it out, and see how it could be useful to you?” And then 
the nurses do that and come back to us with something in the next 
project cycle. There is no need to arrange for observation on all aspects 
of that process. But the iterations between project cycles need to be 
quick, because we work more with the feedback from design events 
than with perfecting the delivery before a design event. As I will show 
in chapter four, this entails that the accounts of actual and potential 
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use practice is produced in the collaborative workshop encounter 
rather than by the fieldworker alone. 

The higher tolerance for incompleteness or topics of outright mis-
taken importance in the production of design materials is an impor-
tant aspect of iterative processes. The focus on everyday skill as a 
design resource, for example, rests on an assumption that use practice 
is the result of competent reflections-in-action built up over years of 
professional experience. But the ethnographic snapshot might as well 
depict an unreflected repetition of a convention that has long lost its 
connection to the contingent circumstances out of which it was born. 
The four-hour field visit prevents the field worker from making these 
distinctions in situ. However, subjecting the snapshots to exploration 
by different assumingly competent actors in quick iterations enables 
the distinctions between relevant and irrelevant design materials to 
emerge in the collaborative process rather than before it. 

The general idea behind the cyclic iterations is to facilitate a dia-
logue between design ideas and the field which is designed for (Schön 
1987). As design processes often progress through experimentation 
with various open possibilities, the schönian approach acknowledges 
the crucial role of continuously getting relevant feedback on design 
ideas.  

The iterative process ideally continues until the insights acquired 
in each new learning loop are outweighed by the costs of carrying on, 
but the current projects have been driven by researchers more com-
mitted to establishing this particular way of working, than to refining 
the design products to the point of being marketable or implement-
able. Thus the actual research and design projects have realized from 
one and a half to three iterations of the basic project cycle. 

 
On this background of project overviews and some empirical glimpses 
of concrete project situations, I will move on to a more abstract chap-
ter on the foundations for seeing anthropology as design. 



 

3. Foundations for Seeing 
Anthropology as Design 

In their most trivial forms, design is about creation of the new, and 
anthropology is about grasping what is already there. They are, 
however, both more than that. Through field inquiries into the rela-
tionships between people and their artifacts, design is also a particu-
lar way of getting involved in social settings. Through open-ended 
field encounters and creative reframings of established cultural cate-
gories, anthropology is also a particular kind of creative intervention.  

In order to explore this possible overlap I employ performance 
studies and a posthumanist notion of performativity. As a consequence 
of this employment, I will argue that the categories of the old and the 
new are not established through a rupture in time, but through a 
continuous reinterpretation and enactment of possible alternative 
modes of realities. 

By extension, the trivial division of labor between anthropology 
and design indicated above is rendered less promising. As I will ar-
gue—first abstractly in this chapter and then more concretely in the 
next—anthropology and design need not be conceived as two funda-
mentally different approaches to “the field”. I will attempt to bring 
both disciplinary fields to bear on a distinct design anthropological 
practice. 

Constructing the Field 

Design and ethnography are both concerned with subject matters that 
are not given. Because both disciplines are concerned with the particu-
lar, their subject matters have to be laboriously constructed each and 
every time. In contrast to the natural sciences, they are both not 
concerned with understanding the universal properties of what is, but 
rather with the curious construction of a field, conceiving a particular 
part of the world. They are both faced with what Buchanan terms 
“quasi-subject matter, tenuously existing within the problems and 
issues of specific circumstances” (1995:16). Faced with innumerous 
specific characteristics of a concrete situation, the researcher is forced 
to impose some kind of interpretive scheme that enables further 
ordering. The designer must conceive a design that will lead to this or 
that particular product; the ethnographer must conceive an empirical 
phenomenon that is bounded enough that it lends itself to a represen-
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tation of social reality. This preoccupation with the particular, in all 
its complexity, leaves with the researcher both a considerable freedom 
and a considerable demand to establish the confinement of the subject 
matter. For both the designer and the ethnographer, it is necessary to 
position and re-position the issues at hand in order to establish prin-
ciples of relevance for knowledge until a working hypothesis is discov-
ered or invented.  
 
In ethnographically oriented user research as professional practice, it 
is common to consider the use domain as the “field” to which the 
ethnographer travels in order to generate knowledge in one way or 
another, and to bring it back into the design process in some form or 
another. Given my research agenda, the “field” of my inquiry is made 
up by the projects as such, rather than by the various use domains 
that the projects address. The topography of the field of my empirical 
investigation contains thus three general types of sites: 

– The use domain, where the user is “naturally” located and can 
be visited, 

– The design studio, a dedicated space for material and collabora-
tive design activities distant from the use domain, and 

– The design client’s home organization, which is the usual place 
for project negotiations, presentations, and hand-over meetings. 

 
In this section I will problematize “the field” in general terms, while 
the construction of the concrete sites mentioned above will be treated 
in the next chapter.11 
 
In software engineering, the use of the word domain as in “domain 
knowledge” and “use domain” implies a high degree of coherence and 
confinement of the environment in which the software system is 
intended to be used. “Domain” indicates a delimited context of use 
practice both in functional and geographical terms, and it by and large 
glosses over the complexities that can be encountered in first-hand 
qualitative studies of it. Accordingly, the site that is most often taken 
for granted in user research is the site of the user. But isn’t it obvious 
that the site for user research is where the user uses? No, it is not just 
“the place you go to study the user” just as the design studio is not just 
“the place you go to design”. Both “places” are actively constructed in 
                                             
11 In addition to these three, I should mention the university office space, where we as researchers carry out 
our everyday work at desks with computers and books, as well as the glue that keep these sites together 
through electronic communication, phone conversations, legal administration, securing documentation of the 
process, seeking funding, navigating political forums for relevant policy making, etc., but I will not go into 
detail with these issues. 
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order to become parts of a “field” available for ethnographic fieldwork; 
in fact, the very existence of “the field” as a separate entity needs to be 
questioned. The goal of this section is to qualify the notion of “the 
field” in my experiences by looking briefly at how it is treated within 
anthropology.  

However difficult it is to define the quintessential hallmark of 
anthropology, the importance of the principles and practice of ethno-
graphic fieldwork is central to most attempts at a definition. Gupta 
and Ferguson suggest that “the single most significant factor deter-
mining whether a piece of research will be accepted as (that magical 
word) anthropological is the extent to which it depends on experience 
in the field” (1997:1). Now, as should be evident, I am not striving to 
have my research accepted as anthropological by the standards of 
classic anthropology. My efforts are design anthropological in the 
sense that I do draw on anthropological work, and my research does 
rely on “experience in the field”, but in a context where traditional 
anthropological questions of legitimacy as “how long were you there 
and how well do you speak the language” are less important for defin-
ing the criteria for research. 

The traditional image of ideal fieldwork involves traveling away 
“preferably to a distant locale where the ethnographer will immerse 
herself in personal face-to-face relationships with a variety of natives 
over an extended period of time” (Amit 2000:2). This means in turn 
that the appropriateness of “the field” is dependent on—among other 
things—distance from “home” or the ethnographer’s everyday life. The 
shop floor of a manufacturing facility and the treatment rooms of a 
trauma center are rather distant, culturally speaking, from my every-
day life. But considering my middle class life style in Copenhagen, 
walking the streets and suburbs of Malmö would hardly pass muster 
in an anthropology department. The point is, however, not so much 
whether my sites for fieldwork are distant, exotic and strange enough, 
and hence appropriate and “fieldlike” enough (Gupta and Ferguson 
1997:13), but rather that “the field” and “home” are artificially posi-
tioned as opposites by anthropological orthodoxy. 

During the 1990s, “place” as a dominant metaphor for culture 
was challenged in anthropology. Instead of cultures located in a 
particular landscape, ethnographers found themselves increasingly 
faced with transnational movements of interrelated people and things. 
Culture was de-territorialized, and the “the field” came to be defined 
not primarily in terms of a locality, but as the field of relations which 
are of significance to the people involved in the given study (for an 
overview see Olwig and Hastrup 1997). Correspondingly, anthropolo-
gists have redefined their ethnographic attention from locality as the 
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boundary and site for cultural production, to wider networks for 
circulation of people, objects and practices—for example through the 
notion of multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1998). 

New ethnographic practices have especially brought into ques-
tion the two longstanding methodological virtues of immersion and 
longitudinal presence in one locale. Vered Amit’s edited volume Con-
structing the Field (2000) implies a series of challenges to these vir-
tues, with the goal of opening up the scope of anthropological inquiry. 
Amit puts the dilemma between older methodological virtues and 
more recent conceptualizations of culture thus: 

The notion of immersion implies that “the field” which ethnographers 
enter exists as an independently bounded set of relationships and activi-
ties which is autonomous of the fieldwork through which it is discov-
ered. Yet in a world of infinite interconnections and overlapping 
contexts, the ethnographic field cannot simply exist, awaiting discovery. 
It has to be laboriously constructed, prised apart from all the other pos-
sibilities for contextualization to which its constituent relationships and 
connections could also be referred.  

(Amit 2000:6) 

Although Constructing the Field portrays some reluctance within 
traditional anthropology to fully acknowledge the blurring of distinc-
tions between “here” and “there” as an essential part of doing field-
work (because it renders the emblematic virtue of total immersion in a 
foreign context paradoxical) I readily embrace it as the explicit goal of 
a different inquiry: that of collaborative design project setup. Like the 
examples provided by the contributors to Amit’s volume, the construc-
tion of a field for design anthropological inquiry is quite precisely 
expressed as “efforts to accommodate and interweave sets of relation-
ships and engagements developed in one context with those arising in 
another” (Amit 2000:6). 
 
Given that the field is not discovered but invented, I will return to the 
issue of constructing particular sites of use, design and project nego-
tiation in the next chapter. As I will show, “the user” is also in need of 
construction and not merely someone taken to be “waiting out there” 
as a constant category. I will show how the design projects are de-
pendent on sites where knowledge and artifacts can be produced by 
accommodating the diverse desires of the project stakeholders. By the 
mere act of labeling a set of intended activities “a project”, we are 
beginning the construction by building a narrative that attracts 
competent stakeholders. A “project” promises a space for forming a 
network around shared interests, and as such it promises to transcend 



 71 

individual competencies. Given the alignment of different interests, a 
design project usually has a strong direction and intentionality which 
in turn becomes a guide for constructing an appropriate site of poten-
tial use. More precisely, it has usually many directions for which it is 
a politically charged challenge to formulate a distinct overlap or 
convergence, however temporary that overlap may be. Stakeholders 
are not simply attracted by a good project formulation, but are en-
rolled through political games of forming strategic alliances character-
ized by seduction and imagery as much as by fulfillment of any 
immediately apparent needs. 
 
The displacement inherent in the ethnographic notion of “being in the 
field” is a movement between a here and a there. The movement, 
however, is experiential and cognitive rather than physical. It is 
obtained through the attention to perspectives enabled by the con-
scious alignment with different perspectives at different times. Link-
ing up the concrete sites by establishing flows of mediations between 
them renders the ethnographer a central agent in the construction of 
the field. By bringing video snapshots of use practice into design 
workshops and design artifacts into contexts of use practice, the 
design anthropologist becomes the fulcrum around which the network 
of project participants is formed, and a central ability is that of creat-
ing partial translations of situated knowledge and practice between 
the different types of sites.  

The “field” of my inquiry is obviously not defined in terms of a 
self-conscious group whose members are interacting with one another 
on an ongoing basis independently of my intervention. The design 
projects are certainly not just “there”. To address the challenges of 
establishing meaningful and engaging relations between use practices 
and design processes, design anthropologists have to purposively 
create the occasions for contacts and exchange. In the next chapter I 
will go into detail with some of the occasions I have been involved in 
creating. 

Framing a Problem Area 

In the design literature the use of metaphors and reframing of given 
situations in order to establish new meanings and open new possibili-
ties for interpretation and intervention is well—established. However, 
the co-development of problem and solution is characteristic not only 
of a designerly approach to a given field, but also of the ethnographic 
inquiry into a field that is per definition taken to be not thoroughly 
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understood. Ethnographic inquiry is to a large extent based on the 
working assumption that there is always more to be understood about 
a given field; reality is inexhaustible. Even the mundane and ordinary 
practice of the most taken-for-granted everyday contexts may poten-
tially be subjected to the strategic naïvety of the ethnographic gaze 
that always renders it worthy of further investigation, hence the 
exploratory nature of anthropological enquiry.  

While anthropological field studies may be guided by specific re-
search questions, the latter are customarily as much the result of the 
research as they are its pre-condition. In characterizing the practice of 
anthropologists, Frankenberg mentions that: “Starting with a set of 
answers emically posed to them by the persons whom they observe 
and in whose lives they seek to participate (…), they end by devising 
new questions.” (1995:120). This is based on the deeply engrained 
premise that we cannot a priori assume any action to be irrelevant. 
My point is that question and answer develops simultaneously, not 
only in some instances of design practice (Löwgren and Stolterman 
1998:6) but also in many instances of anthropological inquiry. Both 
exploratory design and anthropology strategically assume that the 
given field is not well understood, and hence that the problem frame 
can, and should, be challenged in order to achieve the most interesting 
results.  

In these cases the process of ethnographic investigation and de-
sign inquiry progress through similar strategies of approaching a 
field—trying to make new sense of a setting that appears to be either 
unproductively captured in inappropriate frames of representation or 
plain difficult to comprehend in the first place. Both explorations 
progress through the famous subjunctive “what if”, i.e. tentatively 
asking “what if I thought of it this way”, “what if I applied this ex-
planatory model of the phenomenon”, “what if I tried to look at it 
through this theory, or chose that framing”, “what if this was under-
stood in a different cultural context?” Within design practice this may 
take the form of metaphorical design aiming at enriching conceptual 
structures (for examples, see Madsen 1994). Ethnography in general is 
full of comparative juxtapositions of different issues, often in order to 
extend our capability to come to terms with the strange and exotic. 
Geertz, for example, stated that “metaphor extends language by 
broadening its semantic range, enabling it to express meanings it 
cannot yet express literally” (1973:220) (For a range of examples of 
metaphors used strategically in ethnography see (Fernandez 1991)). 

I am not the first to see this similarity as an opportunity for fur-
ther hybridization between anthropology and design. In fact, judging 
from the many examples reported in the conference proceedings from 
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EPIC, reframing of given problems in terms of metaphors or other 
figurative thinking has become a customary outcome of ethnographic 
field inquiries in the design industry. 
 
Let us take a look at an example of reframing the design problem from 
my own experiences. At the time of the COMIT project a dominating 
image of users of mobile IT, promoted by everyday marketing, was 
that of the “nomadic user”. It was often represented as a 30 to 40 year-
old business person always on the move and always on-line: taking 
care of business with equal efficiency in the hotel room, the airport 
lounge, or in the summer house due to a well-connected and powerful 
mobile terminal. Although concerned with notions like “location-based 
services” and “connectivity”, the ambition was to recreate the virtual 
functionality of the conventional office environment “anytime, any-
where”. As we have critiqued elsewhere:  

The nomadic user handles multiple contexts, not by adapting to the par-
ticularities of each use situation, but simply by disregarding contextual 
factors. The business meeting can take place on any forms of transport 
as well as in the office by providing wireless access to digitally mediated 
information regardless of time and place. The user becomes nomadic not 
by adapting to context but rather by detaching from it—“the context-
free user”.  

(Messeter, Brandt et al. 2004) 

Our ethnographically oriented field research with mobile IT users 
moving between changing social as well as geographical contexts of 
use led us to reframe the problem. Spending just a few half days with 
Ronny provides a more nuanced story of shifting priorities. While 
Ronny’s wife flatly stated to me that “he just can’t turn it off”, Ronny 
himself imagined if the incoming calls on his mobile phone were 
differentiated with regard to their level of urgency: 

Then I could kind of relax… Then I would not have to have this pressure 
on me to be reachable…. Because then I would know that the caller 
could control… Because actually it is often so that uhm…. they uhm… 
They don’t have to reach you as urgently as it indicates…  

(From video of field situation, April 2002) 

My presence at various situations of his everyday use of mobile IT and 
its related conflicts and prioritizations prompted Ronny to engage in 
these kinds of reflections as we were driving in his car after a client 
meeting. The video snapshot from where the excerpt above is tran-
scribed as well as the snapshot from Ronny’s train ride home re-
counted in chapter 2 and several others like them were concretely 
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used in the second workshop. By playing with snapshots of Ronny’s 
everyday practice, we developed stories of his recurring tensions 
between, for example, loyalty towards his customers who may call at 5 
in the morning, and fatherly concern when his son does not answer 
the phone. By providing ethnographically grounded materials for 
developing these stories, they become more compelling possibilities for 
design than the marketing image of the ever so effective businessman 
on the move. The aura of these stories and their ability to evoke new 
images of use is dependent on their origin in people’s real lives, and 
the intimacy of the field encounter.  

Rather than enabling people’s mobility through context inde-
pendency, our results across Ronny’s, Rickard’s and Helle’s cases 
emphasized a need for continuous adaptation of technology to the 
changing circumstances of specific situations. The problem with this, 
of course, is to determine what exactly these changing circumstances 
are. In mobile computing the widespread notion of context awareness 
was basically dealing with only one contextual factor, that of geo-
graphical location, which provided little aid for adapting to the com-
plexities of a social context. Instead, our experiments focused on 
enabling the user to take control and make use of her immediate 
context through continuous reconfigurations not of one omni-potent 
device, but of a set of devices. It is this particular device configuration 
as a response to the needs of a use situation that produces relevant 
use qualities, which in turn suggests a shift in the design agenda 
regarding what to design in mobile technologies. 
 
During the project Mobility in Maintenance with Microsoft Business 
Solutions and the snack manufacturer KiMs, we noted that mainte-
nance work was generally described to us as an auxiliary support 
function for the core business, namely that of producing goods. Our 
fieldwork, however, also revealed the opposite structures, i.e. situa-
tions where service technicians carrying out repair tasks were deeply 
dependent on the assistance of machine operators, who organization-
ally belong to the “production”. In a puzzling situation the designer as 
well as the anthropologist works on a “what if” base: What if the 
maintenance practice was taken serious as something in itself, which 
does not necessarily start with a breakdown on the production line? 
Or what if the production workers were thought of as integral parts of 
the maintenance team, rather than as someone whose concern is 
limited to operate the machines?  
 
By enlarging the group of relevant people to consider for the develop-
ment of mobile maintenance applications, the design problem was 
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reframed, and accordingly also the possible solutions. Instead of 
devising an all-knowing system to monitor the details of every ma-
chine all the time, the reframing led us to experiment with providing 
the machine operators with the means for capturing the essential 
contextual details of a particular machine break down, in order to 
support the service technicians in the subsequent repair task. 

While working toward setting an empirical problem, designers 
and anthropologists alike produce virtual worlds, playfully trying out 
different strategies for understanding the phenomenon. Some re-
framings of the design issues at hand appear meaningful right away 
(which I think it is fair to say applies to the two examples above), 
while others are more far-fetched and playful. Often the latter are 
achieved through metaphor-making, where some exemplar situation is 
evoked and compared with the situation at hand, assuming a similar-
ity between the two. The metaphorical relation implies that the two 
situations do not share all the same features, but together with differ-
ences they share some similarities that might be helpful to reframe 
the problem at hand. The metaphorical comparison is both structuring 
(in that the exemplar leads us to emphasize certain features of the 
present situation which might not be the most obvious ones) and 
generative (in that the exemplar may suggest appropriate features 
that are not existing at all in the present situation). 

During a generative design session between three researchers 
working in the studio, the preventive maintenance care of routinely 
checking up on the status of machines was playfully made to resemble 
a classical video game. The game-play and level design of Pac-Man 
was suggested as a structural exemplar for the present case, namely 
imagining an incentive for the service technicians (the Pac-Man) to 
use quiet periods of work going out into every corner of the large 
production facility (the maze) in order to discover worn parts (the 
dots), before they actually broke and thus caused more acute or severe 
breakdowns. In practice, the idea was not taken up by the service 
technicians, mainly because there were other more important chal-
lenges for preventive maintenance than the personal or collective 
incentive of the technicians. The metaphor did, however, provide 
helpful for reflecting on what kinds of bodily routines it takes to not 
only repair breakdowns, but to maintain a feel for even the most 
remote parts of the big facility so that major breakdowns can be 
predicted and prevented. 
 
The problem setting practices illustrates a family resemblance be-
tween the open-ended aspects of anthropology and the explorative 
strategies of design. With the above examples, I suggest that anthro-
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pological and designerly ways of reframing and seeing a situation as 
another can be productively brought together in the combined explora-
tion of field material and design possibilities. Although the practices of 
reframing have played out differently in the two areas, they share the 
generative aspects of figurative thinking, i.e. employing images with 
the capacity of connecting and conveying complex relationships and 
meanings. The ethnographic construction of representations imposes 
specific structures on that which is represented; a process which 
resembles that of the widely cited Schönian architect Petra, who 
experiments with different design moves and thus imposes structures 
on the design situation in order to elicit its back-talk (Schön 1987). 
They both employ the creative aspects of seeing something as some-
thing else in order to learn and generate new perspectives on the 
world. 

In seeking synthesis between the anthropological and the des-
ignerly way of moving towards problem definition, the challenge is to 
conduct field explorations which consciously articulate the problem 
area in terms of potential design suggestions. This entails creating 
representations that both work to destabilize familiar representations 
of the use domain and simultaneously work to suggest potential 
alternative frames of representations. To achieve this double move-
ment I suggest employing the concepts of familiarization and es-
trangement, which entails concrete issues of representation, framing, 
and metaphors—issues that I will return to in the next chapter.  

Making Time 

Design is concerned with visions for the future, and in order to discuss 
the possibility of establishing a design event that somehow brings 
about the future let us take a look at the concept of time. I will intro-
duce two influential contributions to the understanding of time in an 
anthropological context, before moving on to formulating my own 
understanding in terms of post-structuralist performativity. This 
section is thus a brief problematization of time in relation to design, 
while the two next sections Worlds Unfolding and From Social Dra-
mas to Performance of the New develop my own position on the matter. 

In his broad review of anthropological perspectives on the issue 
of time, Alfred Gell dissuades the reader from studying time as a 
pathway to some kind of release from the familiar, ordinary world 
(2001). Ethnography, according to Gell, is full of epiphanies during 
which the world suddenly appears reordered and re-valued. Gell’s 
critical point, however, is that these moments of rapture do not arise 
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from disturbances in the logic which governs ordinary experience, but 
from our reveries of the real, the rational, and the practical which are 
full of surprises. But as Gell states in his conclusion, his account is 
limited by a certain indifference towards the past and the future; his 
concern is with the everyday experience of time. Design, on the other 
hand, is concerned with the future—with actively seizing the opportu-
nity for creating attractive visions for that future, and with imbuing 
these visions with plausibility by blowing life into scale models of 
landscapes, artifacts and people that populate them. In order to 
understand this process of “producing the future”, the establishment 
of time as a “release from the familiar” actually does seem appropri-
ate, although not in the interest of Gell. 

Frank Dubinskas’ edited collection of ethnographies of high-tech 
organizations Making Time (1988), on the other hand, is concerned 
with examining the socially constituted character of time within 
different culture-worlds in advanced industrial society: “In speaking of 
times, we are never talking about a single universal entity, concept, or 
system” (1988:3). Dubinskas challenges the general assumption that 
“there is a linear dimension or progressive movement behind all social 
life; and, in the end, it is assumed that we really can peg all events 
conveniently to that same line” (1988:8). In contrast, Dubinskas 
argues that this assumption is itself the basis of the hegemony of the 
unitary temporal order that naturalizes what are fundamentally 
diverse social and cultural categories.   

It is not my interest here to try and solve the philosophical de-
bate over time—if the linear, unitary and dimensional model of time is 
more real than the many other social and cultural categorizations of 
time, or if it is the other way around. In other words, it is not the 
ontological status of time(s) that interests me, but rather that there 
are multiple overlapping contexts of relevance for differently consti-
tuted temporal orders. This awareness may help us in understanding 
the “future workshop” as a particular temporal order, constructed 
with the particular interest in release from the everyday in mind. 

The artful manipulation of time is part of the practical and inten-
tional reconstruction of order, which is the goal of most design work-
shops. The process of bringing certain vision for the future about, by 
building effective social and technical relations, is dependent on the 
ability and power to exercise a strategic manipulation of time. The 
notion of Future Workshops has been employed as a means of creating 
desirable futures. Jungk & Müllert introduced it for engaging citizens 
in public planning (1987), and Kensing & Madsen brought the concept 
to system development (1991), where it is widely used. But how is a 
design project established as a rupture in time? How is a collaborative 
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design session established as a “future workshop” allegedly producing 
the future(s)? How can a small portion of the future be seen as encap-
sulated in an experimental design space now? 

In the design workshop we do not—in the realist view of Gell—
actually produce time. It passes by as usual, one minute after the 
other. But this does not adequately describe the process. Images are 
evoked that could represent the future, and in order to strengthen the 
plausibility of these, the workshop is made to appear as a place where 
the future is produced, as a special facility for making time. In a 
realist account it could be said that future production is constituted 
merely by talk about the future while time passed by as usual. But 
this reduces the transformative aspects of design sessions to mere 
“reveries of the real” as Gell puts it. The realist account fails to ac-
knowledge that by putting a specific vision of the future on display, it 
is in fact being evoked as a real possibility for the participants in the 
activity. It is still a vision, but through concrete enactment it attains 
very real properties; if skillfully performed, it can be experienced 
through all the senses. The enactment is the very means for actualiz-
ing these particular versions of the future—the way through which 
they come to exist in a form that may or may not prove to stabilize 
over time and space. 

Consequently the perceived gap in time between present and fu-
ture is not the condition for a future workshop, on the contrary, it is a 
consequence of it. The future workshop is articulating design as 
something capable of producing a rupture in time. In the next section I 
will qualify my theoretical foundation for arriving at this consequence. 

Worlds Unfolding 

It should be clear by now that I do not consider design to occur as 
creative leaps forward that can somehow bring us tomorrow’s products 
now. The privileged category of creation is becoming increasingly 
mundane, while it has moved beyond the traditional design disciplines 
and the confines of the design studio. Design research in general has 
witnessed a move towards a much broader interest in how people 
continuously shape and make sense of things on an everyday basis.  
 
We shall now take a look at performativity in the broadest sense of the 
word, which implies that everything continually comes into being 
through its social and material performance. It is employed to capture 
the process whereby phenomena are produced or reproduced through 
their particular performance. 
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In How To Do Things with Words (1962) John Austin presented 
the concept of the performative utterance. It can be seen as a reaction 
to the logical positivist focus on the truthfulness and verifiability of 
statements. As a category of utterances without truth value, the 
performative does not describe but acts on the world, hence the title of 
the book. In other words, by the utterance of the word the act is 
performed. Austin launched also the more encompassing idea that all 
utterances are in fact performative: the descriptive statements do the 
act of informing. Within science and technology studies this has been 
taken up, and Pickering, for example, has suggested a “performative 
idiom” for the study of scientific practice (1995) and hereby articulates 
a new attention to the production of scientific facts. From within 
feminist theory and post-structuralism Butler has shown how gender 
works as a performative—constituting the act that it purportedly 
describes (1997). While Butler focuses on the repetitive nature of 
gender performances, I am here more concerned with the possibility of 
actively inducing change as an emergence among actors. Develop-
ments in speech act theory prompted a related discussion in anthro-
pology about the creative aspects of ritual to supplement the view of 
ritual as reproduction of social and cultural order: “…ethnographers 
attempt to define the cultural conventions that make performance, 
ritual, and even everyday conversation felicitous, while at the same 
time acknowledging the emergent and creative aspects of any speech 
event” (Hall 2000:187). 

In general, post-structuralism has raised fundamental questions 
to the distinction of categories. Movements in science and technology 
studies, actor-network theory, feminist theory, cultural studies, social 
and cultural anthropology have developed a general analytical under-
standing that distinctions are not given in the order of things, but 
rather seen as outcomes or effects. With the notion of relational on-
tologies, the fundamentally semiotic insight that entities take their 
form and acquire their attributes as a result of their relations with 
other entities is applied to anything.  

In her extraordinarily clear article Posthumanist Performativity: 
Toward an Understanding of how Matter comes to Matter (2003) 
Barad develops the argument that the obsession with the power of 
words over matter has gone too far. She basically argues that lan-
guage is granted too much power, as the condition of possibility for 
material re-arrangements. By reference to the Foucauldian notion of 
discursive practices, which is not synonymous with language, but 
rather that which constrains and enables what can be said and done, 
Barad articulates the mutual entailment of materiality and discursiv-
ity. 
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In light of the notion of performativity, the discussion of what is 
really out there is abandoned in favor of a discussion of how things 
continually become what they are in and through their performed 
relations with other things. Since entities have no inherent qualities, 
the question is how, then, do things become what they are?  The 
preoccupation with how things continually become what they are 
suggests the transformative power of performance. An important 
consequence of performativity is “that everything is uncertain and 
reversible, at least in principle” (Law 1999:4). While it has been 
demonstrated many times that it matters how things become as they 
are performed, it is still an open question how this insight may be 
brought to bear on our understanding and practice of design. Could we 
improve the efficacy of the design process by conceiving it as a perform-
ance? What resources do we have available to perform the technological 
interactions of the future? With these questions I take performativity 
to be valuable not only as a means to analytically understand the 
process of design or any other practice, but just as importantly as a 
relevant contribution to a reflexive design anthropological practice. To 
pro-actively take up the idea that everything in principle is uncertain 
and reversible, implies, in terms of design, an encouragement to 
consider the design process as a conscious effort to enact particular 
modes of reality and people’s concerns about them. 

When we think of design materials in light of performativity, 
video snapshots from the field are performative utterances, rather 
than representations as such. Alongside technological components and 
foam shapes they do not represent anything as much as they point to 
related entities, and their main quality lies in this direction of other’s 
attention. The statements about other entities implied by the use of 
design materials are thus to be considered not as speech acts, but as 
object acts. In the specific case of video snapshots, we may usefully 
employ the term image acts introduced by Blackwell (1998). 

Johan Redström has described User-Centered Design as “a way 
to anticipate use during the design process; to try out what eventual 
use might or could be like before actual use can happen” (personal 
communication). Here Redström problematizes the paradoxical ambi-
tion of user-oriented design to understand “use” before there is any-
thing to use, i.e. before anything usable has been produced. In a strict 
logical sense, design by necessity precedes use. Instead, Redström 
suggests a strategy of what he terms “designability”, which implies a 
certain celebration of open-ended design by extending the creative 
process into the realm of use and users. While I am sympathetic to 
this proposal, I find there is nothing paradoxical in exploring the 
possibilities of use through the practice of design. Their relational 



 81 

ontologies imply that the one does not come before the other; rather, 
they necessarily constitute each other. It is impossible to think about 
design without already implying some sort of use. This prompts us as 
design oriented anthropologists to create opportunities where use 
practices can be performed differently; where they can be explored in 
terms of design possibilities, and vice versa. As Binder has shown, one 
of the ways that participatory design works is by performing that 
which it wants to create (1995). In a radical performative post-
structuralism, this is trivial since everything is created through its 
performance. However, the intricacies of how this actually plays out in 
design practice are much less trivial.  

The efficacy of this aspect of design is dependent on the quality of 
the performance. The number of actors, their competence in skillfully 
performing the situation in question, their interconnectedness and 
status in decisional hierarchies, and their level of determinacy all 
influence how likely the performance is to convince other actors of the 
virtues of the performed design programme, and thus to promote it. 
This is a process of making a “thought of” scenario increasingly more 
“real”, and of transforming potentiality into actuality through gradual 
experimentation, adjustment and enrollment of new actors. This 
framing of design processes focuses on the effectiveness of images and 
objects as actions in design rather than their truthfulness as represen-
tations. 
 
On these theoretical grounds it makes little sense to uphold a clear 
working division of labor in producing appropriate technological 
interactions where the role of ethnographers is to map existing prac-
tices, and the role of designers is to conceive an attractive future 
practice. Further, the perception of design as bridging an imagined 
gap between “real, existing practice” and “an imagined future” is 
likewise rendered less fruitful. The “gap” is precisely what is being 
constructed through the process of design, not the other way around. 
Design takes place not only in formal events such as a collaborative 
workshop, or in formal surroundings such as a design studio, but in 
the interstices of everyday life, whenever we realize our practical and 
imaginative capacity to transform the circumstances of our lives into 
scenarios partly of our own choosing. The design event does, however, 
as I will return to in the next chapter, present a unique opportunity to 
mobilize at once resources and concerns that would otherwise remain 
more distantly related. 
 
Since Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
(1958) the performances inherent in everyday life has been a common 



82 3. FOUNDATIONS FOR SEEING ANTHROPOLOGY AS DESIGN 

focus for the social sciences in general. While performativity in the 
post-structuralist sense constitutes an entire ontology, or more pre-
cisely ontologies, Goffman used drama and performance as a meta-
phor for social life. Goffman was concerned with the dramatization of 
the individual, and demonstrated how people in everyday interactions 
maintain or establish a given definition of the situation. The achieve-
ment of the collective definition of a given situation is dependent on 
the participants investing their image of themselves—their face—in 
the performed situation. This collaborative act of maintaining images 
of self, e.g. to not lose face, Goffman referred to as facework. 

In the present context of collaborative design, the investment of 
the image of self should be taken in its broad sense including profes-
sional skill, technological competence and preferences, organizational 
resources, personal values, concerns, and career goals; in other words, 
it is not restricted to personal identities. 

In Goffman’s view this kind of interaction takes place in all types 
of situations; everything is more or less improvisationally staged in 
response to a social script and with a sense of an audience providing 
feedback in one form or another. There is a transformative potential 
herein, insofar that situations can actively be established where 
alternative definitions of situations are collaboratively produced. 
There is, at least in principle, the possibility of achieving a durability 
that extends alternative definitions of a situation beyond its immedi-
ate performance. 

Accordingly the designed artifact is not the only thing being per-
formed. The people who have accepted to engage in the project as 
“themselves”, as possible end-users, constantly become what they are 
through their personal and professional activities, decisions and 
relationships. In this vein the engagement in a research and design 
project is yet another opportunity for the participants to re-invent 
themselves and their professional or personal practice. In a similar 
vein, technologies can not in any simple way be defined by their mere 
functional properties; technologies become what they are through the 
particular ways they are contextualized in various changing patterns 
of use and abuse. 
 
In particular anthropology has treated the actual lived practices of 
people through a performative perspective, showing how we are 
always involved in constructing and staging our identities. This, of 
course, has not been to suggest that practices are in any way fake, but 
rather that we all enact our personal and social realities on a day-to-
day basis. From within anthropology Victor Turner eminently showed 
how these performances of the everyday took the form of rituals and 
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social dramas, and social science in general is increasingly also includ-
ing physical objects and material interactions into the perspective on a 
world constantly in its making. 

From Social Dramas to Performance of the New 

The anthropology of experience, performance and symbolism has to a 
large extent evolved from the study of rituals and symbols. Let us 
begin with looking at ritual as it has been anthropologically conceived. 
As early as 1909 Van Gennep published his classic study of Rites of 
Passage (Gennep 1960), i.e. ritualized changes of social or cultural 
state, as for example becoming human, becoming adult or becoming 
married. Van Gennep described the general structure of initiation 
rites as following three ritual stages: that of separation (the person to 
be initiated is detached from society), that of transition or liminality 
(the state of the “passenger” in the rite of passage is ambiguous while 
approaching the new state and having left the old) and that of rein-
corporation (the neophyte is re-introduced to society in a new state). 
Victor Turner later expanded these ideas, focusing especially on the 
liminal period, which he also identified in other types of rituals than 
rites of passage. He was concerned with the transition as a process, as 
a becoming and transformation. One of his central points was that the 
ritual suspension of normal order was a necessary step for achieving 
the desired changes of state. Turner described the temporary liminal 
state of the indefinable transitional being as betwixt and between, in 
the sense that it is at once no longer classified (for example as a boy) 
and not yet classified (as a man) (Turner 1996).  

The design workshop is enacted in ways similar to the rite of pas-
sage: as a momentary suspension of the everyday order, as betwixt 
and between, in order to prepare the subject for transformation.12 In 
the design workshop it is not a social individual that is to undergo 
transformation—it is practice as it meets technological artifacts. 
Practice and technology are thus separated from their normal sur-
roundings, drawn into a liminal space and time where they can be 
“broken down”—as Turner expresses it. When I employ this idea in 
the analysis of particular design workshops in the next chapter, I will 
also clarify the conceptual ideas of liminality and the workshop as a 
ritual. 
 

                                             
12 Brendon Clark has explored a similar idea of framing a design handover meeting as a design ritual (Clark 
2006). Where Clark was concerned with subjecting organizational power relations to ritual subversion, I put 
more emphasis on the symbolic manipulation of a range of physical artifacts. 
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In order to conceive what it means to create a design space that is at 
once open for exploring the everyday practicalities in a given design 
situation, and to be able to bring about a lively sense of what it might 
be transformed into, I suggest taking a look at the borderline between 
the anthropology of ritual and performance theory—a borderline that 
has been famously traveled and conceptualized by Richard Schechner.  

I will continue to consider the design workshop as a performative 
event. While I am quite sure the participants in my actual design 
projects do not think of themselves as performers in any theatrical or 
ritual way, I would like to push the comparison. I think of the com-
parison as applying an anthropological perspective on the practice of 
collaborative design, which emphasizes the magico-ritual character in 
the exploration and production of the New. There is a fit between what 
the design workshop and the enactment of future scenarios encode, to 
what theories of performance and ritual are attempting to analyze. 

I draw on Victor Turner, as did Richard Schechner, to analyze a 
social drama using theatrical terminology to describe how situations 
of desired change are dealt with. These situations—arguments, collec-
tive achievements, combats, rites of passage—are inherently dramatic 
because participants not only do things, they specifically show them-
selves and others what they are doing or have done; their actions take 
on a reflexive and performed-for-an-audience aspect. 
 
In Goffman’s work of analyzing everyday life as social dramas, per-
forming is understood as a mode of behavior that may characterize 
any activity; performing is thus a quality rather than a genre (1958). 
To Schechner, who centers his definition of performance on the audi-
ence-performer interaction, it means something more limited: “an 
activity done by an individual or a group in the presence of and for 
another individual or group” (1988:22, note 10). In science and tech-
nology studies performativity is usually understood as an analytical 
assumption that is applied to virtually anything: humans and objects 
alike become what they are only through the ongoing enactment of 
their characteristics. While I apply the notion of performativity 
broadly, in the post-structuralist sense, I regard design workshops 
and the enactment of future scenarios as a special class of events in 
line with Schechner’s definition of performance (which in turn is akin 
to Turner’s understanding of rituals).  

In my empirical cases where no audience as such exists, as in a 
design workshop for example, the function of the audience persists. 
Usually one part of the performing group watches—and is meant to 
watch—other parts of the performing participants. There are several 
basic qualities of the design workshop that resembles a performance, 



 85 

as described by Schechner: It operates in a special ordering of time; it 
attaches special value to objects; it is un-productive in terms of goods; 
it is guided by explicit rules; and it often takes place in special places, 
non-ordinary places set aside or constructed to perform the activities 
in (1988:8). I will touch upon the concrete manifestation of these 
qualities in collaborative workshops as design rituals in the next 
chapter. 
 
While I look at design events as performances and apply Schechner’s 
concept thereof, this is not to say that they are about entertainment. 
On the contrary, they are explicitly about driving design processes 
forward by generating new ideas and producing useful design con-
cepts. As performances, the design events seek to change people and 
things, technology and practice. The basic idea of applying perform-
ance theory and practice to design is that they have moved steadily 
towards employing performance as a method of cultural reflection and 
change.  

Within performance ethnography there have been movements to 
frame performance as “a critical reflective and refractive lens to view 
the human condition and a form of reflexive agency that initiates 
action” (Alexander 2005:412). What is interesting here is the intent of 
allowing the participants in, and audience of, the performance the 
opportunity to come to know culture differently, and seek the openings 
for design that sometimes emerge from this. Although performance 
ethnography is more associated with social movements than with 
design dialogues, Alexander’s description of its virtues is relevant for 
the design anthropological practice outlined here: “The power and 
potential of performance ethnography resides in the empathic and 
embodied engagement of other ways of knowing that heightens the 
possibility of acting upon the humanistic impulse to transform the 
world” (Alexander 2005:412) 
 
In light of performance theory the problem of how future workshops 
seem to encapsulate a small part of the future now seem less para-
doxical or controversial. In some rituals the actualization is the mak-
ing present of a past time or event. The ritual makes the myth present 
by showing it as happening, here and now. Future workshops depend 
on performative transformations of time and space. However incom-
plete or temporary the transformations may be, they enact a specific 
“there and then” in this particular “here and now”. This of course is 
not to say that some future reality is here, but it playfully suggests 
that if it catches on, the future might be characterized by this mode of 
reality. The next chapter offers more specific illustrations of how 
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theatrical techniques about partial transformations may be brought to 
bear on design. 

Anthropology as Cultural Re-Creation 

Anthropology is, actually, a sly and deceptive science. At the moment 
when it seems most deliberately removed from our own lives, it is most 
immediate, when it seems most insistently to be talking about the dis-
tant, the strange, the long ago, or the idiosyncratic, it is in fact talking 
also about the close, the familiar, the contemporary, and the generic.  

(Geertz 1968:22) 

Employing ethnographic field work differs in epistemological terms 
radically from the idea of collecting data. There is no straight forward 
transferal of knowledge from the field to the audience, whether this is 
made up of academic anthropologists or corporate clients and design-
ers in a studio. The subject position is critical, and one of ethnogra-
phy’s strengths lies in the way it always sees itself as part of the 
research field. 

The articulation of a design problem is deeply dependent on the 
location in the world of those responsible for the articulation. Like-
wise, the articulation of some Other’s social reality is deeply depend-
ent on the location of the ethnographer. Ethnographic representations 
work to link authors and their audience through images of some social 
reality. That a representation does not in any simple way just mirror a 
social reality but entails a more complex relationship between its 
constituents is captured in the above citation of Geertz. Ethnographic 
descriptions are as much about ourselves and the culture of the ethno-
graphic audience as about the ethnographic other. Although consid-
ered an experimental moment in the social sciences and far from 
uncontroversial, this idea was seminally conceptualized in Anthropol-
ogy as Cultural Critique (Marcus and Fischer 1986). Marcus and 
Fischer showed how anthropology sometimes constitutes cultural 
critique through two techniques: Using descriptions of the exotic to 
revise how we (Euro-Americans) normally think about things, and by 
using ethnographic facts about another culture as an implicit or 
explicit critique of aspects of the culture “at home” (Marcus and 
Fischer 1986:137-138). 

In line with this attention to the double frame of reference in 
ethnographic representations, I am here suggesting that design 
anthropology is about articulating the culture of use in terms of the 
culture of design.  
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Let me engage in a short characterization that is pertinent to both 
design and anthropology, in order to promote a momentary conflation 
and play with the idea that they are the same. For anthropology and 
for design the specification of the subject matter is at the same time a 
specification of the direction of the audience’s interests. This is the 
main reason why a design anthropological account of an empirical 
phenomenon should not be conceived as independent of the interven-
tionist intentions that it is expected to address. I suggest that it is 
more fruitful to create a space for innovation where the representation 
of the subject matter is consciously motivated by the interventionist 
impulse; and that the complex set of motivations, agendas, stakes, and 
interests—subsumed in the notion of the interventionist impulse—in 
turn is challenged by the practicalities posed by representations of the 
subject matter. The representation of the subject matter and the 
desire to do something different with it, are inextricably bound to-
gether. Accordingly design anthropology has as much to do with an 
intervention in one’s own environment, as it has to do with an inter-
vention in a perceived setting of users.  
 
The suggestion that ethnography overlaps with design in the creative 
aspects of representation, needs further qualification. Despite some 
conventional ideas of the opposite, ethnographic fieldwork is not 
necessarily carried out in a non-interventionist manner. The citation 
below is from the edited volume Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 
1986), which together with Anthropology as Cultural Critique (Marcus 
and Fischer 1986) marked a distinctive change of discussion in an-
thropology: 

Post-modern ethnography (…) aims not to foster the growth of knowl-
edge but to restructure experience; not to understand objective reality, 
for that is already established by common sense, nor to explain how we 
understand, for that is impossible, but to reassimilate, to reintegrate the 
self in society and to restructure the conduct of everyday life.  

(Tyler 1986:135) 

Post-modern anthropology in general and the developments in the 
wake of these two books in particular have framed ethnographical 
writings as a particular kind of intervention since representations re-
create the reality under study and sometimes also the reality of the 
audience (through cultural critique) through rhetorical and authorita-
tive techniques. Post-modern anthropology has been conceived as a 
flexible and opportunistic strategy for diversifying and making more 
complex our understanding of various places, people, and predica-
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ments through attentiveness to the different forms of knowledge 
available from different social and political locations. 

The framing of ethnography as intervention and cultural re-
creation obviously resonates with the ambition to employ it in design. 
The mutual dialogical production of discourse and cooperative story 
making of post-modern anthropology may be taken further in partici-
patory design processes by iterative translations between contextual-
ized user experiences and evocative design visions whereby new 
representations are constructed.  

We should not ask of design anthropological representations to 
provide transparent and accurate representations of the subject 
matter over which design teams assemble. Since we will never get 
representations without betrayals, we should instead develop skills in 
jumping from one image to the next: skills in seeing possible connec-
tions, rather than strive for ultimate confirmation in objective reality. 
Representations from the field are never finite, but partial and, if 
skillfully created, also imbued with concerns of pertinence to the 
audience.  

Giving up the solitary production of authoritative ethnographic 
accounts entails a possibility for including more stakeholders in 
exploring possible representations of the field and thus possible re-
creations of existing practices.13 

The dialogical movements, between designerly interest in a given 
setting and participatory workshops where users are invited into the 
process of developing new design ideas, take the form of repetitive 
cycles of we-see-you, you-see-us-seeing-you. The act of connecting the 
images arising from these different positions in the world and embody-
ing different interests in the topic under inspection reflects the trans-
formative role of representations. It is not about creating the one best 
representation to capture the topic, but about the ability to convinc-
ingly connect one image to the next through playing with subject and 
object positions, and momentarily dislocating the observer. In short 
through playful otherness, which is a notion I will develop and employ 
in the next chapter. 

Anthropologists Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson suggest situ-
ated intervention (1997) as a strategy for ethnography. Although they 
undoubtedly think of more subtle forms of (political) interventions 
than for example introducing foam mock-ups of mobile IT devices, I 
embrace their vision of ethnography as a form of situated intervention 
as opposed to a disinterested search for truth in the service of univer-
sal humanistic knowledge. From the perspective of practice, every 
                                             
13 Of course I do not escape the inevitable solitary and authoritative write-up in the end either, since that 
remains a requirement for academic distinction. 
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intervention is situated in specific practical circumstances no matter 
how abstract or distant its categories may seem. But there surely is 
difference in how much effort is put into addressing the specific prac-
tical circumstances that an intervention is aimed at, and it is this 
concern with practice that I refer to with the notion of situated inter-
vention.  

In this light of anthropology as cultural re-creation, the challenge 
for design anthropology could lie in establishing explorative processes 
where representations of facts and data are acknowledged as products 
of ethnographic construction—but not constructions of the nihilistic 
kind where a language-based reality can be anything a persuasive 
ethnographer says it is. Rather, representations that are acknowl-
edged as constructions which evolve in an ongoing dialogue and 
embodied encounter between different established practices and 
different interests in re-creating these same practices. 

Design as Critical Commentary 

To understand the converging aspects of design and anthropology the 
focus on open-ended processes is important. Design communities 
increasingly also focus on design as an open-ended process with an 
attention to how artifacts are continuously generating and acquiring 
new meaning in relation to the changing circumstances of their pro-
duction, use, and disposal. The exploratory attitude of ethnographical 
inquiry is increasingly also becoming a design attitude which tolerates 
higher levels of sustained uncertainty, and which deliberately tries to 
maintain an unsettled ontological status of the artifact being de-
signed. The idea of design, in other words, is becoming less conclusive. 

A recent influential critique of the one-way flow of information 
from ethnographic field work to design intervention, is Dourish’s 
discussion of the value of ethnography for the design field human-
computer interaction (2006). His point is that the widespread demand 
for design ethnographies to deliver “implications for design” is a 
problematic way to frame ethnographic contributions to design. Dour-
ish mainly argues for this on the basis that it trivializes the role of 
ethnography as purely instrumental for design.  

I do not see the appropriation of ethnography for design purposes 
as a disciplinary threat any more than it is a disciplinary opportunity 
for re-invention. In the discourse of employing ethnography in design, 
the challenge is often framed as how one can transform ethnographic 
field observations into actionable design suggestions. Let me attempt 
to demonstrate what I mean by a disciplinary opportunity for re-
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creation. I would like to somewhat provocatively suggest the opposite 
framing of the issue: how can we transform specific design inquiries 
into valuable ethnographic questions? 
 
Until this point in the dissertation, I have mainly claimed that rein-
terpretations of anthropology for design work present a promising 
opportunity for innovation. But in fact I would like to make the oppo-
site claim too, and suggest design as a potential resource for anthro-
pology. Here I am not only thinking about design as an empirical 
occasion to conduct an anthropological study of design. What if—in the 
famous subjunctive mode—we think of exploratory design inquiries as 
an actual ethnographic strategy; as a new way for the ethnographer to 
approach everyday life? 

In addressing design problems in the various projects I have par-
ticipated in, I have offered to adapt ethnographic methods to render 
them feasible and effective under the auspices of collaborative design 
with industry partners. However, in return for sacrificing many 
conventional scientific criteria for ethnographic practice, I have re-
ceived a design tradition where playful interventions can work to open 
new ways of perceiving the world. This I take as an invitation for 
anthropology to recognize design as a different yet related way of 
engaging the field, which in turn suggests extending the anthropologi-
cal scope of methods to include more material articulations of ethno-
graphic questions. 

Design interventions offer a particular perspective on everyday 
life, which adds something valuable to the range of ethnographic 
research methods. What I have in mind is design as critical state-
ments about the state of the world; design that suggests that it could 
be otherwise through interventions and artifacts. Anthony Dunne 
provides an example of a designer who offers precisely this; through 
physical artifacts Dunne contributes with a form of social commentary 
stimulating debate and reflection about the qualities of everyday life 
(1999). 
 
The idea of probing is a helpful metaphor to understand design as a 
process of invested inquiry and creation, where critical commentary is 
integral with the desire to improve, and which acquires direction from 
transactions and conversations among many actors in cooperation and 
competition. It was originally applied to design research by Gaver, 
Dunne and Pacenti with the cultural probing kit which has since been 
widely applied and elaborated in various other design contexts. They 
introduced their sets of small tasks that invited the receiver to express 
him or herself in open-ended formats, such as writing post cards and 
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taking photographic snapshots, with this declaration: “They’re a way 
for us to get to know you better, and for you to get to know us” 
(1999:22). This double movement in the idea of the probe—that you 
invest something of yourself in it, and expect something in return—is 
central for my use of it as a metaphor, and I would like to elaborate it 
a bit by adding that it is at once a design statement authored by 
designers with particular interests in change, and an invitation for the 
receiver to take that statement and turn it into something else. It is 
an invitation to dialogue, where both the interests of the observer and 
the observed are mobilized as resources for the inquiry. The quality of 
the initial question is that it is motivated and directed, so that it may 
generate a response that re-appropriates the question and deflects its 
direction into related agendas of local relevance. 

When I address a service technician on the shop-floor at KiMs for 
instance, with a genuine probing approach and in the inquiry pose the 
possibility for change, then it resembles a central feature of critical 
theory: to create a position from where the world could look different, 
in order to understand its conditions. The designerly experimentation 
with concrete possibilities for alternative products and practices often 
addresses the contingencies of practice, i.e. the socio-material ar-
rangements of practice that are not necessarily given by any imma-
nent order of things, but by more or less transient conditions. In the 
next chapter Toward a Design Anthropological Practice I will go into 
more empirical detail with these issues. 





 

4. Towards a Design 
Anthropological Practice  

With this chapter I will provide some flesh and blood to the topic of 
discussion by going into detail with how performance, participation 
and collaborative design play out in terms of a distinct design anthro-
pological practice. As an introduction to the details of my own empiri-
cal work, I will first provide a brief example of a possible role for 
ethnography in design that has often appeared as media stories.  

The case of Go-Gurt is often brought up to demonstrate the value 
of ethnographic observation for product development—first by the 
researchers themselves (Squires 2002) and subsequently by numerous 
observers of the industry (e.g. Jørgensen 2003:135-137). The American 
National Association for the Practice of Anthropology presented this 
topic under the heading How an Anthropologist Created Go-Gurt, as 
an allegedly “healthy, fun, breakfast alternative” (NAPA, no year). 
Based on ethnographic observations, the researchers succeeded in 
reframing the client’s image of breakfast. They found that breakfast in 
American families was as much about hurried meals by individual 
family members rushing between scattered activities throughout the 
day as it was about the day’s first social and nutritious family gather-
ing as depicted in idealized images from the 1950s (Squires 2002). On 
the manufacturer’s website it reads:  

Go-GURT® Portable Yogurt, the first-ever yogurt in a tube, is the per-
fect snack for on-the-go kids. Not only do kids love Go-GURT® yogurt’s 
fun tube and interactive promotions, but they can’t get enough of the 
smooth, creamy texture and wide variety of great, fun flavors like 
Strawberry Splash and Cool Cotton Candy. 
 

The thinking behind this kind of ethnography in consumer research 
seems to be along the lines “if we can just, via the ethnographers, get 
more information that is closer to the user, then we will come up with 
great and novel design ideas”. But this is predicated on the false 
assumption that there is a direct connection between an interesting 
observation and an interesting design suggestion. However interesting 
this study is as a reframing of a dominant understanding of breakfast, 
my point is that it does not in and by itself lead to interesting design 
ideas. These ethnographic observations of everyday eating habits 
could have led to a thousand other “solutions” than “healthy nutritious 
food” in a colorful tube containing 17% sugar. The usual framing of the 
story of how ethnographic insights have led to product innovations 
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trivializes the design work involved in exploring possible alternatives 
to the situation under study, and furthermore limits the role of eth-
nography to feed user representations into a black-boxed machinery of 
innovation. 
 
What is left unexplored here is the two-way working of representa-
tions, which I try to conceptualize below with a notion of playful 
otherness. When “they” are made present to “us” in various represen-
tational media, video for example, the screen is also the screen on 
which we project our own interests, fantasies and desires concerning 
the Other, and against whom our identities are defined and con-
structed. In other words, because the ethnographic representation of 
users is directed at specific audiences with specific interests in them, 
the possibility of continuing this dialogical movement is—at least 
logically if not always practically—available.  

The often explicit stakes and interests of the change agencies 
that design anthropologists work with constitute an important re-
source for the possibility of continuing the dialogue set in motion by 
the initial encounter and momentary conflation of interest between 
change agencies, users and researchers. The projection of change-
oriented interests and fantasies onto images of use can certainly be 
performed as acts of domination, but also as a commitment to them, 
taking them seriously and adding to them. If designerly responses to 
representations of use can be captured as such, embodying at once a 
sense of authentic everyday use and a designerly interpretation in 
light of new technological possibilities, the projections may become of 
renewed value to the represented users. 

This possibility of returning the communicative gesture of users 
who participated in creating representations in the first place necessi-
tates higher degrees of inclusive user participation than is often the 
case in commercial contexts. It entails seeking a more committed 
interaction with the people involved in the study, and amplifying and 
extending the reciprocity of the ethnographic encounter. Instead of 
reducing the field encounter to finite market transactions, where 
informants are paid for their time and knowledge with vouchers or 
movie theatre tickets, it might prove more fruitful to strive for an 
extension of the relationship through user participation. This could 
mean participation based on the initial reasons for the encounter, 
namely those aspects of the user’s life that could potentially benefit 
from the possibilities of change that the design anthropologist repre-
sents through his or her alliance with a change agency and its re-
search and development resources. A strategy for achieving this is 
through the establishment of a platform where the culture of use can 
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be portrayed in terms of the culture of design. Below I will try to 
explicate what this means in terms of my own concrete design anthro-
pological practices. 

Articulating a User and a Site for Observation  

In the introductory stage of the project Mobility in Maintenance three 
program managers from Microsoft Business Solutions authored a 
document entitled Mobile Devices at the Shop Floor. Let us consider 
two excerpts that in their original context served to illustrate the 
potential of using mobile terminals in connection with ERP systems in 
the manufacturing company:  

In manufacturing the employees often have immediate information 
needs in order to have the production line running optimally. A mobile 
phone extended with computer facilities provides new opportunities to 
help manufacturing employees receive and send relevant information, 
when the need arises. 
The information can be tailored according to who you are, for example: 

– You have different needs if you are new, than the more experi-
enced employees. 

– You are, for instance, by machine number 16 and need to see an 
operating- or security instruction. 

– You are in the middle of, for instance, quality assurance, and 
you could possibly take a picture of the situation and record a 
voicemail to maintenance about problems with a specific unit. 

– You can see if an ingredient is in stock and where it is stocked. 
– You can see the current production batch, and you can leave a 

message for the next shift, etc. (…)  
The goal is to examine needs and possibilities to improve/simplify the 
daily routines of planning and execution of the production, as well as 
changes and feedback relating to production data for employees on the 
shop floor by means of mobile devices (Pocket PCs, PDAs and small Tab-
let PCs) with the advantages and disadvantages this may imply for the 
employees and the management  

(Internal project document, November 2004). 

The list of imagined examples of situations where information pro-
vided by a mobile extension to an ERP system could potentially be 
beneficial goes on after the excerpt. What is striking already in the 
first few lines is the use of the first person singular: “you”. It indicates 
the authors’ attempt at identification with the imagined user. This 
document was not directed at these imagined users “on the shop floor” 
however, but rather served as an expression of interest during the 
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process of project establishment between the managers of the manu-
facturing company, the design researchers from ITU and the program 
managers from MBS. The document articulates the importance of 
relevant information delivered in the right time and place, hence the 
need for a networked and portable information solution. MBS, of 
course, are performed as the enablers of this kind of technology. 
Although the statement of the goal of the project mentions two imag-
ined beneficiaries, the employees and management, all the examples 
from the bulleted list target the employees on the “shop floor”.  

In order to articulate the interests of the researchers, it was im-
portant to clarify or populate the subject position of “the user”. Who 
exactly was meant by “you”? The imagined user in the project was 
subsequently narrowed down from “manufacturing” to cover only 
maintenance employees, i.e. the service technicians and the mainte-
nance manager at the particular manufacturing facility of KiMs. 
Three weeks later, a delegation of researchers from ITU and program 
managers from MBS had planned a visit KiMs in order to clarify the 
intent and objectives of the project. As preparation we sent a proposal 
of particular project activities: “a two-day visit at KiMs, where three 
people from ITU accompanies three selected employees in their work-
day in order to create trustworthy user portraits and video stories of 
the work” (Internal project document, 30.11.2004).  

The chief technology officer and the maintenance manager of 
KiMs agreed to this proposal as a way for them to explore the possi-
bilities of mobile electronic support for maintenance work. Hence we 
had established a common interest in the project, and the category of 
“the user” was down to three unspecified employees plus the mainte-
nance manager. At the actual meeting at KiMs on the 11th of January 
2005, we were introduced to the CTO, the maintenance manager and 
two service technicians. The category of “the user” was hereby popu-
lated with particular individuals: Palle Sørensen and Lasse Rosen-
strøm who work respectively as smith and electrician at KiMs. Three 
weeks later, Lasse and Palle had each agreed to be accompanied and 
video recorded by a researcher during a work shift. This narrowing 
down of the category of the user to two particular individuals located 
in a certain factory on a particular winter day in Søndersø both served 
to construct “the field” of user research, and connected a highly ab-
stract idea of a future part of a globally sold ERP system to particular 
instances of its future use. 
 
Time-wise, MBS wanted to aim the design efforts at “some years 
ahead, but based on currently available technologies” (from project 
email 25.1.2004). In practice this meant that the technological ideas of 
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the project would have to run on a Microsoft operating system, for 
example Windows for Pocket PC. 

Initially Microsoft was interested in testing if our approach to 
design could deliver a design-oriented material appropriate for basing 
a high-level management decision about entering a new business 
application area. As the project progressed and we became more 
familiar with the concerns of MBS, this general interest was instanti-
ated by the particular question: Should a particular ERP system have 
a mobile extension? One challenge for MBS in addressing this ques-
tion was that they had limited knowledge of the new group of users of 
mobile applications, who do not match the long standing desktop 
metaphor of personal computers. Accordingly they were sometimes 
referred to as “desk less users”.  

This challenge provided a reasonably clear fit with the compe-
tences brought into the project by us design researchers, and we 
framed the task as one of producing images of what future use of 
mobile devices could look like: images of practical use situations. 
 
The shop floor of KiMs was not obvious as a field site for exploring the 
use of a maintenance system running on mobile devices. From the 
simple fact that such a system did not yet exist, the challenge was to 
construct this particular shop floor as a site in which such a system 
could be relevant, and by alliance with a competent technology devel-
opment organization to establish the possibility that such a system 
could be built. There is a lot of persuasion, seduction and political 
maneuvering involved in establishing this imagery. And to complicate 
matters further, the collective project interest in maintenance work 
was not even given as a starting point.  

During our primary field visit at the shop floor of KiMs, our focus 
on maintenance practice was only one out of three different perspec-
tives on the site: “production”, “quality assurance”, and “mainte-
nance”. In fact, simultaneous to our study of maintenance practice, we 
addressed the shop floor through a different lens: that of quality 
assurance. It was not until months after the initial fieldwork at the 
shop floor that the perspectives of quality assurance and production 
were skipped, and the video recordings from the site of the production 
line came to represent maintenance work exclusively. With this 
change in the scope of the project, certain areas of the location lost 
their significance, e.g. the QA laboratories for analyzing samples of 
the produce, despite their central location by the production line.  

On behalf of the employees involved in production, the trade un-
ion representative at KiMs refused to participate in any video-based 
research collaboration with us, since a prior experiment with video 
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monitoring of the production line had led to regrettable feelings of 
being under surveillance. We decided not to try and convince them 
into participation. Our engagement with quality assurance had begun, 
but the date for the planned collaborative workshop kept being 
changed and postponed on their part, and eventually this area of focus 
was discontinued because the management of this division seemed 
insufficiently committed.  

The definition of an appropriate site of use is usually not a logical 
consequence of the collective definition of design interest. Instead, an 
appropriate site of use is gradually articulated in parallel with the 
formulation of particular design interests in a highly contingent 
process. 

A Methodological Negative 
Even when an appropriate site for user observation has been estab-
lished, such as the Trauma Center as a site for exploring Flexible 
Treatment Rooms, the local logics of practice may prevent it from 
being studied directly.  

The trauma room—usually void of action or other people, but im-
posing the sense of potential intensity through the mere objects in the 
room—was explicitly not a site for creative reconfigurations. The chief 
physician was very clear on this issue: we were not to concern our-
selves with suggesting changes to the trauma room, because it is 
already subjected to an intense professional attention and a relevant 
training programme for coordinating the detailed conduct and collabo-
ration of the multidisciplinary trauma teams. The configuration of this 
room taken together almost makes up a complete choreography of 
activities that are not yet taking place. The hangers with anti-
radiation protective wear, the poster with the schematized emergency 
procedure, the central position of the bed are all specific indicators for 
this potential action of taking X-rays and mobilizing the team of 
trauma experts to gather around the traumatized center of attention. 
From the position of the anesthesiology unit vis-à-vis the steel table 
with sterile tools in relation to the bed, the positions of the nurses and 
the surgeon can readily be read. The educational role of student 
observers as well as their appropriate place in the room is indicated by 
the yellow peripheral line on the floor marking a safety-distance to the 
operating personnel. 

Although the functional layout of the specific trauma room was 
governed by an extremely tight spatial regime, this is not the case for 
many of the surrounding facilities of the Trauma Center where our 
snapshots from the field illustrated rooms and places which were more 
open to being reconfigured through the particular situations of use. 
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In this project many of our observations regarded the paradoxical 
phenomenon of preparing for the unexpected, and this is what I refer 
to as the methodological negative: to study that which does not hap-
pen through its reflection in everything else. In the Trauma Center 
much work is continuously being done to prepare the staff, the equip-
ment and the rooms for something which for the majority of the time 
remains a potentiality: the severe emergency where one or more 
traumatized patients are brought in at the same time. The meticulous 
placement and preparation of instruments, specialists, medical sup-
plies and furniture is a constant concern, and almost all activities in 
the Trauma Center reflect this issue of avoiding situations where the 
unexpected comes as a surprise. The demand to be prepared poses 
heavy constraints on the use of rooms and equipment. For example 
when a nurse cannot locate his pair of scissors, he cannot just take the 
one that he positively knows where is, since everything in the trauma 
room has to be precisely in its place and where it is expected to be in 
an emergency situation. The trauma room has to be vacant, sterile 
and fully equipped at all times. The paradox for our inquiry lies in the 
fact that while this room and its specialized and intense activities is 
the focal point of the Trauma Center, we inquired more into its “nega-
tive” imprint on everything around it, such as: the reception and 
evaluation of patients’ medical needs, the borderland between the 
reception area and the rest of the specialized departments of the 
hospital, the relationship between space and activity in the patients’ 
waiting zone, the coordination of other patients who have not yet been 
assigned a destination for evaluation, and finally the dynamics of 
mixed-activity rooms.  
 
With the sections above I want to remind that the user is not in any 
simple way “out there”. The establishment of appropriate sites of use, 
and not least for observing it, requires a lot of work; work that mainly 
has to do with establishing persuasive links between abstract catego-
ries of users to particular places and people. Having established a field 
for the observation of use, we shall now move on to a discussion of 
what kinds of representations we have sought to bring back from the 
different fields of use. 

Fragmenting Reality 

With a short personal incident I would like to illustrate how the 
designerly demand for re-workable ethnographic material first came 
across to me as an almost brutal sense of destruction. After an intense 
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period of practical project work in the Space Studio in 2002 (creating 
and handling field material, organizing workshops, producing a 
deliverable outcome etc), I withdrew to more solitary surroundings in 
my home to read, reflect and write. When I returned to the studio I 
was quite frankly shocked to see what my fellow design researchers 
had done to what I considered my field material. The COMIT video 
clips of everyday IT-users, I had assumed, seemed to belong more to 
me than to the rest of the design team, because they constituted the 
first-hand material from a series of field visits that I had carried out. 
Some of the video clips of everyday-life situations had been cut up into 
even smaller fragments than before, of about 20 seconds’ duration, by 
my colleagues. And they had been reshuffled to distance them from 
their original context: clips from one informant’s work practice were 
deliberately presented in close conjunction with clips from leisure 
activities of another informant, apparently with no comparative 
analytical intent, but rather as a new synthesis between the clips.  

To me, this amounted to using another ethnographer’s field notes 
for purposes quite different than the author intended. In an anthro-
pology department this would be unthinkable. Here fieldnotes are 
personal, and if anything, it can be discussed if the informants appear-
ing in them could possibly have a right to read what the ethnographer 
might have noted about them. Only rarely are informants or col-
leagues invited to actively participate in analyzing and synthesizing 
fieldnotes, and definitely not without the participation or explicit 
consent of the primary fieldworker.  

However, the point of recounting this experience here is not to 
debunk my colleagues for not accrediting me superior rights over the 
field material. Rather, it is to point to some differences in anthropo-
logical practice vis-à-vis collaborative design research that become 
apparent from traversing the border. One of the reasons for the pain 
that this cut-up of material inflicted upon me was that I was in the 
process of attuning my mainly ethnographic practice to that of col-
laborative design. While I took a disciplinary pride in the integrity of 
my ethnographic accounts of everyday use—I was thinking along the 
lines of “you have to understand this man’s working practice, before 
you begin mixing it up with fragments of this woman’s leisure practice 
and turning it all into fictive composites” —this integrity of stories 
was exactly what the design researchers considered an obstacle for 
creating new openings for design. It was not merely that they required 
openness of the material, but rather that closure of the account is 
something to be obtained through collaboration. The requirement I 
was faced with was to include the participants of the workshop in the 
narration of the video clips.  



 101 

While my framing of the representations was probably the most 
legitimate one available in ethnographic terms, it was probably not 
the most appropriate in terms of collaborative design. The incident 
serves to illustrate an ethnographer’s frustration with the different 
rules of the game in the field of design, and I have eventually reached 
a point where I am more comfortable with conceptualizing the ten-
sions between the two different fields of enquiry as fundamental 
resources for a design anthropological practice that embraces the 
interventionist impulse. 
 
In preparing ethnographic material for presentation and exploration 
at a subsequent design workshop, the question arises: Why present the 
findings from the field as short fragmentary video snapshots with no 
coherent order? The answer on the abstract level is given: because it 
ensures that the material is open for re-interpretations and re-
configurations by diverse stakeholders. Piecing together a narrative 
on the basis of fragmented and under-narrated video clips requires so 
many gaps to be filled on the part of the participants, that they are 
forced to actively rethink the issues in question. It just doesn’t always 
work. 

The few times I have presented the material from COMIT and 
Mobility in Maintenance to fellow researchers (for example to ethnog-
raphers at EPIC 2005) simulating the collaborative workshop setup 
from the actual projects, I have re-experienced a bit of my initial 
frustration in presenting detached pieces of knowledge, wrenched 
apart by a kind of violence. It makes a huge difference, however, to 
play design games in the context of the particular project and to 
simulate it in the context of general design research. The frustration 
does not derive from the fragmentation of the account, but rather from 
the participants’ limited ability to piece together a plausible or desir-
able vision of what the account may be about. In other words, the 
particular and concrete stakes that the project participants invest in 
the field material is crucial for their shared ability to make something 
meaningful out of it. 

If one accepts the proposition that the ethnographic contribution 
to design is strengthened if it also delivers openings for reworking the 
material, then shaping the ethnographic value for design in a realist 
and representationalist idiom becomes less relevant. This move indi-
cates a widening space for design anthropology as an experimental 
and generative strategy of using snapshots of everyday practice to 
prompt further reactions by competent stakeholders. Instead of seek-
ing to lay out a coherent account of what is really out there, this 
approach works by picking out something that at first sight appears 



102 4. TOWARDS A DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PRACTICE 

evocative, temporarily making it the center of collective attention, and 
subsequently asking fellow project participants to assist in making 
something more of it.  

The value of the design anthropological contribution depends on 
this extension of representations, and their ability to catch on and 
prompt others to relate to it in novel and skillful ways. Let me try to 
conceptualize this. 

Playful Otherness 

The main competence of ethnographers is usually seen as an ability to 
describe the culture of others. Accordingly, an obvious task for ethnog-
raphers working with designers is to describe the culture of the people 
the designers wish to address with their design; i.e. the users. I would 
like to complicate this conception of “the task”. 

While the culture of users exists in their homes, their work-
places, and their village or wherever they use, the ethnography of this 
culture exists in power point presentations, persona descriptions, and 
white papers. What is important here is that ethnographers have 
always brought notes, images, drawings, objects, queries, images and 
more lately audio-visual recordings back from their field studies to 
make something special out of them. Clifford Geertz was one of the 
first anthropologists to characterize anthropological writings as 
fictions—fictions as in “something made”, not “false” (Geertz 1973:15-
16). It is not a matter of collecting and carrying home as many masks, 
customs or interviews as possible, but the degree to which one is able 
to create new meanings. The power of anthropological imagination is 
to bring us closer to the lives of strangers. While ethnographers have 
traditionally framed their interpretations as scientific monographies 
addressing an academic audience, the current demand for ethno-
graphic descriptions by other audiences, such as design agencies and 
communities of design research, creates new opportunities for inter-
pretations. The first risk to avoid for ethnography in design is to avoid 
producing overly naïve accounts—where the user is merely the one to 
be known; the ethnographer is the producer of representations; and 
the client is the recipient. The handling of complex sets of mirrors is 
perhaps the most basic ethnographic competency needed for succeed-
ing with an experimental setup where many different players are 
active, observe each other and employ strategies for engaging allies to 
further particular agendas and silence others. Let us turn to a con-
crete situation of when I was observing and interviewing Lasse, a 
service technician at KiMs: In walking the round at KiMs we pass 
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through the centrally located maintenance workshop several times to 
check for the availability of spare parts, to chat and coordinate repairs 
with colleagues, and eventually also to document some of the repairs 
carried out earlier in the night. Lasse demonstrates the current 
maintenance system, which consists of a spreadsheet on a stationary 
computer with each row representing a maintenance task with vary-
ing status, e.g. completed, urgent, or in progress. He comments on the 
system: 

Lasse: “…this works like hell, in my opinion. Unfortunately.” 
Joachim: “Ok?” 

Lasse: “It is just as much our fault. But it is just not always that easy. 
Now, I have been over there and fixed who knows how many things, 
right? And to remember everything that you have done, if you have 
to type it in… Well, it is simply not possible. That’s why we should 
have some kind of hand-held thing dig-dig-dig [making typing sounds 
with his mouth, and tapping his fingers on an imaginative handheld 
device] where we could just enter it, and then on to the next task!” 

Joachim: “Yes.” 

Lasse: “’cause if we had to run back and forth and type in here every 
single time, then we wouldn’t be able to manage half of it out there.” 

(From video of field visit, January 2005) 

In the incident above where Lasse shows me the Excel spread sheet 
currently functioning as maintenance documentation and planning 
system, it turns out that Lasse does not enter anything into the sys-
tem after all. Apparently he has taken me to the office space to show 
me particularly what he does not do. The way Lasse deliberately put 
his non-use of the spreadsheet for documenting maintenance tasks on 
display for me and the video camera is a direct consequence of the 
specific way he is offered ethnographic attention: of the way he per-
ceives me, my interests and the possibilities these interests entail for 

Figure 12: Between repairs Lasse demonstrates the use of an 
Excel spread sheet in a back office. 
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his own purposes. While I am to a certain extent interested in under-
standing his regular work practices “as they are”, the real potential for 
this kind of mini-ethnography resides in eliciting the skilled profes-
sional’s response to an initial statement of possibility. Instead of a 
disinterested search for universal truths or even particular truths, it 
is driven by particular interests and a desire to improve. The instance 
illustrates that from the outset of the ethnographic encounter, Lasse 
has taken up the invitation to explore what maintenance work could 
be as much as what it already is. 

Lasse knows that he is supposed to fill in his work in the spread 
sheet. When he states that “it is just as much our fault” that the 
system does not work well, he acknowledges that he and his col-
leagues do not use it systematically enough for it to be useful as a tool 
for neither planning nor documenting maintenance activities. Lasse 
does not feel the urgency of going to the office space and entering the 
documentation of completed repairs at a work station while there are 
still unfinished jobs to do “out there” on the shop floor. Rather than 
just showing me how his work practice is, Lasse takes this as an 
occasion to direct my attention to what bothers him about the tool that 
his manager actually does use to maintain an overview of the mainte-
nance status. Since I did not pose as a disinterested researcher, but 
rather as a researcher with a certain design interest in KiMs as 
expressed in my alliance with MBS, Lasse takes up this invitation to 
air concerns that portable MBS products could potentially help allevi-
ate. When he states that “…we should have some kind of hand held 
thing…” Lasse addresses the opportunity of change, and implicitly 
launches one of his objectives for participating in the project: getting a 
system that not only supports the central monitoring of maintenance 
work, but also supports the practical maintenance work “out there” on 
the shop floor without tying the technicians to a desktop computer 
back in the office space.  

Let me stay for a moment with the encounter at the factory shop 
floor at KiMs and the impression of maintenance work practice as it 
appeared to my colleagues and to myself as researchers partly sent by 
MBS. When returning to the hotel room after half a day in the field, 
my colleagues and I made something different out of the footage than 
a coherent ethnographic account. The footage consisted in continuous 
video recordings of the entire visit (three people with approximately 4 
hours of video each). We selected certain sequences for further explo-
ration not from a specified list of predefined criteria, but because 
based on our experience they engaged our immediate interest in 
making something more out of them. In looking through the tapes it is 
noted what happens when, as well as any further thoughts evoked by 
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the events. I point to possible criteria for relevant selections, but do 
bear in mind that they are listed in retrospect, and I make no claims 
to their general applicability. The sequences we chose illustrated 
situations that were: recurrent, evoking a sense of the routine; hectic 
or especially demanding, demonstrating the skill required of the 
professional; frustrating, pointing to poor support for the task; suc-
cessful, possibly providing models for future practices; or problematic, 
and thus in need of a solution. In the section low-hanging fruit below I 
will return to the question of what makes a snapshot work well in 
subsequent design events. 

In general we avoided situations that could make the actors look 
incompetent, sloppy or otherwise compromise their personal or profes-
sional integrity openly, since it would provide a very poor basis for 
continued collaboration. But it is almost always in some sense offen-
sive or intimidating to be confronted with one’s own behavior on video. 
And the suggestion that a whole team of colleagues, researchers and 
designers will be watching it closely depends on considerable personal 
trust towards the researcher. 
 
What I am trying to craft in that hotel room is small ethnographies, or 
mini-accounts, of the borderland between the known and the possible. 
But how do small video clips constitute accounts, and in turn, how do 
they imbue possible openings for design? The selected sequences 
become small accounts in themselves in that they refer to particular 
empirical situations while indicating and depending on a lot of contex-
tual information. As such, they become vehicles for articulating differ-
ent interests in the field. What makes one choose particular snapshots 
over others, I maintain, is the degree to which they reflect both it, you, 
and the audience, whereby they may become accounts. Design anthro-
pological accounts do not reflect use practice as much as they present 
ideas about use practice. Although we are accustomed to representa-
tions that locate “the real” in terms of mimesis, the snapshots do not 
only play out modes of use, they play with modes, leaving actions 
hanging and unfinished.  
 
The video snapshot named “Personal_task_list.wmv” is one such 
account. It displays a situation drawn from my encounter with Lasse 
in the workshop area of the factory where he picks up a handwritten 
list as we pass by his personal work bench: 

Lasse: “Now, yesterday, I went around to…uhm write down this list… 
There were some things… It was stopped, uhm, the big line over 
there. They were just running the small line then. Then there were 
some things that I saw were broken. It was the idea then that I 
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would fix that today. But now they are running the big line, so I just 
can’t fix it today.” 

Joachim: “hmm” 
Lasse: “There were some repair switches and things like that, which had 

to be replaced. Something which…. If they have hit it or something 
like that...” 

Joachim: “A repair what?”  
Lasse: “A repair switch. In front of each motor…” 
Joachim: “Yes.” 
Lasse: “There has to be one of these to turn it off.” 
Joachim: “Yes?” 
Lasse: “And they clean it with some pretty powerful cleansing agent and 

the plastic is simply destroyed by it.” 
Joachim: “Okay.” 
Lasse: “So… It was actually the idea that I would have fixed it today… 

but if it should have been really optimal then I should write these 
things into our maintenance system” 

Joachim: “Yes.” 
(From video of field situation, January 2005) 

About two and a half months after this particular encounter, we 
succeeded in establishing an appropriate assembly of stakeholders to 
explore the field material and its potential for design (for a further 
treatment of the practicalities of carrying out research with partners 
in industry from this particular project see Pedersen (2007)). With the 
workshop we set a stage to present our stories from the field in an 
open-ended format. The idea was to let the snapshots become an 
opportunity for something else to emerge. The transcript below is from 
a situation in the workshop, where a group of 6 people have just 
finished watching the video sequence transcribed above where Lasse 
showed his handwritten list of tasks. The situation is part of a design 
game, and it is Palle’s turn to offer a reading of the video sequence: 

Palle (service technician): “Well this is his way of collecting repairs and 
hmm… And maintenance tasks… (Jens laughs). On that paper 
there…” 

Jens (facilitator): “He says something about it being from the day before 
and… did he not say that?” 

(…) 
Palle: “Yeah, so this is when he has walked a round while it was run-

ning and… And apparently found some things that, hmm… That 
needed repairs.” 

(…) 
Jens: “And then he has written that on a piece of paper?” 
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Palle: “Yes. And…. Yes, I don’t know, but isn’t there an image also 
where… I mean, we have a… like an…. an uhm… (Palle smiles hesi-
tantly and looks toward the chief technology officer) I don’t know if I 
should say maintenance program, but we do have this list where we 
type in things on a PC… In Excel, that is, but hmm… Well, it is not 
quite the optimal solution… But where we actually write the 
same…” 

Jens: “…as he has written on the piece of paper?” 
Palle: “Yes. And then we use different color codes to see if it needs to be 

taken care of here and now, or when it has to be done, or if it is some-
thing we are in the middle of, and if it has high priority.” 

Jens: “Hmm…” 
Riem (facilitator): “So you write the things twice…? Or…?” 
Palle: “No... Well, we do if he writes it on a piece of paper to begin with, 

but then that is because he does not have a PC in his pocket. ”  
(…) 
Jens: “But now we also hear that he does not type it into the system. 

What happens then?” 
Palle: “Well, then it doesn’t get further than to that note.” 
Jens: “no, hehe.” 
Palle: “And that’s why it should be typed in so both Claus and we can 

see what uhm, what he has found out.” 
Jens: “Yes.” 
(…)  
Erik (software developer): “Well, you could say that what is… What is 

interesting in it is that some things… As I understand it, the line is 
running, so these are things that he…. While he was doing some 
other things he found out that these will probably need service. Be-
cause it can’t be, I assume, in acute need of service, because then the 
damn thing wouldn’t be running? So it has to be some assumption 
that unless we change this then we will get down time… on the pro-
duction line (…) So it is worth more than gold, if we could capture it, 
right…?” 

(From video of workshop, April 2005) 

By bringing the particular video snapshot of the personal task list into 
the workshop, our target audience was both the software developers 
from MBS and the managers from KiMs in order to present to them 
the messy practices of maintenance work, which often differ from 
prescribed procedures. Both Lasse and I were deliberately in a differ-
ent work group, so none of the people in this group had been directly 
involved in producing the video clip, neither in front of nor behind the 
camera. Yet they all had interest in the topic, and during the design 
games they were prompted to articulate this interest. Palle is well 
aware of the situation on the video, which he knows from working 
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with Lasse on an everyday basis. By introducing “this is his way of 
collecting repairs”, Palle simultaneously acknowledges the problem of 
not using the shared electronic list as he should, while at the same 
time refraining from criticizing Lasse for this since he knows only too 
well how cumbersome it is. In fact Palle takes this as an occasion to 
express—although he hesitates and looks apologetically at the chief 
technology officer—that the Excel sheet on the stationary PC is far 
from an optimal solution, and that it hardly qualifies as a mainte-
nance system. The role taken by the facilitator and researcher, Jens, 
indicates our motivation for showing this clip in the first place. He 
emphasizes that Lasse did not type in the information on the pc, and 
prompts for the further consequences of this with the “what happens 
then?” With this snapshot we wanted to address the tension between 
the bodily experiences of walking a round, collecting detailed clues as 
to the current state of the machines versus the demand for structured 
and formalized information to feed into an ERP system, currently 
represented by a stationary computer in a back office. Towards the 
end of the transcript, Erik from MBS tentatively pieces together what 
must have happened in the actual situation from what he has gotten 
out of the 40-second-video and the prior conversation. What he lacks 
in knowledge of maintenance work, he has substantiated in software 
development skills; as a technology evangelist from MBS, he has a 
keen eye for the possibility and potential of capturing data by its 
source. Erik is less than hesitant in pointing out the high value of the 
information generated by the service technician, and wonders if it 
could be made available to the maintenance team as a whole—possibly 
through an ERP system from MBS.  

The snapshot with the personal task list constitutes a mini-
account in that it reflects both the topic of investigation (maintenance 
work), the ethnographer’s specialized competence (in seeing practice 
in relation to formal task descriptions), and the audience (potentially 
feeding valuable information into the ERP system, and by extension 
avoiding the ultimate bad: down time of the production line). 
 
The incidents recounted above, where Lasse displays his non-use of 
the spreadsheet to me and where the snapshot of his handwritten task 
list is interpreted by other project participants, are indicative of the 
complexities of representations. With the notion of playful otherness I 
try to operationalize the complex set of mirrors in which our identities 
as project participants are mutually constituted. Instead of a trivial-
ized idea of an ethnographer who represents maintenance work to an 
audience of system developers, playful otherness points to the unsta-
ble subject positions of observer and observed. When maintenance 
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work is made available to software developers in video snapshots, the 
snapshots in turn become the screen to which they project their inter-
ests, fantasies and desires concerning the Other. In this regard the 
fragmentary range of snapshots or mini-accounts become the occasion 
for articulating a more complex and unsettled image of maintenance 
work than a singular and coherent account would capture. Playful 
otherness is an abstract concept for describing an attitude to represen-
tations and an ideal state for designerly construction of reciprocal 
project identities. Now I will move on to introduce two—slightly more 
concrete—principles that work to achieve a state of playful otherness: 
Familiarization and Estrangement. 

Familiarization and Estrangement 

The strategic idea of creating a window of opportunities by employing 
the two opposite processes of familiarization and estrangement that I 
elaborate here was originally developed and published together with 
Binder and Johansson (Halse, Johansson et al. 2005). To begin with, I 
will show how the strategy borrows ideas and techniques from an-
thropology and dramaturgy. 

On the one hand anthropology is about describing the exotic in 
recognizable terms—it is about familiarizing an audience to seemingly 
foreign phenomena: “Anthropology has traditionally been dedicated to 
the cause of contextualizing the exotic and unfamiliar so effectively 
that it is rendered explicable and unexceptional” (Amit 2000:4). While 
I certainly do not mean to trivialize this task, it seems to be readily 
acceptable as a core ethnographic contribution to design: to familiarize 
designers with the apparently strange practices of “real users”.  This 
is shown in my cases of emergency nursing in a trauma center, the 
everyday “way home” of a fashion designer, a recruitment consultant 
and a sales agent, and, finally, service repairs of a production facility. 
 
On the other hand anthropology is no longer defined primarily by the 
exoticism of its subject matter; it is increasingly also about casting 
new light on the apparently well-known, and about demonstrating the 
contingency and curiousness of the most taken for granted routines of 
everyday life. The methodological employment of strategic naïvety—
the posing of fundamental questions to which the answer seems to be 
given—works to destabilize any granted or customary aspects of the 
given topic, because it is thereby historicized and rendered more or 
less transitory. When anthropologist Horace Miner published Body 
Rituals Amongst the Nacirema (1956), his analysis showed that the 
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Nacirema perceived the human body as fundamentally ugly. They 
purportedly subjected it to routine acts of alteration on an everyday 
basis through the use of ritual and ceremony. The subject of Miner’s 
analysis turns out to be not some exotic tribe, but the body culture of 
the Nacirema spelled backwards. Miner is ironic and playful in his 
tone, but his piece still works as a de-naturalization of the known; he 
makes serious points about the alienation of Western bodies, through 
a momentary dislocation of the reader from trivial bathroom morning 
routines to more exotic ceremonial practices. Since Miner’s playful 
piece, ethnography of the apparently well-known, or “anthropology at 
home”, has become an increasingly serious and widespread genre (e.g. 
Cerroni-Long 1995), which makes use of various strategies for casting 
the subject in a new, estranged, light. 

In Bertolt Brecht’s dramaturgy (1939), verfremdung works by 
unexpectedly shifting mode or perspective in order to remove the 
taken-for-granted, familiar and obvious, and substituting it with the 
surprising and intriguing. This in turn causes breaks or openings 
where the “author” can, for example, add something to what is experi-
enced, or insert statements to encourage reflection. In theatrical 
contexts the audience is hereby reminded that what they are witness-
ing is not a re-play of some represented reality, but rather a staged 
occasion for reflecting on what reality might be or mean. 
 
The proposal to pursue an estranged view on “existing practices” runs 
somewhat counter to the conventional image of the scientific study of 
users, with the ideal of depicting the user as accurately as possible. 
Proposing estrangement as a valuable design anthropological princi-
ple entails a reaction against the general framing of delivering empa-
thetic descriptions of the user as the primary ethnographical task in 
design. It is simply not enough to tell a story of “how it really is out 
there on the factory floor”, even if the account is both precise and 
detailed. As already discussed in chapter one, the exposed subtleties of 
how people interact with each other and their artifacts may seem so 
delicate and fragile that it becomes difficult to see how any design 
intervention could avoid destroying what has been competently built 
up over years of practice (for example the London Underground study 
by Heath and Luff 1992). Estrangement entails providing the neces-
sary means for refracting familiar images of use, or technology for that 
matter. As such estrangement is a key complementary movement to 
ethnographic familiarization.  
 
As I have shown above, the field encounter is not only a matter of 
observing use, but also one of establishing a sense of possibility. 
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Insofar that Lasse’s performance of use is indicative of the observer 
and my alliance with MBS, he is also observing me. However recipro-
cal the encounter was in making it happen, the ability of making it 
travel to other contexts was presumably enabled most strongly by the 
video camera held and directed by me. Overall, the field visit was thus 
positioned as a “we see you”, and as such it was an occasion for the 
service technicians to direct our seeing. 

The subsequent workshop, on the contrary, became an occasion 
to show the users what we have seen and found important during our 
visit to their workplace, along the lines of “you see us seeing you”. This 
is what happens when Palle sees the video snapshot of his colleague’s 
work practice, as recounted above: It is an opportunity for Palle to see 
what we were looking for when we visited his workplace; and of 
course, to respond to this. 

In this light design games extend the encouragement to reflex-
ively work the self-other hyphen so often evoked in ethnographic 
methodology. The structure of the collaborative design games serves to 
extend the investment of interests in the videos by prompting other 
stakeholders who are not familiar with the situation of use to state 
what they find in it. As, for example, when the software developer 
above sees the service technician’s handwritten list of tasks, and 
thereby finds an occasion for mobilizing his own knowledge of factories 
in terms of ERP systems and software development. Concretely he 
sees in the snapshot a highly valued opportunity for capturing data at 
its source. The mobilization of different interests in the exploration of 
what fragmentary video snapshots might mean illustrates the double 
movement of familiarization and estrangement.  

The participants with no direct experiences with the field of use 
were familiarized with maintenance work to an extent where they 
aptly discussed it with its primary practitioners towards the end of 
the workshop. The images of use were, on the other hand, fragmen-
tary enough that they did not convey a coherent account of what 
maintenance work is. The whole setup of presenting use through 
paper cards on a game board forces the participating users to view 
their practice in a new light; it forces them to see themselves through 
the lens of the current design event.  

One of the reasons to meet is to familiarize one another with the 
areas of the other’s expertise. It could be tempting to suggest that we 
do that first—we get on the same page and establish a common under-
standing of the domain and its problems, but this implies an untena-
bly rational fit between the existing and the possible. Playful 
otherness is about exploring them simultaneously as they develop in 
mutually dependent ways. The workshop situation recounted in 
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chapter two, where Helle and the interaction designer discuss the way 
Rickard handles his multiple electronic devices, is a case in point. It 
would have been tempting to place Helle in the group dealing with her 
own practices, and Rickard in the group dealing with his practices to 
get things straightened out, instead of the other way around. But we 
specifically wanted to avoid a situation where the authoritative voice 
of a user, who had actually been there in the situation on video, would 
appear in the role as final arbiter and thus prevent a more generative 
exploration of what the situation could have been like. And as the 
discussion played out, it did make sense to explore Rickard’s device 
handling in terms of the craftwork of Helle, a fashion designer, who 
spreads out clips of cloth on a table to look, feel and compare: “Yes, 
Rickard does it too, just a bit more digitally. He uses various digital 
media thrown out on a table. He has a different way of succeeding 
with it…. With his mobile phone, computer, PDA etc…” (From video of 
workshop 2, October 2002). 

In aiming for playful otherness, design games aim to reflect and 
refract one set of interests in the image of another, while also shifting 
out the positions of self and other. This means that the images to be 
othered, subjected to a familiarized or estranged gaze, are not only 
that of the users, but just as much that of various groups of designers 
and their respective fields of competence. In the sections below on 
design workshops as ritual and the choreography thereof I will provide 
an example of a Duplofication of SonyEricsson technology as part of a 
workshop in the COMIT project. By representing various technologies 
from existing electronic products as sticky labels on Lego Duplos, they 
were deconstructed, decontextualized and essentially estranged. While 
the Duplofication forced the technology designers to re-open the 
question of what their products could be, it simultaneously constituted 
a familiarization of the participating users with complex technologies 
and production techniques which they where hereby enabled to simu-
late and discuss themselves, simply by assembling Lego blocks. Vis-à-
vis the snapshots from the field, the presentation of electronic prod-
ucts as Lego Duplos on a game board forces the technical experts to 
see their products through the lens of the current design event, and 
not take regular categories for granted.  
 
Familiarization and estrangement are principles to achieve a state of 
playful otherness, where the ontological status of the designed-for 
field and the available technological resources can be sufficiently 
destabilized to be re-invented. At the same time the participants are 
familiar enough with each others’ fields of expertise that they can 
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sensitively and meaningfully engage in a mutual re-invention of 
realities. 

To the extent that this state is achieved, it qualifies my overall 
characterization of the design anthropological endeavor as one of 
portraying the culture of use in terms of the culture of design. Al-
though I mean this as a general characterization of the overall en-
deavor, it might be possible to illustrate it with the concrete example 
from above, where Lasse shows us his task list. By the unfolding of 
the video snapshot we—as outsiders—are first required to imagine a 
culture of use: where taking care of big industrial machinery is de-
pendent on finding time slots where they are not required to be run-
ning, and where intimate knowledge of small parts, such as repair 
switches threatened by strong cleansing agents, is crucial for assess-
ing their remaining operating time and the overall state of the ma-
chinery. But this little story of an occurrence in a production facility 
on Funen is not just that. In the end we recognize a general concern 
for system development: the list is not entered into the maintenance 
system. A difference is hereby posited between the particular practice 
of maintenance work and the generic concern for making information 
available for computation. Yet the very story transcends the difference 
in addressing this particular audience. The conditions of its meaning-
fulness lie as much in the audience of system developers as in its topic 
of maintenance work, which resembles a point made by Clifford about 
ethnographic allegories in general (1986). The bulk of the empirical 
snapshots employed in the three recounted projects here describe 
explicitly some aspects of “foreign” use practice, whereas the story is 
held together and made familiar by reference to particular designerly 
frames of interpretation.  

Collaborative Occasions for Re-inventing Realities 

It has been long acknowledged in the industry that regarding complex 
products and services that often involve several diverse organizations 
and industries, such as mobile IT systems, creative thinking and 
innovation in general are more likely to occur where different compe-
tencies and practices of design, development and use intersect, than 
when they remain separate in their respective silos. There are not, 
however, many well-established practices in industry for meeting this 
demand for heterogeneous collaboration, which on a practical and 
tangible level can accommodate concrete use practices, technological 
possibilities, and diverse stakeholders with different competencies and 
interests at the same time. With the practice of framing and re-
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framing a problematic situation in complex organizational setups, the 
engagement of various and often diverse stakeholders in the design 
process becomes an important design task in itself.  

Just as it requires a lot of work to construe sites as potential con-
texts for the use of hypothetical design artifacts, such as the factory 
shop floor or the trauma center, so too does it require a lot of work to 
construe a site for a collaborative workshop. What has to be done to 
establish a site where a fashion designer as an unpaid individual and 
a professional interaction designer from SonyEricsson can be brought 
together and engage in collaborative exercises to explore future possi-
bilities for mobile services? Or a smith from KiMs can be brought 
together with a software programmer from Microsoft and engage in a 
design dialogue about features for mobile maintenance systems? It is 
not a trivial task to establish these dialogues. 

The creation of a space and format that facilitates momentary in-
tersections of diverse interests was an explicit research topic in the 
Space Studio as expressed in the notion of “partner-engaged design” 
(for example described in Johansson, Fröst et al. 2002), which I have 
continued to explore. In the COMIT project it played out the challenge 
of bringing together competencies of providing infrastructure for 
wireless communication, of manufacturing the actual hardware of 
mobile terminals, of delivering content on portable devices, and of 
developing systems for digital pens and paper—competencies which 
resided in the separate organizations of SonyEricsson, Anoto, Decuma 
and Telia. It is no coincidence that these organizations were brought 
together to meet over their potential end-users represented by Helle, 
Rickard and Ronny, which became the place where the rubber hits the 
road: where the technological interplay meets social practice. In the 
project Mobility in Maintenance, the challenge was that of bringing 
together the developers of global enterprise resource planning sys-
tems, their partner who customizes these systems to meet local needs, 
the customer organization, and finally “the man on the floor”, con-
cretely represented by Microsoft Business Solutions, Thy:Data, KiMs 
and the two service technicians Lasse and Palle respectively. 

Hughes et al (2000) have explored a related aspect of the issue 
when they experimented with a desktop software application for the 
interpretation of material from fieldwork which emphasized particular 
perspectives on the material:  

…the adoption of a technique based on viewpoints allows us to present 
information in a form that makes explicit the different but complemen-
tary interests involved in the design and implementation process and 
thereby provides the starting point for developing fruitful communica-
tion between designers, users and researchers, since the presentation of 
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these different viewpoints allows alternative views and perspectives to 
be set beside each other as a resource.  

(Hughes, O'Brien et al. 2000:195) 

I am generally aligned with the ambition of employing in design an 
ethnographic sensitivity to differences in positions and perspectives, 
but I have a few reservations. The language bias of the approach is 
limiting; manipulating text on a screen does not necessarily work very 
well for stakeholders more geared towards tangible manipulation of 
artifacts. The desktop computing interface necessitates individual 
control of the actions, and thereby becomes an obstacle for a more 
collaborative exploration. Finally, the approach rests on an ambition 
to identify and represent actors’ relationships to the design situation 
and each other, so that “inconsistencies and conflicts between them 
can be avoided” (Hughes, O'Brien et al. 2000:195), which, in its realist 
epistemology, is more oriented towards scientific rationales of know-
ing them than towards designerly rationales of making something new 
of them.  

Instead of a describe-and-eliminate strategy with regard to po-
tential conflicts between various stakeholders, I find it more fruitful to 
create occasions for conflicts to play out, not as external “perspectives” 
on the design situation, but as inherently integral elements of the 
concrete interactions of the stakeholders. If the stakeholders can be 
assembled and brought to do something together, as in collaboratively 
reframing what a particular image from the field material might 
mean, the negotiation and aligning of their varying interests in it has 
already been initiated. Obviously this is not an elimination of differ-
ences in interest, but it requires the creation of an assembly and 
entails a momentary intersection of interest, which I will try to illus-
trate now.  

Creating Assemblies  
In the introduction to the edited volume Making Things Public 
(Latour and Weibel 2005) Latour challenges the conventional concep-
tion from science and politics that objects are matters-of-fact (trans-
parent and undisputable) and distinguishable from assertions 
(disputable opinions). Latour suggests that we substitute this false 
dichotomy with the integrating notion matters-of-concern, encompass-
ing both the material aspect of things and the political aspect of 
opinions.14 He reminds us that thing is etymologically related to the 
                                             
14 It is striking to note how social science has witnessed an overwhelming renewed interest in materiality, 
for example (Brown 2004; Dant 2005; Latour and Weibel 2005; Verbeek 2005), while design has moved 
away from a focus primarily on material objects, to include social processes, services, policies and 
experiences as areas of concern, especially through the notion of “design thinking”. 
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Nordic folketing, which points to an intimate relationship between 
people gathering to debate political issues and the issues they gather 
to address. The point is that things may bring people together because 
they divide them. The resurrected word thing designates thus “both 
those who assemble because they are concerned as well as what 
causes their concerns and divisions” (Latour 2005:23).  

The process of making things public through conflicting assem-
blies shares some similarity with partner-engaged design, where 
project stakeholders are invited to gather in a material exploration of 
design materials. Latour is concerned with democratic aspects of 
political assemblies over material matters. While there is not neces-
sarily any political obligations towards democracy in collaborative 
design, the basis for comparison lies in the participatory challenge of 
articulating diverse interests in the subject matter. 

The participants in our design workshops do not assemble be-
cause they agree or wish to fuse together, but because divisive matters 
of concern have brought them into an out-of-the-ordinary place in 
order to generate “some sort of provisional makeshift (dis)agreement”, 
to paraphrase Latour (2005:23).  
 
In order to clarify what is entailed in the creation of a space and 
format that facilitates momentary intersections of diverse interests, 
let us follow Latour and break it down to three related processes: 
bringing in the relevant parties, bringing in the relevant issues, and 
devising ways that enable them to connect. 

Defining the relevant parties is a prerequisite for bringing them 
in, and is usually central to the process of project establishment. 
Professional contacts, coincidental meetings and extended networks 
are often highly influential in singling out concrete sets of relations of 
interest to delimit each project, and thereby determining the central 
setup of stakeholders. In the case of Mobility in Maintenance, the 
project was initiated after a program manager from MBS attended a 
public research presentation event at ITU and happened to come 
across my little stand. The factory KiMs was enrolled as a “case”, 
because of a previous successful collaboration with MBS, and finally 
Thy:Data entered the project at a point where it had originally been 
planned to end. I will not go further into the changing relations of 
interest. Having defined the relevant parties, it is a challenge in itself 
to actually bring in the relevant parties. The meticulous task of mak-
ing sure people from three, four, or five different organizations turn up 
at a certain time in a certain place is overwhelmingly frustrating 
given its apparent simplicity: endless exchanges of emails, phone 
conversations and meetings regarding suggested dates, postponed 
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dates, cancelled appointments, holidays etc. The difficulties with 
coordinating the major workshop events for all project members had to 
do with participants who operate under different organizational 
regimes—as researchers we simply lacked the managerial authority 
across organizations to make sure our appointment would remain a 
high priority in facing everybody’s common calendrical cluttering and 
re-scheduling.  

Bringing in the relevant issue: Through a range of design mate-
rials consisting of, for example, ethnographic video snapshots, cultural 
probing kits, representations of technological functions and features, 
and tangible shapes to represent form factors, the relevant issue is 
brought in. Below I will show concretely how this was done.  

Finally the challenge is to set up the issue as an occasion for 
gathering and devise ways through which the assembled parties may 
attach themselves to it as they articulate their interests, and, if suc-
cessful, generate possible directions for its re-invention. Design games 
are powerful physical devices through which the abstract phenomenon 
of not-yet-existing design artifacts and the equally ephemeral phe-
nomenon of users of not-yet-existing products may be articulated and 
negotiated. In other words, design games provide opportunities for the 
assembled parties to connect to the issue that brought them together. 
Below I shall describe in some detail how design games do this. 

But first I will argue that imposing a ritual structure in the per-
formance of the workshop is a way of inducing ceremonial effective-
ness and a state of liminality, wherein the ontological status of the 
issue is destabilized and prepared for transformation. 

Design Openings through Liminality 
Both ritual and design workshop seek to explore and inflict certain 
changes in the world. They seek to initiate these changes through 
actions in a different order of reality, an order that is ex-situ—
somehow outside the everyday life that it seeks to change. In the 
following I will treat the design workshop as if it sought its efficacy 
through the same means as ritual.  

The design ritual is in part performed as a material workshop, as 
an occasion for manipulating matter. Some elements of the subject 
matter are brought into the workshop in symbolic form, such as use 
practice as it looks today (represented by video snapshots) or advanced 
technological functions (represented by text printed on labels), or 
interaction modes (represented by generic cardboard shapes or pieces 
of foam). As preparation for the design workshop, particular identities 
are here symbolically turned into general matter. The process of 
stripping away details of the particular elements, until they are 
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rendered manipulatable in the abstract, is structurally similar to the 
process of metaphorically dissolving the identity of a neophyte and 
associating him/her with, for example, the earth—the generalized 
matter into which all life is eventually subsumed. In workshop prepa-
ration this process of abstraction prepares the establishment of the 
liminality of the design ritual by destabilizing conventional classifica-
tions, and lifting familiar entities out of their known context. So far 
the destructive aspects of the liminal: In the design workshop as well 
as in ritual, these go hand in hand with re-constructive aspects of the 
liminal: “Undoing, dissolution, decomposition are accompanied by 
processes of growth, transformation and the reformulation of old 
elements in new patterns” (Turner 1996:514). Metaphorically, earth is 
also the general matter out of which everything is re-born. Likewise, 
the children’s building blocks, the game pieces on the game boards 
and the scenario props partially take on the qualities of general 
matter out of which new particular forms may be articulated; but only 
partially, because their links to concrete realities have not been com-
pletely severed, merely loosened enough to enable new links to 
emerge. About the re-constructive aspects of liminality, Turner wrote 
that it may be regarded “as a realm of pure possibility whence novel 
configurations of ideas and relations may arise” (Turner 1996:512). 

Both rites of passage and design workshops are intense events 
confined in time and space, with a special orientation towards transi-
tion and transformation. One of the goals of the design workshop is to 
establish a space, which resembles in function that of the liminal 
period: “the realm of primitive hypothesis, where there is a certain 
freedom to juggle with the factors of existence” (Turner 1996:521). The 
workshop participants’ ability to engage intensively with the issue in a 
short period of time is dependent on the particular setup of a locale as 
a performance space. This is the case for an enactment session on the 
factory shop floor as for the current concern: the workshop. The par-
ticular locale may be the everyday workplace of designers, the studio, 
as was the case in COMIT, or foreign locations such as a client’s 
meeting room as was the case in Mobility in Maintenance and Flexible 
Treatment Rooms. The point is that they are appropriated and ar-
ranged especially for the event to create a place that is experientially 
out of the ordinary. Simple modifications can transform the meeting 
room into a performance space: arranging the participants in a circu-
lar shape around a stage, for example. The varying importance of 
space is articulated by the deployment of props and elements. Given 
that we are to play board games, the table for example, is populated 
by artifacts that invite touching, moving, turning over.  
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There are, of course, limits to the liberty implied in liminality. 
When the time is up and the event is over, the spell is lifted and the 
participants return to their everyday order. In successful rites of 
passage, the neophyte returns from the liminal phase to become once 
again subject to custom and law, although in a different state. In 
design events transforming the state of the subject matter is usually 
not accomplished by the end of the event. The workshop, for example, 
has only a “soft” final phase of reintegration. Instead of ending the 
design event with a summary of decisions and conclusions that would 
close down the event, some aspects of possible practice are left hang-
ing betwixt and between.  

The liminality in design ritual is not just a liberty. It is also a 
demand to reinvent a workable order of things. At the beginning of the 
workshop, the participants are confronted with ambiguity and para-
dox and with a confusion of customary categories: RFID scanners and 
Lego Duplos, traumatized patients and game pieces. A creative force 
driving the event forward is the struggle of the participants to collabo-
ratively work their way out of this ambiguity and the partly dissolved 
order. The collaborative aspect of articulating the qualities of the new 
state of the subject matter in public display is prominent in design 
workshops as it is in rites of passage whose efficacy is dependant on 
what Turner termed communitas (Turner 1969). In the design work-
shop communitas describes the transformation of the audience from a 
collection of separate individuals (or representatives of organizations) 
into a group of participants collectively addressing a task. One of the 
goals of the design game is the temporary dissolution of boundaries 
that keep people separate—to move from distinct groups of stake-
holders to a collectively achieving group.  

The design workshop is a performance towards the actual; it is 
not content to manipulate only symbols or that which remains in 
potentia. In line with my discussion of the design workshop as a 
performance, it could be a point of objection that the changes played 
through by the performing participants affect very few people, com-
pared to the number of actual users of e.g. SonyEricsson mobile 
phones. However, the design workshop depends on a recall to powers 
larger than the audience. During the workshop the powers of the 
project’s extended networks are invoked, some of which are in fact 
capable of realizing the changes on a very large scale, should they 
wish to.  
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Most ritual action depends on metaphorical links: 

Relationships are likened to paths, nets and bonds, understanding is 
thought of as a coming into the light, ignorance is equated with dark-
ness, freedom with the flight of a bird, dilemmas with knots, persons 
with places, and the human body with the body of the land. In ritual 
these links provide a means of acting, for by manipulating the accessible 
and sayable element in the symbolic equation one can change the way 
one experiences the more elusive, unmanageable and ineffable element.  

(Jackson 2005:81)  

Similarly, the design games seek to manipulate by proxy that which in 
the course of everyday life seem to be insurmountable challenges. 

One of the ways through which the design workshop seeks to 
produce new visions for the future is to transform how we see the 
world of today. Through playing with words, objects and images we 
seek to change our experience of the situations in which we find 
ourselves. Lévi-Strauss, in his famous essay on the effectiveness of 
symbols, examined a situation from the Cuna Indians where a difficult 
child-birth was facilitated by a shaman’s spell. However fascinating, I 
shall refrain from recounting the story here, but limit myself to cite 
Lévi-Strauss’ explanation of the apparent effectiveness of the spell: 
“The shaman provides the sick woman with a language, by means of 
which unexpressed, and otherwise inexpressible, psychic states can be 
immediately expressed” (1963:198). The effectiveness of symbols lies, 
in other words, in their power to make us think differently about our 
relationship to a task at hand. With the woman’s changed experience 
of her difficult situation, she is induced with an ability to overcome 
her pain and exhaustion. 

Faced with the risk of taking this allegory between design work-
shops and rituals too far, I should hasten to also mention their 
unlikeness. I do not intend to say that a design game is about express-
ing psychic states. Compared to rites of passage that often follow strict 
conventions, and where the context is well-known to the participants 
who usually know each other, the collaborative design workshop is 
different. Each project is unique in its subject matter, scope and 
ambitions, thus the scene for reflection and re-creation has to be set 
anew each and every time. In exploratory design rituals the character-
istics of the new state is fundamentally unknown and subject to 
experimentation, whereas in rites of passage the new state of the 
neophyte is usually a well-described and codified socio-cultural role: 
initiation is a drama of restoration, not of inventing the new. Fur-
thermore, the language of the old, the intermediate and the new state 
inherited from van Gennep implies a structuralist description of a 
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momentary transition. Schechner and Turner describe two relatively 
stable states (state 1 and 2) that are bridged by the performance of a 
transitory event such as a rite of passage. In contrast, I suggest that 
in light of performativity in its broader ontological scope, the process 
could just as well be understood the other way around. Through 
various performances in a transitory event, be that a rite of passage or 
a participatory design workshop, the ever-evolving practices of the 
subjects are reified in representations and thus constituted as “exist-
ing practice” (state 1), and by delegating interests and concerns to 
material artifacts such as scenarios, mockups and ceremonial proto-
cols, the “future practice” (state 2) is established. However, neither 
state is unambiguous; their distinction has to be continually re-
enforced, and this in turn constitutes the event as transitory. The 
future workshop is a performance of the new, but it is itself consti-
tuted by the very distinction of the new and the old. 

I do however, wish to draw on the idea that when rituals play-
fully re-present an intransigent aspect of the lifeworld on a reduced 
scale, the involved participants may be enabled to manipulate and, to 
a certain degree, master it. The study of rituals and symbols has 
demonstrated the remarkable human capacity to create a simulacrum 
of lived or imagined events which can then be invoked and consciously 
deployed in ways that everyday reality could not be. The process of 
affording us opportunities to replay or anticipate real events through 
objects, words and images that re-present those events is what I wish 
to show with the comparison between the shamanistic spell and 
design games. When effective, both religious symbols and future 
scenarios work by fusing the “lived-in” with the “thought-of” order. 
 
To sum up this section, liminality is a temporary state out-of-the-
ordinary, where established categories are suspended. I suggest that 
imposing a ritual structure in the performance of the workshop is a 
way of inducing a state of liminality, wherein the ontological status of 
the issue of concern is destabilized and prepared for transformation in 
a process that resembles that of rites of passage. In the design ritual, 
symbols and activities work to create design openings through liminal-
ity. The subject matter of the design workshop, mobility in mainte-
nance for example is momentarily rendered open for re-invention: 
betwixt and between. It is neither maintenance work as usual, neither 
is it future maintenance work enhanced by mobile IT, yet it is both.  

Workshop Choreography 
Let us take a look at how the design workshops of the three projects 
are composed and arranged with regard to actions, participants, rules 
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and materials—in short, their choreography. In order to establish the 
workshop as a playful moment out of the ordinary, a liminal space, it 
is highly rule-bound and makes conscious use of a wealth of tech-
niques. 

A concurrent feature of the workshops is that they attempt to es-
tablish three different modes of action: grounding, staging and evok-
ing.15 Grounding has to do with familiarizing oneself with various 
fragments of reality from the design situation; with nurturing com-
mitment through peeks into the sometimes intimate field encounters; 
and with setting constraints for the further design exploration. Stag-
ing has to do with setting a particular scene and sketching out the 
contours of a landscape; it entails herein a focusing from the more 
scattered mode of grounding. Evoking has to do with populating the 
landscape with plausible elements and letting them take on a life, 
partly of their own. Although grounding, staging and evoking may be 
seen as sequential in their logic, they do not represent distinct phases. 
They work as figures for thought, guiding the choreography of ele-
ments in a particular workshop.  

Workshops can take place in almost any location, as long as the 
space and furniture can be arranged for two types of social activity: 
undisturbed intense group work in small circles, and a larger area for 
collective gathering and display. There are many ways of establishing 
the workshop as special, as out-of-the-ordinary, in relation to the 
everyday context of the participants, but the physical location of the 
workshop is the most obvious. I have treated this extensively else-
where (Halse 2003), and will not go into detail with it here. As I will 
show, it is important to make the participants feel secluded during the 
group work in order to encourage them to take chances and experi-
ment with roles and design ideas; it is equally important to create a 
center of public attention for the moments of display. 

 
The opening of a workshop serves to establish it as a common platform 
for diverse interests in the design situation. In the second workshop of 
COMIT, for example, my colleague Jörn introduced the motivation for 
the project and the workshop: 

                                             
15 These three related notions were developed collectively among researchers in the Space Studio. 
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We try to increase the feeling of continuity in the use of IT as there are 
more and more mobile units that are connected with various infrastruc-
tures for communication. And you also move through continuously 
changing environments… All of a sudden it gets really unclear what we 
are designing for. When we talk about mobile units we never know in 
what situations they will end up.  

(From video of workshop, October 2002) 

Here Jörn introduces the workshop as an opportunity to tackle the 
problem of designers who master complicated technology, but with 
limited knowledge as to the social contexts they design for. He also 
acted as a master of ceremony—one who holds special knowledge to 
explain the detailed rules of the design games, and who will make 
sure that they are followed—in presenting the programme of the 
workshop and the three design games we were to play in three distinct 
sessions: the theme game, the technology game and the scenario game. 
By introducing the participants and their backgrounds, the individual 
areas of expertise and the organizational resources they represent 
were thereby announced as a collective resource for the following 
design session.  
 
Before progressing with the overall workshop choreography, let me 
demonstrate the tangible character of the design games employed. 
Brandt has suggested to understand the role of exploratory design 
games as one of organizing participation in participatory design 
projects (2006), and in line with this I will render them as central 
techniques in enabling the participants in a very short time to juggle 
realities, particular concerns, more generic constraints and a multi-
plicity of perspectives. 

Design games are playful exercises carried out in groups during 
workshops with the goal of collective sense-making organized as board 
games with game pieces. They are driven by collaboration and nego-
tiation rather than competition. The design materials provided for the 
workshop are all introduced through the games. I have already 
treated the short video clips extensively, so let me just comment 
briefly on the snapshot aesthetics before moving on to other kinds of 
game pieces. By the very act of being video recorded, everyday objects 
and experiences are singled out as being worthy of attention. The 
snapshot aesthetics, as evident in Figure 13, invite a more performa-
tive reception due to their unfinished character than any of the re-
lated genres of user study reports, ethnographic monographies, or 
video documentaries. My use of video as an evocative design material 
rather than evidence is directly influenced by Buur, Binder et al. 
(2000). Video cards offer themselves as general matter out of which 
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new forms can articulated: They invite to literally inscribe new mean-
ings onto their white areas; and their foot stands opens up for their 
tangible re-positioning in new relations of meaning. 

 
Let us return to the overall choreography and the collective introduc-
tion to the workshop, where resources are lined-up in the form of 
personal expertise, home organizations, and the various design mate-
rials. Overall, a playful mode of exploration is encouraged, for exam-
ple, by setting the time frame for the produced scenarios to four years 
from now. Let me qualify this particular marking of the desired hori-
zon for imagination. We seek to avoid an extreme sense of futurism, 
where a portable battery can be imagined to provide the energy of a 
present-day nuclear plant, or where the stakeholders’ image of self is 
generalized into an abstract us humans without distinct group inter-
ests, whereby the design space risks to appear featureless and without 
constraints. On the other hand, the desired horizon for imagination is 
cast far enough to avoid stakeholders designing merely for themselves 
and their immediate needs of tomorrow, in the vein of it would be nice 
to get a new computer, whereby the constraints of the design space 
may resist any attempt at unsettling them. Our goal has been to try 
and set the horizon within middle range, where individual preferences 
are subsumed in group interests, and imagined products are within 
technological reach. 

The following design sessions are carried out in smaller groups of 
3-6 people, which allow for a more direct hands-on exploration of the 
design materials and a more intimate style of interaction. There is a 

Figure 13: Video snapshots of nursing practice used as game pieces in a design 
game. During the game the players impose their interpretations on the pieces
through writing notes on them and placing them in physical proximity or 
distance from other game pieces on a game board. 
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strong element of rehearsal in the first sessions. Participants are 
unfamiliar with the format of playing, as well as with the content of 
the games representing the specific design situation. The rehearsal is 
an opportunity for great variation and experimentation, both with 
finding out how the game is appropriately played and with regard to 
what kinds of manipulations of design material can be brought to 
make sense. There is a lot of “noise” in the sense of tentative connec-
tions between various elements—for example a particular video 
snapshot and a particular technological component—that turn out to 
fall apart again. If we return to the design space metaphor of the 
landscape, there is a lot of “looking around” and the movements are 
hesitant and incoherent. 

After having viewed a video snapshot of Helle in her shop where 
she complains to her friend about the aesthetics of an advertisement 
in a local newspaper, the workshop participants try to make sense of 
the video. But they are bothered that it does not give away its story. 
Confronted with ambiguity and paradox the players are silent. Two of 
them sat with their arms crossed and looked down when Erik (senior 
usability specialist) gives up: “is it something where her products are 
presented or what…? No, we will have to ask…” While Erik indicates 
that Helle—who is working next door in another group—can provide 
the true story herself, the intention of the game is to force the players 
to actively making sense of the displayed situations.  

When the group discusses Helle’s dislike of mobile phones, an-
swering machines, text messages and the like, they watch a video with 
her little book of customer phone numbers and email addresses lying 
on the counter in her shop. In this video Ronny (recruitment consult-
ant, participating as “himself”) sees something he has been looking 
for: “Here I just felt for the first time that she gives in to the informa-
tional; there is a certain power of business, even in her situation, 
right?” Ronny is tentative in launching his reading of the video. De-
spite Helle’s explicit claims that she is indifferent about missing a 
phone call or a message, Ronny posits that there is a tension between 
the style of not caring and the desire to make the most out of business 
opportunities for her fashion shop. Up until this point Ronny has been 
skeptical as to Helle’s disregard for being available for potential 
customer calls, and the workshop group has not produced any lasting 
interpretations of the materials. When Ronny sees this clip, he im-
poses his own awareness of the importance of being available to 
customers, and thereby establishes a concrete and personal relation to 
Helle’s practice. A moment thereafter Ronny steps out of the game 
and the role of interpreting player to suggest that the group write 
down some of what is said. Stopping the act to make comments or 
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suggestions to the format, style or phrasing is characteristic also of 
actors rehearsing a performance (Schechner 202-208). The proposition 
to capture the dialogue in the design game suggests that something 
important has just been said.  

By working their way through many video snapshots, images and 
statements from more or less unrelated situations in Helle’s everyday 
life, the players gain a familiarity that serves as grounding for the 
subsequent scenario building. The blurred appearance of a goal in the 
design material transforms the mode of working, from that of tenta-
tively looking in many directions to one of more consistently trying to 
add to something which is being built. In fact the tension between 
Helle’s reckless style and need for professional customer care indi-
cated by Ronny’s statement has begun to evolve among the players as 
something to be explored more intently. Through continued rehears-
als, the group works their way out of the partly dissolved order; in 
doing that they also themselves change from a collection of individuals 
to a collectively acting group: communitas, in Turner’s term. 

Two hours later the group has begun to develop a future scenario 
around Helle’s ability to get in contact (in style) with customers who 
pass by the window to her show room of fashion design: 

Amanda (interaction designer): “…so that it is not forced upon anyone.” 
Ronny: “No, exactly, it is on the customer’s conditions—the conditions of 

the observer.” 
Amanda: “They should be able to leave their information for her. Like 

you do when you sign up on a webpage…” 
Ronny: “How would you make contact, when you address Helle through 

the show room window? … Maybe they are just interested in making 
the first contact: ‘I would like to know more… who are you, I could be 
interested in knowing if you can design what I want’…” 

Erik (senior usability specialist): “What do we need to set that up?” 
Ronny: “Couldn’t we just put up the phone outside…?” (Everybody 

laughs) 
(From video of workshop, October 2002) 

Despite the laughter and the tentative design moves, their way of 
working with the material is now more coherent. The move from 
rehearsal in the working groups to collective display later entails a 
transformation of incoherent and individual clusters of meaning into 
composed sequences. The group is still in rehearsal mode, but slowly 
getting ready to present their scenario to the other groups. We see 
how the group is working simultaneously on both their understanding 
of the communication between Helle and her customers, the business 
potential in supporting it, and the technology needed to do that.  
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The group has also begun to set a concrete scene, i.e. they are ac-
tively staging an imaginary situation of Helle’s life now. By piecing 
together different fragments of her practice and filling in the gaps by 
imagination, they sketch the contours of a coherent landscape of her 
shop, showroom, the street, and her working area in the back; they 
have begun to populate it with a customer who passes by, and a first 
tentative “outside phone”, which gets elaborated in technical terms 
later.  

If we compare this situation to the earlier one, where they are 
frustrated that the storyline is not in the snapshots themselves, they 
have now accepted to build the story themselves. And furthermore, 
their work with the scenario has moved into a more evocative mode. 
They have drawn the contours of the landscape so well that the man 
passing by is now getting a voice (“I could be interested in knowing if 
you can design what I want”), and this process where the elements of 
the design space begin to take on a life of their own, a life that was not 
evident in any of the individual elements or players before, is what we 
refer to as evoking. 
 
To ensure a committed exploration of the design situation and to 
accommodate the various interests in the project, it is important to 
elicit an initial articulation of concerns from the participating stake-
holders in preparation of the workshop. Crafting performative repre-
sentations of the design situation is thus not limited to the field of 
potential use, but includes also the concerns of other project partners, 
for example the developers of information technology. A situation to be 
avoided is where a design artifact has been produced during a collabo-
rative workshop, and then afterwards one of the central stakeholders 
insist that this or that feature that was never discussed during the 
workshop be included in the concept design. This would be a failure of 
the collaborative and participative aspects of the approach, which is 
dependent on an open and mutual commitment to bringing one’s 
interests in the project to the table.  

In the projects COMIT and Mobility in Maintenance we spent 
quite an effort in pushing the partners in the IT industry to reveal to 
us a list of technological functions or features invested with particular 
interest from their company. To provide a few examples from COMIT: 
chat, direct written communication with one or more users over the 
internet; wireless control of other device; pay for a service directly from 
bank account; redirect phone calls to other device suited for voice 
communication; draw or sketch in an open format, like on a sketch 
board. Although to varying degree these elements may seem dated or 
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trivial in the present context, they were considered promising for the 
near future of mobile IT in COMIT.  

 
The Technology Game took its departure from a ritual deconstruction 
of various actual IT products manufactured by the partner organiza-
tions, such as a mobile phone, digital pen and paper, a PDA, an mp3-
player etc. Rather than working with these finished products, we 
symbolically decomposed each of them into their functioning parts as 
listed above. Accordingly, the game material included a set of techno-
logical functions and features, which were printed on labels. This de-
composition added to establishing the design workshop as a liminal 
space, in that it destabilized the conventional expectations surround-
ing for example a mobile phone. During re-constructive phase of the 
game each player devised a new technology composite that could be 
brought to match a theme or challenge from the field material. The 
technology composites were assembled by putting together several 
Lego Duplo bricks with printed function labels on. The proposed 
technology composite was placed on the game board together with the 
theme or challenge from the design situation it addressed.  

The “Duplofication” of technology works in one and the same 
time as familiarizing users with technological possibilities through the 
simplification of complex issues, and as estranging the technical 
experts from their company’s own products. The Technology Game 
thus works both to enable non-technical experts in entering the dia-
logue about what the given technologies may mean, and to avoid that 
the collaboration with users is taken as an occasion of mere product 
placement: the technical experts are forced to rethink their products 

Figure 14: A player constructs from Lego Duplo bricks and sticky labels a technology composite in
The Technology Game in COMIT. The preparation of these game pieces entailed a  deconstruction of
the industrial partners’ established electronic products into generic functions and features, which
could then be reassembled in new ways during the design game. The image to the right shows also
ad-hoc “features” such as personal profile added by a player on the spot. 
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through the articulation of the basic technological qualities in terms of 
user practice.  

In Totemism (1991) Lévi-Strauss concluded that the emblematic 
use of things and creatures as totems, is based on the simple fact that 
the people who use them find them good to think with. Lévi-Strauss 
points to the usefulness of things for conceiving and manipulating 
social relationships which is a relevant observation in the context of 
design games. I would like to stress that there is not necessarily a 
privileged focus on the cognitive aspect of things to think with. In fact, 
in design games thinking and rethinking of the design situation is not 
above, behind or below the physical tinkering with design materials, 
but inextricably connected and on the same plane. It makes as much 
sense to turn the relation around and suggest thoughts to tinker with 
as things to think with; a point I think Lévi-Strauss would agree on 
with respect to totemism as well. 
 
From this look at examples of technological elements as game pieces, 
let us return to the presentation round towards the end of the second 
workshop in COMIT. The four people from the group working with 
material from Helle’s life stand up in front of the other groups, who 
form an audience. Posters are hung on the wall to illustrate the four 
scenarios produced by this group, and they present one each. Ronny 
steps forward and looks at Helle, who is in the audience: 

Ronny: “—a nice instrument in the relation between you as a designer 
and the customer: You get an idea… You have a customer who has 
placed this order for a garment that looks like this (gesticulating 
with his hands), and when you work with it, then you get this idea… 
An inspiration that you are not quite sure the customer will appreci-
ate. Then you take a photo of this detail of it. And send off the image 
as a suggestion…. —a suggestion of this change, and ask for feedback 
from the customer.” (Ronny hesitates and turns around to look at the 
poster) 

Ronny: “That’s what it is about, in a compressed version.” 
(From video of workshop, October 2002) 

The spotlight and performance for an audience has here helped the 
group to transform their incoherent and individual interpretations in 
the first rehearsals into this much more composed sequence. The 
scenario is not very developed with regard to technological specifica-
tions, but it displays how their rehearsals have enabled them to 
perform Helle’s everyday life with fashion design and customers quite 
competently and self consciously; and it indicates how information 
technology might bring different relationships about between fashion 
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designer and customer (and many other possible transformations of 
relationships as evident in the other scenarios). As it turns out in a 
later project stage, this scenario is evocative enough that a series of 
other scenarios spring from it when we enact it with Helle in her 
actual show room; among these the future scenario “Displaying the 
new collection” illustrated in chapter two. The workshop as a design 
ritual initiated these changes through actions in a different order of 
reality, an order that was ex-situ; somehow outside the everyday life 
that it sought to change.  
 
We shall now leave the COMIT project and turn to a situation from 
the project Flexible Treatment Rooms. The design games at the first 
workshop with the trauma nurses and their superiors, as seen for 
example in Figure 15, had resulted in these themes: pause, the staff’s 
wellbeing, reception, professional activities, patient, control, communi-
cation, organization, workarounds, and daylight.  

By retreating to the design studio after the workshop and re-
working the impressions and the results into eight new themes, we 
imposed a designerly interpretation more distanced from the immedi-
ate interpretations of the empirical material. Appropriating and 
working with the material in temporary retreat is not only a dominat-
ing act of adoption and adaption; it is also a catalyst for dialogue and 
opportunity. While it turns the images of the nurses’ work practice 
into something new which does not readily match the nurses’ own 
account of their work, it casts their recognizable work practices in a 
new light; an estranged light, which seeks to make room for the 
designerly interest and desire for improvement in and through this 
new set of fragmented concerns with emergency treatment. These are 
three of the new themes: 

Figure 15: Design game from workshop 1, where empirical
snapshots are sorted according to their level of importance and
how well the depicted situations are taken to work. 
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On stage: Where one is in action; in contact with patients and their 
relatives; where there is emergency. Outlook: A way of positioning one-
self obtaining an overview, aware of local events and colleagues, but ori-
ented towards the more distant monitoring of remote sites of accidents 
and incoming ambulances. Shield: The patients’ need for protection 
from curiosity and voyeurism, the need for privacy and coping with 
dramatic experiences; and the staff’s need for exclusively professional 
areas.  

 
In workshop 2 these themes were taken as the starting point in a 
series of three design games, of which I will go into some detail with 
the two last ones. The first task for the players was to try and relate 
the empirical snapshots of their own nursing practice to the themes 
provided by us. The result of this first game was a series of clusters: 
snapshots grouped around themes and prepared as new game pieces 
in themselves for the subsequent game. 

The second board game was played by two groups in parallel; one 
group played on a scale floor plan of a residential house, the other on a 
scale floor plan of a theater (game board number two and three from 
the left in figure 18 and 19). The challenge was to employ the game 
board as the metaphorical floor plan of the Trauma Center and its 
current practices—in such a concrete way that for example one could 
not see around corners—and then arrange it with the previously 
discussed particular situations, zones of activities and types of equip-
ment and furniture represented by various game bricks. Let us see 
what happens when we suggest the nurses to think of the Trauma 
Center as a residential house. Here Mads is placing a video card of a 

Figure 16: Scale floor plans of a residential house and a theater prepared as design game boards. 
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nurse measuring a patient’s blood pressure (which has been discussed 
in the previous game) in the children’s room of the house: 

Mads: (nurse) “Then I will place it here, where the need for close obser-
vation is… Where you are on stage and very alert and… And can feel 
that the colleagues are sometimes far away.” 

(…) 
Inge: (chief nurse) “I think it could make a lot of sense to gather a func-

tion in the middle (points to the hallway) and then have all the pa-
tient flows out here… (Gesticulates with her hands around the 
periphery of the game board) …like a dome, or I don’t know… (Forms 
a dome with her hands on top of the hallway) It’s an image that is 
coming to my mind, visually…  A transparent vault here… or what-
ever… With outlook and exits to various rooms...” (Points to the 
bathroom, the bedroom, the children’s room, the kitchen, and the din-
ing and living room) 

(…) 
Inge: “Whoop, now I just do something really fast, there is not so much 

time… (Collects some snapshots from the board with both hands) 
Well, I believe they should then lie… (Hesitates) These are the 
light… (points to snapshots in one children’s room) These are the 
heavy…16 (points to snapshots in the bathroom and another chil-
dren’s room, and then hesitates) Exchange… —But all this stays in 
the rooms. The exchange too. (Points to the rooms) That’s just 
quickly, very quickly… 

(Video from workshop, October 2005) 

 
Here we see something similar to the working of the shamanistic 

spell recounted above. When Mads places his own emergency nursing 
practice in the children’s room, he has accepted to articulate his lived 
experience in terms of the objects, words and images provided by the 
design game in lieu of the shaman. The game succeeds in suggesting 
that relations in the trauma center may be articulated in terms of the 
floor plan of the house. It is in itself, I believe, quite an accomplish-
ment to have the nurses accept that a children’s room can meaning-
fully express qualities of the fire burn treatment room. 

There is usually a tight schedule for the succession of design 
games in the workshop, and this time pressure forces the players to do 
some fast moves in the games. Because Inge’s re-configuration of the 
snapshots above is not fully formed when she initiates it, openings for 
adjustment or re-orientation become apparent underway, either for 
the player herself or for the other players. The game as a rehearsal 

                                             
16 “The light” refers to lightly wounded patients, and “the heavy” refers to heavily wounded patients. 
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where you are allowed and encouraged to follow instinct is evident in 
the tentative language of “I don’t know”, “or whatever”, “I just do 
something really fast”, and “that’s just quickly”. Although the pro-
duced configuration is incomplete it is not to be dismissed as mere 
exercise, because as a traversal of the design space, it entails the 
possibility of becoming a path. This ephemeral aspect of exploratory 
design is extremely difficult to conceptualize—precisely because it 
deals with the negotiation of not-yet-articulated possibilities. As we 
shall see in a moment, this particular configuration of exchange in all 
the rooms does in fact become a path (why else would I choose to 
recount it here, one may ask). 

The nurses’ use of the notions “on stage”, “flow”, “exchange”, and 
“outlook”—which were brought into the workshop by the architects—
indicate how the meaning of these have been negotiated in the previ-
ous game and has now become an accepted part of the players’ lan-
guage. The notion “exchange” deserves a bit more explanation to 
clarify what is meant by the suggestion that it should stay in all the 
rooms. During the previous game the players have developed “ex-
change” as shorthand for many things, such as the sparring between a 
nurse and a physician around a particular patient, sharing of informa-
tion among nurses, dialogue with relatives and more. These different 
elements of “exchange” stem from the initial video snapshots from the 
Trauma Center. “Exchange” as the physical game piece that the 
players are now re-positioning, consist of multiple video cards held 
together by a paper clip. 

In order for the metaphors and symbols to work, for them to in-
duce a liminal sense of displacement and a different order, they must 
be exerted with some authority. 

Mads: (nurse)“…but I also think I would tear down that wall (between 
the hallway and the living room) and then gather many of the func-
tions closer together, and then uhm…” 

Karina (architect): “but then the room suddenly gets gigantic!” 
Mads: “It does... But then we could have some room dividers” 
Kristina (camera woman): “You are not allowed to tear down the walls.” 
(Pause) 
Inge: (chief nurse) “We are not allowed to tear down the walls. Is that 

what you are saying?” 
Kristina: “Not yet.” 

(Video from workshop, October 2005) 

When Kristina here asserts without reservations what the players can 
and cannot do, she enforces the power of the metaphor; it is not some-
thing to be taken lightly or erased by the stroke of a pen. Kristina is a 
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research assistant who has up till now mainly been quiet in operating 
the video camera and the enforcement comes as something of a sur-
prise to the chief nurse. The rules for the games are provided with the 
game boards and game pieces in text, but not everything can be 
explained in writing up-front; and therefore the facilitators take on a 
role as masters of ceremony, in that they posses knowledge of these 
unusual rules and procedures. By adding the calm and self confident 
answer “Not yet”, the situation is performed as a ritual: the magic of 
the spell will be broken if we do not follow the master of ceremony’s 
guidance by shifting working mode too soon. 

Let me provide two examples of metaphorical relationships from 
the other group working with the theater board. The entrance way for 
traumatized patients in ambulances, which needs to be kept clear and 
ready at all times was seen as the actors’ exclusive entrance to the 
theatrical stage, where they immediately become the centers of atten-
tion due to the circular arrangement of the audience, the lighting etc. 
The trauma center’s entry for relatives and patients who show up 
themselves—and who may suffer from less acute problems to be 
treated elsewhere—was seen as the public entrance hall to a theater, 
where the audience passes through a ticket counter to check the 
legitimacy of their presence. The staff kitchen in the Trauma Center 
was seen as the actors’ back stage dressing room with regard to being 
an exclusive staff area, and a possibility for social retreat from the 
demands of being front stage.  

These kinds of seeing as were of course not a matter of direct 
mappings in the games, but rather characterized by continuous ex-

Figure 17: The two game boards of the residential floor plan and the theater after the  games are over. 
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perimental arrangements, where the players’ negotiations were 
guided by references to the video snapshots from the field.  
 

After the metaphorical game the resulting clusters of snapshots and 
their spatial confinement on the two floor plans were cut out, and 
prepared as input for the third game and last game of the workshop. 
In this game the two groups take turns as they place their clusters of 
snapshots on the game board, eventually to make up a desirable 
spatial arrangement of the Trauma Center in a near future. At this 
point the players who stand and sit around a table have become 
accustomed with reaching in to re-position some of the snapshots on 
the game board. In this situation the groups discover how they have 
both assembled snapshots to form a secretariat, among these the 
cluster making up “exchange”, and after having placed the various 
elements of the secretariat in the center of the board, they begin 
discussing an alternative: 

Margrethe (nurse): “in fact, it could be placed in each and every room...” 
(Gazing at the board) 

Inge (chief nurse): “how do you mean?” 
Margrethe: “Then there would have to be permanent staff in there, and 

computers in all the rooms... and patient records” 
Inge: “Mads and I recommend that! Because as many tasks as possible 

should be in the treatment rooms, and as close to the patients as pos-
sible. That is one of our philosophies.” 

Margrethe: “Then it would also be a new organization of work, because 
then when you arrive in each shift you would have to arrange who 
goes to the burn injury room, and who goes to the trauma room, and 
then you would simply go and stay there.” 

Figure 18: The players cut out spatial arrangements from the 
theater board to be reused in the next game. 
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Inge: “and then you are in a room, instead of receiving a particular pa-
tient, that is, you are in some rooms and just stay there—that’s the 
model we talked about.” 

Margrethe: “because then you have your workstation there, and run 
things from there...” 

(Video from workshop, October 2005) 

It is due to the tangible character of the—by now—quite complex 
game pieces that the nurses are able to move around the elements and 
functioning of the secretariat with such apparent ease. As in a ritual, 
the games create a simulacrum of experienced events which afford the 
players an opportunity to re-configure them in ways their everyday 
life could not be. When they discuss the secretariat here, the players 
invoke also the cluster “exchange” for example. A “workstation” in this 
context is not merely a synonym for a computer. It involves nursing 
tools, medical utensils, and many resources from the current secre-
tariat, as well as computational support for care, communication and 
documentation. It is not just “things”, however; also various interac-
tions between nurses are part of the cluster “exchange”. The sugges-
tion is to distribute all this to small satellites at the sites of actual 
patient treatment. After the sequence above the players suggest 
supplement it by a position of outlook from where overview of the 
incoming patients and the capacity of each nursing area can be main-
tained. A central role associated with the position of outlook is triage: 
the function of sorting incoming patients according to their need for 
care and the available resources. Mads catches this idea and develops 
a little scenario to support it:  

Mads (nurse): “When an ambulance arrives, well, ‘you should go down to 
observation area four—bed number so and so should be vacant’… 
Then the nurse was down there, aha, ‘the patient goes to my area’. 
And then you know that somebody made the decision that I should 
take care of this. This must mean that the others are doing some-
thing else (…)” 

Inge (chief nurse): “Because as it is now, some are better to spot where 
the jobs are, and where they are most needed, than others…” 

(Video from workshop, October 2005) 

Here Mads develops a complex scenario on the fly. He shifts from 
setting the scene (“when an ambulance arrives”) to performing the 
individual character of the person responsible for overview and triage, 
who says “you should go down to observation area 4”. Then Mads 
shifts back again to continue setting the situation (“then the nurse 
was down there”) and then on to performing another individual char-
acter, that of the nurse (“the patient goes to my area”). And finally he 
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assumes the voice of the nurse again but in a way that incorporates 
his own view (“then you know that somebody made the decision that I 
should take care of this”), which expresses Mads’ personal irritation 
with the current practice where nurses have to negotiate among 
themselves who will leave their current task, when an ambulance 
comes in. 

I find it quite amazing how the participants in a few intense sen-
tences like these can juggle realities, fitting in particular concerns as 
well as more generic constraints and a multiplicity of perspectives. 
Although this ability is certainly dependent on the skill of the partici-
pants, the workshop situation and the design games are determining 
for the establishment of a situation where it can play out. The liminal-
ity of the design ritual has enabled the players to rehearse roles and 
re-configurations that would not immediately have been acknowledged 
as meaningful.  

And in turn, these rehearsals have been necessary steps for the 
transition between the two last games; the movement from an explic-
itly metaphorical space with its playful practicing, to the last game 
which is less metaphorical and a more direct representation of the 
future trauma center as the players conceive of it. In the scenario we 
see developed in the end, the playful “as if” is intertwined with very 
concrete concerns. 

 

Figure 19: The last game board as it is arranged while the players develop future scenarios. Very 
concrete game pieces have been brought into play from the previous metaphorical games. In the 
bottom we see for example “ticket counter” and “stage entrance”. They have been cut out from a 
highly metaphorical setting but here take on quite literal qualities as two particular kinds of entrances 
to the ideal Trauma Center. 
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While the design games work to install in the participants a sense of 
playful exploration of possibilities, they are also a demand to act; to 
perform collaboratively and creatively. In producing temporary game 
moves or concrete design suggestions the participants are forced to 
reach temporary agreement and convergence in goals. This demand, 
however, is confined to the playful frame of the games. When the 
game is over, the success of the event is measured on the extent to 
which concerns about the design situation have been articulated in 
evocative ways, not on the degree to which everybody has been 
brought to agree on shared values. In other words, forcing the partici-
pants to act collectively and to arrive at singular solutions does not 
imply any naïve assumptions about erasing their differences in inter-
est or power, but rather an idea of suspending and subverting them 
momentarily for the sake of a transformative performance. The ex-
ploratory character of this kind of workshop is emphasized by not 
forcing its results into a conclusive session in the end, where partici-
pants have to reach a common compromise to capture the importance 
of the workshop in a set of bullets or the like. The most important 
results from the workshop reside in the minds of the participants as 
renewed and continued thinking about what the design situation 
could be, given the various interests and material possibilities articu-
lated at the workshop; and of course in the video documentation of the 
event. 
 
The reference to the real must not over-shadow the possibility of 
linking empirical snapshots to alternatives. The game pieces and 
game boards of design games do not primarily work by matching up 
with real life phenomena—the game boards are not miniature worlds 
of scale figures, but rather metaphorical parallels. The estranging 
function of the design game is to stand apart from ordinary life, both 
criticizing it through distance (re-positioning the players to conceive of 
it in a new light) and controlling it through distance (stepping outside 
of it to control it, through overview and manipulation of it by proxies, 
such as the game pieces). Yet the ethnographic snapshots on the game 
board are dependent on their origin in people’s real lives; the intimacy 
of the field encounter is necessary for the ability to evoke new trans-
formed images of use that are credible. In the snapshots from the 
Trauma Center, for example, the nurses were highly recognizable, yet 
there practice only fragmentarily depicted. The game pieces in the 
workshops operate metonymically as fragments of an imaginary 
Trauma Center. The video snapshots and probing materials point to a 
whole, even if it is an imaginary whole. The design games offer a stage 
on which to unfold the nursing practice; and the physical presence and 
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participation of the nurses themselves are crucial elements in succeed-
ing with this. As skilled practitioners they provide the related stories 
and contextual information that may be necessary for the players to 
combine the fragmentary material into a loosely weaved whole. It is 
obvious that someone around the game board will be more familiar 
with the concrete situation of the snapshot than others, but the rule of 
the game is that the collaborative performance of the imaginary whole 
must have places for the particular snapshots. 
 
During the workshops with trauma nurses a number of local practices 
were discussed with relevance for the conceptualization of configura-
bility. The discussions expressed a number of recurring collisions 
between opposing concerns: Maintaining overview vs. preparing 
medication: The staff must constantly be on guard with regard to 
alarms, emergencies and incoming patients (“outlook”). However, 
preparing medication and syringes for injection for example, demands 
high degrees of concentration (“shield”, “control”). Maintaining an 
overview of peripheral activities in the Trauma Center threatens the 
precision and security of correct medication. Maintaining overview vs. 
speaking with patients and relatives: It takes confidentiality and a 
confined space to carry out conversations about serious personal 
health issues, often about life and death. This, again, is in contrast 
with the demand to constantly being available should something more 
serious occur that demands the full attention of the staff. Pause vs. 
caring for patients: The pauses of the staff are constantly interrupted, 
which sometimes makes it hard to find occasions for private conversa-
tions, which can be very important among colleagues who have been 
involved in overwhelming emergency situations. These are only select 
examples of collisions that taken together can be thought of as central 
dimensions or parameters of the design space for architectural inter-
ventions in the Trauma Center.  

Conclusion 
I have treated the challenge of creating collaborative occasions for re-
inventing realities as one of defining the relevant set of interests, 
bringing their representatives together, and facilitating a provisional 
transformation of the matter-of-concern through various hands-on 
explorations of it. 

Latour’s notion of assemblies of people, who gather around a sub-
ject matter because it divides them, has here served as a reminder to 
acknowledge differences in interests as a driving force for the collabo-
ration rather than an obstacle to be eliminated. The notion of assem-
bly emphasizes the importance of defining sets of relevant interests 
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for each project, so as to know which parties are relevant to gather for 
a particular issue. It makes a big difference for example, if the parties 
are predominantly interaction designers as in COMIT, or professional 
nurses as in Flexible Treatment Rooms, or software developers as in 
the workshop with Thy:Data recounted below. It is, however, beyond 
doubt an important challenge in itself to create a project setup that 
spans different industries and competencies, and still succeed in 
bringing the parties out of their respective organizations and into a 
collaborative design workshop. I have suggested to thinking and 
managing the design workshop as a ritual, where the ontological 
status of the issue is destabilized and prepared for transformation 
through a state of liminality. And finally I have shown how a series of 
different design games may enable the participants to connect ex-
perimentally to the issue in question. 

Improvising Embodied Interaction 

…human practice and understanding in everyday life should be taken 
as the ontological and epistemological point of departure in inquiries 
into design and use of computer artifacts.  

(Ehn 1988:28) 

For the field of interaction design it makes much sense to take inter-
action seriously. But what does this mean in a design context? In 
offering an answer to this, Paul Dourish has focused on embodiment 
as a central property of interaction, and thus suggested to start design 
where the action is, namely in the bodily interaction with people and 
artifacts (Dourish 2001). Pelle Ehn’s proposal to take human practice 
as the starting point for design work, cited above, is thus further 
elaborated by Dourish, when he suggests a foundation for embodied 
interaction to focus on the concrete material and bodily experience of 
interacting with an artifact (Dourish 2001). Dourish and also other 
authors (McCullough 2004; Klemmer, Hartmann et al. 2006) have 
raised the attention to the important issue of embodiment within 
various fields of design. If the embodied meeting with the designed 
artifact is taken as a starting point for design, and not something to be 
tested towards the end of a design process, then the role of ethnogra-
phy in design must orient itself towards making this meeting avail-
able for inquiry and change. Ethnography is well equipped to observe 
bodily expressions, but when it comes to exploring how these might be 
different the traditional language-bias of ethnography becomes a 
limit. The enactment-sessions in COMIT and Mobility in Maintenance 
thus draw heavily on ideas and methods from dramaturgical perform-



 141 

ance (Binder 1999), while still in a certain sense mimicking the ex-
ploratory nature of the ethnographic inquiry. 
 
On 18 May 2005, Jens and I travelled to KiM’s in Søndersø to meet 
Lasse and Palle again. The goal of the day was to produce a number of 
future scenarios, where the developed design concepts and mock-ups 
were explored further in their “natural” context, i.e. in the hands of 
working service technicians on the shop floor. It was a regular work 
shift for Lasse and Palle, and in the quit workshop area, where we 
met, I introduced the session thus: 

Joachim: “What we would like to do now, is to explain to you what the 
concepts are all about. And then hear what you think about them—if 
there are any of them that you just cannot relate to because they are 
too silly, or if there are any of them that you could maybe imagine to 
be relevant for your work. And then we will ask you to enact them 
with us, i.e. go out to the relevant machines and carry out you work 
as well as you can, but where you use, or pretend to use these for, 
uhm… for what you… for the task.” 

(From video of enactment, May 2005) 

Leading us, thereafter, quickly in and out of the labyrinthic spaces 
between big industrial machines, Palle was in his element, pointing 
out one that needed special attention. It was momentarily not in 
operation, and thus available for inspection and preventive mainte-
nance care, Palle explained. He pushed a few buttons starting up the 
machine, listened to it and looked at it from different angles. While 
Palle mentioned a special tool for listening to the inner sounds of 
mechanical parts, he slipped out his screwdriver from his working 
pants using that instead to point at the motor gear, thus conveying 
the sounds from it to his ear, which he pressed against the other end 
of the screwdriver. 
 
Though Palle had appeared somewhat taciturn and with-holding 
during our last encounter in the design workshop, he now seemed 
energized or even rejuvenated as he engaged himself in the explora-
tion of how he could put the imagined product concepts to use. Why 
had his reluctance or inability towards active participation in the 
design games at the workshop shifted to such an enthusiastic and 
voluble participation in the enactment? Probably because his knowl-
edge of this place was grounded, embodied, and at hand. Contrary to 
his audience, Palle knew exactly what he could do with these ma-
chines. This habitus was in his very body as he moved self-consciously 
through the machine park, touching, looking, and listening to the 
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machines so familiar to him. Palle’s easiness towards performing his 
regular work practices to us and the camera, did not, however, imme-
diately apply to the way he handled the mock-ups.  
 
Palle had agreed to experiment with making use of a range of pieces of 
blue polystyrene foam, which were introduced to him as mock-ups of 
ideas for new mobile applications. In this sense they where placehold-
ers for a complex of extremely portable hardware platforms, software 
applications dedicated to specific maintenance tasks, technological 
infrastructure for wireless communication, network connections with 
the corporate information system and with external suppliers and 
service providers, and many more details that had not yet been speci-
fied or even thought of. Although the mock-ups could be taken to 
represent, for example, a Pocket PC running a Windows operating 
system and the enterprise resource planning system Axapta with 
special extensions, we sought to avoid closing down the scope of possi-
ble applications by adhering to the conventions connoted by these 
systems. In contrast to the complexity of their imaginative actualiza-
tion, their immediate appearance was deliberately simplified, almost 
to the extent where any portable object could have been used.  
 
Describing the role of theatrical props in performance activities, 
Schechner argues that  

(…) during the performance these objects are of extreme importance, of-
ten the focus of the whole activity. Sometimes, as in theater and chil-
dren’s play, they are decisive in creating the symbolic reality. The 
“otherworldiness” of play, sports, games, theater, and ritual is enhanced 
by the extreme disparity between the value of the objects outside the ac-
tivity when compared to their value as foci of the activity. 

(Schechner 1988:11). 

As foci of the enactment, the mock-ups did stand out in their peculiar 
light blue color, and were thus distinctly not just any objects. Rather 
they stood out as a collection of foreign objects, not part of the regular 
work environment, but introduced to prompt reflection and the possi-
bility of change. The general openness for interpretation is indicative 
of the mock-ups’ function as improvisational props; they are intended 
to be attributed new meanings in the course of the performance; 
meanings that cannot be predicted but emerge as the actor makes use 
of them in responding to the ad hoc challenges of situated mainte-
nance practice.  
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While Palle was performing the listening-through-a-screwdriver act, I 
momentarily switched from spectator to a mode of “stage manage-
ment” and asked suggestively if it would make sense for him to record 
the sound with the handheld mock-up, in order to provide a more rich 
description of the worn parts of the machine for future reference. Palle 
clearly found this suggestion far fetched, but he smilingly went on to 
carry out the suggested action. He pressed the handheld mock-up 
towards the tip of the screwdriver instead of pressing his ear against 
it, pretending to record the sound. Palle turned his head looking at us 
over his shoulder, illustrating with a distancing grin how untenable 
the idea was to him. In more polite ways he then explained to us why 
this would not work in practice for him. 

The situation demonstrates the tension between engaged partici-
pation and the use of a script for the performance. Looking back, I was 
eager to get the mock-ups activated on the stage. When I as “stage 
manager” of the performance was trying too hard to get Palle to act 
out particular ideas for interaction, it remained his privilege to with-
draw his engagement from the performance and “just do as I told him 
to”, withdrawing his own stakes in the act. 

While the design team as a whole had surely devised many pre-
conceptions of how we thought the mock-ups could be meaningfully 
used by Palle and Lasse, the whole idea of bringing them back to the 
shop floor at this early stage of design was not to add visual demon-
strations of them, but rather to accelerate the open-ended exploration 
of their value and relevance in a bodily way. The challenge was to 
develop the concepts further by drawing on the rich knowledge of 
maintenance practice embodied in the shop-floor environment. The 
last thing we wanted was to end up with a performance that rendered 
Palle and Lasse as awkward puppets in a pastiche of their own lives, 
because we had directed them too strictly. Palle’s role as I see it was 
not to present a fictional character whose life was separable from his 
own, but to show himself in a special way. If keeping too strictly to a 
preconceived script for enactment there is an immediate risk of loos-
ing the users’ engaged participation, and with that both the effective-
ness and legitimacy of the participatory approach.  
 
On the other hand, working with no script at all, based on the false 
assumption that it would result in more “free” thinking and acting, 
would leave the untrained performer with an unbearable responsibil-
ity to satisfy criteria for success that were unknown to him. The script 
together with the physical mock-ups constitute a necessary initiative 
for the performer to respond to, while they also convey a sense of what 
we as design researchers are after. Instead of providing Lasse and 
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Palle a detailed manuscript for the drama, they were given a sketch of 
the basic functions of each of the design concepts and a few simple 
ideas for their application. The goal was to provide just enough fram-
ing and scripting to move them and begin a dialogue, while leaving as 
much space for improvisation as possible.  

Schechner pointed out about the improvisational actor that s/he 
“is freed from both director and drama, but s/he will therefore have to 
make fuller use of conventions (stock situations and characters, 
audience’s expectations, etc.) and the physical space” (Schechner 
1988:18). Our case is not a fully improvisational act because ongoing 
interruptions to give directions and stage management necessarily 
occur, and the act is supported by preconceived dramatic situations for 
the actor to fall back upon, should the improvisation not occur as 
smoothly as intended. The demand to make fuller use of conventions 
and the physical space is still, however, precisely the ambition of the 
enactment; to mobilize the performer’s memories of prior incidents, 
colleagues’ past remarks and concerns, the constraints and possibili-
ties embodied in the physical space of machines and their typical 
behavior. The demand on the performer to making use of the audi-
ence’s expectations deserves special attention here. The audience of 
this particular improvisational act consisted of two design researchers 
immediately present—Jens and I—and an extended design team from 
MBS whose attention was mediated by the video camera. Compared to 
the individuals making up audiences in traditional theatres, the 
expectations of this audience have a rather explicit collective direction 
towards the development of the performance, a direction towards the 
design of certain types of mobile applications.  
 
During this project the ability to carry out preventive maintenance 
care, rather than repairing more urgent breakdowns, was an oft-
mentioned goal for maintenance practice in general. As we walk from 
the workshop area, after having introduced Palle to the design ideas 
and the session of enactment, he sets the scene by stating that when 
he has time to initiate preventive maintenance care “it will typically 
be an area like this, which is stopped that I would go through”. With 
regard to using the mockups as props in the performance, however, 
Palle has no clear idea about his audience’s expectations. In the 
beginning he is hesitant in handling them because he does not know 
what we are after. And while Palle tries to figure it out iteratively 
through acting and reading the response, we on our side try to tell him 
through suggestions that are ambiguous enough to give him a chance 
to appropriate them and turn them around for his own purposes. The 
fact that the articulation of the audience’s expectations and the per-
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former’s making use of them is only gradually developing throughout 
the performance is no surprise since we have few established protocols 
to base our interactions on: improvised future scenarios are far from 
an established genre, Palle is trained as a smith not as an actor, and 
Jens and I are but amateur stage managers. But more importantly it 
illustrates on a small scale the dialogical character of this design 
process. 

Rather than stating too flatly what applications we want to de-
sign (and thus reducing Palle to an illustrative character), or have 
Palle too directly articulate his needs for new applications (and thus 
shaping new technologies in the image of confined practices), the 
design process is more like a dialogue, where participants continu-
ously shift out action from one frame of reference to another. Use 
practice and design ideas are reciprocally and emergently intertwined 
in this tentative process of performing possibilities. The imagined 
technologies embedded in the mock-ups prompt Palle to act in ways 
not otherwise possible; and the imaginative ways that Palle engages 
the mock-ups in response to his bodily work practices alters the poten-
tial for what they could become as functional products. The temporal-
ity of the partly improvised performance is where the contours of both 
use practice and design ideas emerge; it is where the construction and 
interactive stabilization of new design possibilities for practice and 
technology are tried out. 
 
With no clear demarcation of the suspension of “real life” and the 
beginning of the enactment, Palle walks to the other end of the ma-
chine and begins to check the state of a bearing. As he tries to make 
use of the handheld prop to document the bearing’s state he falls out 
of character and addresses us as stage managers rather than audi-
ence: “but it is not that easy to capture on video with the handheld”. As 
we shall see later, Palle’s meta-comment on the difficulties of making 
use of the prop to document what he is doing while he is doing it, is 
more indicative of his beginner’s trouble with performing and impro-
vising, than with using the prop in this particular way. To overcome 
this trouble, I suggest that he take a still picture of it instead (since 
that would require less extraneous bodily comportment). Palle accepts 
that a still picture would suffice for documenting the exact physical 
location of the bearing, and having taken the picture he returns to the 
main operating panel of the machine, where he has mounted the 
tablet mock-up. Again Palle hesitates, now in transferring the image 
from the little handheld to the display of the larger tablet mock-up. 

This hesitant bodily dialogue, both on behalf of the stage manag-
ers and the performer, or the design researchers and the user, gradu-
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ally evolved into a more smooth interaction in the scenarios performed 
later. It is important to note that the goal of the future scenario is the 
opposite of orthodox acting—it is not about skillfully imitating nature, 
representation. There are rough and unexpected turbulences, troubled 
interruptions and hesitance. Although characteristic of all the future 
scenarios I have been engaged with, these are not stylistic but the 
genuine meeting between user and design problem. Around two hours 
after we arrived at the factory that day, Palle and Lasse had grown 
familiar enough with the design concepts, the mock-ups, our expecta-
tions and the rules of the game that they began to draw more self-
consciously on stock situations, improvise and add to the design 
concepts by bringing their own ideas into the performed situations. To 
provide but a little sign of this evolving appropriation of the mock-ups, 
Palle developed a little routine of silently slipping the handheld mock-
up into the chest pocket of his working shirt, when not actively using 
it.  
 
One of the overarching issues in the project Mobility in Maintenance 
was the idea and hope that mobile technology could help to capture 
the contextual circumstances for a machine that breaks down at the 
point in time of the break down. In the system-oriented lingo of MBS 
this is referred to as “collecting the data at the source” in order to 
make more accurate date available for the general information sys-
tem, i.e. the ERP system. In the daily practice of Lasse and Palle it 
was expressed as a need to know the specific details of breakdowns 
that often happen while they are not present. In addition, the operator 
who had been by the machine at the time of the breakdown was often 
no longer there when the service technicians arrive, sometimes hours 
later; either because he or she had shifted to another machine, or gone 
home. It is in the interest of the operator to have the machine process 
as fast as possible, so it is not uncommon that when the service tech-
nicians arrive the machine has been restarted, sometimes processing a 
different product. One can imagine the difficulties of finding out what 
the exact settings of the machine had been, what sounds were heard, 
how the product was oriented on the conveyor belt, or even what 
product was being processed at the time of the breakdown;—
information that is crucial from a maintenance perspective to prevent 
the breakdown from reoccurring.  

When we first set out to produce a future scenario around this is-
sue Jens and I thought that we were about to enact a situation where 
the machine operator actively documents the circumstances of a 
breakdown for the future reference of the service technicians. Lasse, 
however, had a different idea for the scenario. Some problems occur 
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only periodically which makes it difficult for the service technician to 
detect its cause. Despite our suggestions in the direction of cooperat-
ing with a machine operator, he insisted that it would be relevant and 
helpful to his repair practice to temporarily set up an unmanned video 
camera monitoring an error-prone machine.  Upon returning to the 
machine he would be able to playback exactly the sequence of the 
recording that matched the time of the breakdown. After a brief 
explanation to us about the rationale for this scenario, Lasse takes 
over the performance, almost completely improvising:  

Lasse: “I have seen on the big display over there (in the workshop) that 
they have had a problem with… with the last lid-mounting machine; 
but they have not figured out the cause. Now I have… had the 
breakdown once, but I have not really… been able to conclude any-
thing from it, because the machine operator has re-started it imme-
diately after the fault. Then I arrive with my super camera and my 
stand… And the machine operator has stated loosely that the box 
stops there and there. And he can’t really say anything more, he just 
re-starts it and it runs (goes to place a ladder in front of the lid-
mounting machine). Then I put up my little camera (places the cam-
era on a step of the ladder). Then it can sit here and record and I can 
leave it and continue with some of the tasks that I have. (…) Then 
the breakdown occurs again, and I can take my camera, go to the 
display and then see that it is so and so and so. It is this photo-cell 
that causes it (points towards a little flashing red light inside the 
machine). It is perhaps… a wire that is broken and it is vibrating 
and once in a while it short-circuits, and then that is where the prob-
lem is…”  

(From video of enactment, May 2005) 

This sequence is performed by Lasse based on no pre-given script for 
the action, and with no explicit directions from us. Instead he makes 
use of a stock situation from his own practice (troubleshooting periodic 
errors), a non-present prop (a mock-up of a large display hanging in 
the workshop area for overview of all current maintenance tasks), a 
new prop introduced on-the-spot by himself (the ladder used as a 
stand for the camera), and the given prop (the mock-up of a handheld 
media recording device). In his monologue to the audience that accom-
panies his bodily performance, he shifts between explanatory contex-
tual information in the past participle (e.g. “I have seen on the big 
display over there…”) and direct descriptions of his immediate actions 
in the present tense (e.g. “Then I put up my little camera”).  

The degree to which Lasse takes control of the enactment here is 
indicative of his acceptance of its rules: A performative space has been 
created, where he can rearrange time, assign value to things, and 
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utilize prior incidents as resources, while realizing new ways of accom-
plishing his goals. Because Lasse accepts this temporary standing 
apart from ordinary work life at the shop floor, he is enabled in very 
concrete and bodily ways to articulate both the discrepancy between 
motivations for machine operators (to get the machine running here 
and now) and motivations for service technicians (to prevent the 
machine from stopping again), and his concern with accomplishing 
this maintenance goal through new media technologies. 

 
In the video scenario “Diagnosing and Curing” Palle handles the 
tablet and the handheld mock-ups in similarly convincing ways as if 
they were “natural” parts of his working environment. He shows no 
hesitation in acting as if he were video recording the mechanical cycle 
of a faulty machine operation. In fact, after Palle has transferred the 
video recordings from the handheld to the tablet, while simultane-
ously explaining his interactions with the machine and the mock-ups 

Figure 20: Enacted future scenario 'Diagnosing and Curing' from the project Mobility in Maintenance. 
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to the audience, he suggests a significant new application feature that 
had not been mentioned before. By playing back the video of the faulty 
cycle in slow motion on the display of the tablet the exact features of 
the mechanical fault is revealed to him—features that the very fast 
operation of the machine had prevented the human eye from register-
ing. 
 
The development from the first attempts at enactment with Lasse and 
Palle to the later ones, illustrates the process of learning and delicate 
negotiations that enabled us design researchers to suggest more 
relevant maintenance practices. It also led the users to take owner-
ship of the design concepts to the extent where they not only handled 
them competently as if they were actually functioning, but activated 
their grounded, embodied and profound knowledge of how to keep the 
machines running. Evoking the embodied habitus of the service 
technicians in the performance of a future scenario is an attempt to go 
beyond the practice of describing and knowing the user. The embodied 
habitus of the user is beyond reach for others to know; it does not let 
itself easily be represented in other formats than its own: the body 
proper. The user’s embodied habitus may be brought to bear in a 
performance of the doing of the body, imitating the future through the 
real, and thus leading to glimpses of prior incidents, concerns and 
situations prompted by the particular present situation; but it will not 
reveal the embodied habitus of a user to an extend where it can be 
represented, brought out of the field and “home”.  

This way of staging future scenarios is consciously trying to cre-
ate a state of limbo with regard to the ontological status of the per-
formance. It is not in any strict sense an occasion for observing how 
maintenance work is regularly carried out; neither for a controlled 
evaluation of a confined product candidate. Yet it is both a continua-
tion of the ethnographic field study (in that it yields new insights 
about existing maintenance practice) and it is a continuation of the 
generative design work (in that it evokes new ideas for the concept 
design). In Turner’s words the state of the performance is betwixt and 
between. The activity adheres neither to the ordinary order of existing 
everyday use, nor to the ordinary order of idea generation and -
evaluation. Yet, it is both a continued inquiry into maintenance 
practice, and an exploration of possibilities for changing it. The act of 
performance fosters identification between the dissimilar ontologies of 
the here and now and the there and then without reducing them to 
sameness. The unsettled status of the activity works to create a space 
of grounded possibility, where the skilled practitioner is included in 
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the effort to bring about design ideas that are rooted in his/her prac-
tice.  

Temporary Closures 

With this section I will address the shifting processes of openings and 
closures on different levels of the design process. While it is an explicit 
ambition of the approach laid out here to create empirical snapshots 
that are open-ended and evocative, there are also clear attempts at 
closing down their range of possible interpretations. I will discuss this 
in terms of the metaphor of picking low-hanging fruit to bring into a 
workshop. All projects come to an end, and throughout the process a 
considerable amount of effort is spent on procuring arguments, ques-
tions, insights, and artifacts in a deliverable format for the eventual 
moment of project closure. I will treat the format for packaging design 
anthropological deliverables as a physical device that works as a 
vehicle for the project results, which in turn is an important prepara-
tion for the critical passage, where the project is to be handed over to a 
partner. In the end of this section I will explore the possibility of 
finding new openings in the design anthropological account, as it has 
been delivered in a Designer Package. I will do this by looking at our 
attempt at unpacking a concrete Designer Package in a workshop with 
software developers from Thy:Data. 

Low-Hanging Fruit  
In carrying out the actual field visits and preparing the material for 
subsequent workshops, I have found that my own wish to perform well 
has been something of an obstacle. Imagining the whole range of 
project partners waiting to hear and see the valuable field observa-
tions reasonably enough makes you want to produce something of 
value. The problem, however, is precisely what it is that makes some 
observations valuable and others not so valuable. 
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When we first watched the footage of a service technician who tries to 
find a machine drawing and he enters the room with fairly chaotic 
cabinets with seemingly unsorted binders and papers lying around, we 
reacted in much the same way as did the workshop participants 
recounted in chapter 2: we laughed; see Figure 21. But when the 
service technician eventually finds a drawing and says: “it could look 
like it had something to do with it…—but where the hell is the rest of 
it!?” his despair is not only entertaining. It also relieves us from the 
uncertainty if our observations will be of value to the project partners, 
because with this snapshot, we have obviously delivered “a problem”. 
This is what I mean by low-hanging fruit: the snapshots that are easy, 
because they demand little effort of you. The trouble is that design-
wise the clip is not very interesting, precisely because it is framed so 
tightly that we instantly know what to make of it. The easy, obvious 
problems like these entice us to device quick-fixes. On the basis of this 
clip, it is almost trivial to suggest that they need to sort out their 
machine drawings and get an electronic document handling system. 
But it stops there. It speaks to our preconceptions and we are not 
forced to do anything with the clip. 

Let me provide two other examples of empirical snapshots that 
enticed a problem-solving attitude in the following design session 
instead of a genuine exploration. They are not low-hanging fruit from 
the perspective of producing evocative design materials, in that the 
snapshots where not framed tightly as an obvious and unambiguous 
problem. However, they were treated as low-hanging fruit by work-
shop participants who were quick to define them as problems. The 
first is also from Mobility in Maintenance, the next is from COMIT.  

Two specific video clips of Lasse shown in the first Mobility in 
Maintenance workshop illustrate the complexity of maintenance work. 
Beyond the obvious element of technically complicated machines that 

Figure 21: The service technicians have trouble finding the right machine drawings. 
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are sometimes hard to troubleshoot, the snapshots illustrate the 
complexity of simultaneously handling multiple tasks that may sud-
denly shift in relative levels of urgency. While the clips undeniably 
illustrate complexity and a challenge to prioritize between tasks, the 
question of what to make of that complexity remains an open ques-
tion. During a design game in the first workshop a player forms a 
technology composite with Lego blocks and holds it against his head, 
as if he were receiving advice or instructions from the imaginary 
device regarding what task to carry out next: “it must be possible to 
develop a prioritization mechanism; it must be possible to develop 
some rules.” Hereby the situation is defined as an algorithmic chal-
lenge of modeling the work of service technicians. The design space is 
prematurely bracketed off, because a solution is defined without 
exploring adjacent possibilities or knowing if it addresses a relevant 
problem. 
 

This question of what to make of a given snapshot is a recurrent issue 
in all three projects. Let us look at one that played out in the first 
COMIT workshop after we have watched a video snapshot from 
Rickard’s office work as a sales agent:  

Rickard dials a phone number and uses the brief pause before the recep-
tionist answers to ask a question to a colleague. When the receptionist 
answers, Rickard interrupts the conversation with the colleague who 
stands by his desk. While he is waiting for his call to be put through to 
the specific customer, he finishes the conversation with the colleague. A 
moment later Rickard dials a number on the mobile work phone with 
his right hand. While waiting for someone to answer, he picks up his 
private mobile phone with his left hand. On this he fetches the number 
of a friend. The customer does not answer, so Rickard makes a note in 
the customer database on the pc, and dials the friend’s number. A mo-

Figure 22: A player has built an imaginary prioritization device and
holds it to the head imagining it provides instructions for the service
technicians on what to do next. 
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ment later a customer calls on the work phone, and Rickard interrupts 
his friend to hang up and receive the call.  

(Description based on video from field visit, April 2002) 

In the short sequence—less than five minutes—we see Rickard shift 
between a range of electronic devices and roles, some of them in 
parallel. Two participants in the workshop saw herein a problem to be 
corrected by design. They insisted that Rickard in their future sce-
nario should only have one phone, thereby correcting what they found 
to be his disruptive phone practice through simplification. 

These readings of the video snapshots of the service technician 
and the sales agent who both handle multiple tasks in parallel are 
indicative of a certain dream of automation and fascination with 
technology, where the attraction is to delegate complex operations 
such as prioritizing maintenance tasks or phone conversations to a 
system which can deal with them in more transparent ways based on 
algorithms. 

In my reading of the video snapshots Lasse consciously displays a 
high level of complexity not because he wants to complain about it or 
because he is about to give up, but rather because he takes pride in 
the role of competent problem solver: the more complex the situation 
with machines needing more or less urgent attention from him, the 
more legitimate his claim to professional competency. Accordingly 
with Rickard, whose complex interactions and quick shifts between 
roles I took to be impressively competent. 
 
To assist in bringing about interesting empirical snapshots and trans-
form them into valuable design contributions through exploratory 
workshops, I suggest aiming for a somewhat paradoxical controlled 
uncertainty. The challenge lies in resisting the temptation of bringing 
too many low-hanging fruits into the design process because it results 
in premature closure, and instead raise the chances of being sur-
prised. While it may induce fear not to know what the point of certain 
snapshots is, what their meaning is, or where the story in them will 
end, it is precisely in this open-endedness that their value for explora-
tory design may reside. I write may reside, for there is no guarantee.  

In my teaching of qualitative observational field methods to stu-
dents of design, it has been a recurrent source of frustration for many 
of them that there is no certainty in knowing what to look for. You 
never know for sure which of your observations will turn out to be 
important. Controlled uncertainty requires you to wait for the empiri-
cal material to become meaningful, and it requires due respect for the 
difficulties of working one’s way into it. With controlled uncertainty I 
wish to conceptualize the ephemeral quality of design; the ways in 
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which we can construct imaginative horizons that frame how to make 
sense of a certain experience, but have to acknowledge the inability to 
predict how or which snapshots from the field will become meaningful 
through generative design sessions; for example through montage, 
where meaning arises from experimental collisions of fragmentary 
elements from different contexts of the design situation. 

In passing up the possibility of delivering a concluded set of prob-
lems to be solved by obvious solutions, there is, however something 
more to be gained. By providing an open-ended range of materials you 
invite the other stakeholders in the project—each more competent in 
their field than you—to actively create the opportunities for linking 
snapshots with technological possibilities. The task is thus not so 
much the development of particular problems, but rather the devel-
opment of a whole space of ambiguous opportunities, which resist full 
articulation. 

 

Packaging Design Anthropological Deliverables 
Besides from the present academic reflection long after-the-fact, the 
three design projects generated three kinds of results: 

– new images of use and users within the given fields 
– collaborative design platforms for exploration and devel-

opment across diverse competencies and organizational di-
vides 

– catalogues of new design ideas 

However, the question of how to deliver a design anthropological 
account of a collaborative design project is still open. Within acade-
mia, the literary means of an ethnographic monography with an 
audience taken to be largely familiar with the discourse is a fairly 
well-established format for delivering anthropological knowledge. A 
challenge for the practice of design anthropology is that the whole 
setting of such a scene, where an account can be presented has to be 
established in the actual project each and every time.  

Finding a physical format for presenting project results in a way 
that convincingly express what we want to say to our project partners 
about engagement, open-endedness and participation has been a 
concern for my colleagues and me since the COMIT project. Instead of 
articulating the process mainly as text in a report or white paper, we 
have sought to integrate the representation and mediation of the 
design process with the approach itself. The fragmented and dialogic 
aspects of the approach were in the COMIT project embodied in the 
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form of the final deliverable, which was yet not very final. With the 
COMIT Designer Workshop Package we provided the design materials 
from the project in an open-ended format that allowed for it to be re-
engaged in other design processes involving mobile IT products. As 
illustrated by Figure 23, a the Designer Workshop Package contained 
compact discs with all the video snapshots from the field visits and the 
enacted future scenarios, as well as four booklets: “COMIT process”, 
“Helle”, “Rickard” and “Ronny”. The role model for the format of the 
booklets is the renowned series of children’s books: “the pixie book”, 
which measures ten by ten centimeters and counts 24 color pages, 
each composed of an illustration and a few lines of text. For the 

COMIT booklets the format was adjusted to accommodate slightly 
more text and images. The goal was, after all, not to address children, 
but to provide elements more loosely connected than is the case with 
conventional research reports. 

Instead of presenting the developed scenarios and concepts as fi-
nalized results, the material was designed to afford further re-
combinations and modifications either within the content of the 
package itself, or with different material from other contexts. After 
the project one of the partners in the IT industry took up the idea and 
proceeded with their own version of the process employed in COMIT. 
However, I have no evidence of the particulars hereof, so it is impossi-
ble for me to say how the idea of delivering a box full of resources that 
embody some sort of continuation of the design dialogue, as opposed to 
its conclusion, actually played out. 

Figure 23: The deliverable to all project participants: the COMIT Designer 
Workshop Package 
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In the project Mobility in Maintenance the deliverable was de-
signed with the same idea in mind of producing a physical object that 
heightens the chances that the project material lives on and mutates 
in new contexts. In the booklets titled “Lasse” and “Palle” each page 
was composed of an image from the respective service technician’s 
work practice and as such corresponded to a video clip. The image was 
accompanied by a brief and straight-forward text to explain the image 
on the opposite page. By tearing out the image pages of a user booklet 
and placing them on foot stands, one would essentially have a set of 
game pieces for The Theme Game. 

Through an unexpected extension of the project Mobility in 
Maintenance, we got an opportunity to re-open the Designer Package 
and engage an audience of technical experts in its re-working, which I 
shall return to. 

Critical Passage 
Let us take a closer look at a hand-over meeting of the project Mobility 
in Maintenance, to illustrate how the conditions for the design an-
thropological account and the account itself are negotiated. On June 
20th 2005 we held a power-point presentation of the project results in a 
meeting room of the Microsoft Development Center in Vedbæk to 
Niels Bo Theilgård the General Manager of MBS in Denmark and 
some colleagues.  The meeting was arranged by our primary contact in 
MBS, Lead Program Manager Thomas Jensen. The following account 
of the situation is constructed and translated from my notes taken 
during the meeting. 
 

Figure 24: The Mobility in Maintenance Designer Package. Or the Black-Box as it 
was also referred to, indicating not only color and shape, but also its ambition of 
magically containing a complex and living project inside the opaque surface. 
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After I have presented the process of the project, the General Manager 
contrasts our use of video snapshots with methods of constructing a 
domain model based on analysis. While our use of video may capture 
what actually happens, it does not, supposedly, say anything about 
things that does not happen, or that ought to happen? 

In response Thomas, the Lead Program Manager, who had par-
ticipated in the workshop, took the role of explaining how our ap-
proach actually did concern non-observable phenomena, as for 
example in exploring the cooperation between machine operators and 
service technicians, which was framed as an under-exploited resource 
for maintenance. 

My colleague continues by presenting the design results and 
shows the enacted future scenarios of service technicians using the 
concept mock-ups. The General Manager asks us how Palle is imag-
ined to use the tablet PC, “—what does he see on the screen?” I begin 
to answer the question directly, by referring to the specific difficulties 
the service technicians have with relating a known position of a 
component in a logical diagram with the often unknown concrete 
physical location of the component. Again, the Lead Program Manager 
addresses the General Manager and reframes the question, by stating 
quite assertively that the interesting part is not exactly how the 
concept works, but rather that the service technician Palle becomes an 
active resource in the generation of ideas.  

After the presentation it is announced that it is time for ques-
tions. The General Manager begins with an inviting “Yes?” Since we 
were invited as presenters, and he was the primary invited audience, 
it struck me that he held his own opinion or questions back like this; 
as if he urged his colleagues to say something. The Lead Program 
Manager had, after all, supposedly had an agenda in setting up this 
meeting and in showing the project to him. After a short while of 
silence and looking around the table the Lead Program Manager gives 
in and explains his reason: “—this is a completely different way of 
working than what we do today“. The General Manager comments 
that our results are weakened by leaving out what is behind the user 
interface—the back bone of the system:  

Niels (General Manager) : “How far will you go in that direction? (Ad-
dressing us, researchers) 

(…) 
Jens (Researcher): “—there is a potential in getting information from 

the shop-floor into your systems…” 
Niels: “—the data generated by these concepts have no home in our ex-

isting systems. But they could get one… These data come from the 
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man on the floor and are aimed at him too; our systems are Enter-
prise Resource Management Systems...” 

(Reconstructed from field notes, June 2005) 

Just before Niels leaves the meeting, he asks Thomas if there is “—
anything economic between us?” to which Thomas answers that he will 
take care of that. After a short break Thomas exclaims with approba-
tion to us that they seldom receive so positive feedback from the 
General Manager. Again I was puzzled, since in the situation I experi-
enced him as being rather skeptical. 

Looking over my notes from the meeting again, trying to under-
stand the details of the interaction, I can see particularly three open-
ings that support Thomas’ interpretation: 

– “How far will you go in that direction?” This is an indica-
tion from the General Manager that we could continue fur-
ther with this line of research in direction of technical 
considerations. 

– “But they could get one…” Here he opens the possibility of 
extending the company’s existing systems to accommodate 
the kinds of features suggested by the project.  

– “—is there anything economic between us?” This last ques-
tion before his exit could indicate an openness towards 
continued funding for this kind of research. 

While these interpretations remain speculative, they support the 
actual extension of the project that was to follow.  

This meeting was only one in a long series of presentations of the 
project. The incremental establishment of support for the project at 
each step of the organizational hierarchy seems to be a condition for 
carrying out these kinds of experimental projects in a corporate cli-
mate. At each step towards the executive level the stakes in the 
project presentations are higher—the potential for project support as 
well as the risk of discontinuation—and this is expressed in increasing 
demands for carrying out rehearsal presentations for less “important” 
audiences, and heightened concerns if the framing of the presentation 
is just right to convince the manager of the next level.   

Towards the end of the meeting Thomas, the Lead Program 
Manager says to his colleagues that he wants the project material to 
contribute to the company decision if they should include the field of 
maintenance as their target domain. 

Colleague: “—but it can never be part of the basis for that decision, 
when there isn’t any business plan.” 
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Thomas: “I could quickly write that business plan. Say, if there were a 
partner who would enter the project. THEY know what their custom-
ers will pay them to develop!” 

Thomas: (addressing us researchers) “The new could be that you link to 
the underlying architecture, and get our developers inspired.” 

(Reconstructed from field notes, June 2005) 

 
Although the meeting was conceived as a hand-over meeting, it 
changed status under way, and turned into a negotiation of the onto-
logical status of the project: What is this thing? We gathered as an 
assembly over this thing that divided us. The highly different ways of 
posing questions to the project articulated it in different ways, or even 
as different things. Throughout the meeting the project was articu-
lated as a video-based method for domain modeling (by the General 
Manager’s question); as a series of concrete product candidates (when 
I began to explain the concrete functionality of the imaginary tablet 
PC); as a participatory approach to generate design ideas (by 
Thomast, he Lead Program Manager); as a basis for a management 
decision of entering a new domain (suggested by Thomas by the end of 
the meeting); and eventually as a first step towards addressing the 
technical experts of software development in one of Microsoft’s partner 
organizations. With this last suggestion Thomas sets the frame for the 
last event in the project: to get the technical developers from a partner 
organization inspired. 

Unpacking the Designer Package 
November the 11th 2005 became an occasion to re-open the Mobility in 
Maintenance Designer Package for activities that emphasized it as 
only a temporary closure of the project. We had arranged a workshop 
with the software company Thy:Data which develops solutions in 
partnership with MBS, among these applications for maintenance 
work. The workshop had two overall goals, 1) to familiarize the soft-
ware developers with concrete maintenance practice at KiMs, and 2) 
to develop the product concepts from the enacted future scenarios with 
regard to their technical specification and business relevance for 
Thy:Data and MBS. 

We had sent a set of Designer Packages to the participants up 
front, so they had a chance to get a first impression of the service 
technicians from the booklets and the videos. The workshop started 
with concretely putting the black Designer Packages on the table, and 
pulling out the contents before making the product sketches and the 
enacted future scenarios the center of attention. The two groups each 
got a DVD with the scenarios to play back on a laptop. Each partici-
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pant got a copy of the booklet “Mobility in Maintenance: Results and 
Ideas”, where all the enacted future scenarios are broken down in 
separate steps with detailed explanations to each, see for example 
Figure 20. Furthermore there is some contextual information about 
the scenarios and product ideas: empirical observations, design ra-
tionale, history of the idea, possible benefits and limitations.  

In the previously enacted future scenarios the foam pieces acted 
as fairly unspecified placeholders for technological devices. The work-
shop participants were now asked to focus on especially critical or 
interesting technical moments, in the scenarios from the Designer 
Package. The skilled software developers came up with a concrete user 
interface to support the maintenance situations where the foam pieces 
had made things happen without much indication of how. The inter-
face consisted of a series of hand drawn paper screen dumps, which 
were attached to a mock-up of a handheld device. Having produced 
this interface, the participants were then to re-enact the situations 
from the factory shop floor and video record it. Roughly speaking, we 
showed the software developers the videos where Lasse and Palle 
enact future scenarios, and asked them to do “the same”. This is 
obviously a very different way of working with software development 
than most conventional development methodologies prescribe, but as I 
will show, the booklets and the scenarios from the Designer Package 
provided the developers with new means for articulating possible use 
of their products. 

Where the initial scenarios had been technically underspecified, 
the challenge was now for the technical experts to align their perspec-
tive on the new interface with that of the users. 

In the following situation from the re-enacted scenario a senior 
developer acts as if he were operating a machine with a conveyor belt 
on the shop floor at KiMs. We are actually in a meeting room, and the 
only props for the performance are “the machine” and “the belt” repre-
sented by a line up of black cardboard boxes (in fact, these are the 
empty Designer Packages) on a regular table with a hand drawn start 
and stop button; hair nets, of the kind Lasse and Palle use, to meto-
nymically represent the factory; and a handheld foam mock-up with a 
paper interface, which the developer has just finished designing in 
this situation:  

Carsten (developer acting as machine operator Jeanette): “I arrive at 
work, take my tablet PC here by the black-box machine and log in as 
Jeanette… I press ‘arriving’ (on the paper interface), and it is then 
registered that I have arrived at work. I press ‘start task’ here on my 
task (on the paper interface) and start up my machine (pressing the 
“start” button on the machine mock-up) and take care of the belt with 
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black machines… no, (corrects himself) black boxes… And it works 
well... (Pause) A box tips over!”  

(From video of workshop, November 2005) 

In contrast to the previous enactments the developer as performer 
here is more dependent on a script for succeeding in the situation, 
since he is less familiar with maintenance work in general and ma-
chine operation in particular. As is evident from the way he tells us 
what he does while he does it, the developer cannot rely on the context 
to explain his actions—he has to set the scene for himself while acting 
out the concrete work of Jeanette, the machine operator. He also has 
to create the “special effect” of a box tipping over on the imaginary 
conveyor belt. He creates this effect of “machine fault” by using one 
hand, which is outside the video frame, to tip the box over, while 
stating the fact verbally. 

In the scenario, after the machine has been restarted a couple of 
times, and the box keeps tipping over, Carsten (the developer still as 
Jeanette) runs through a series of screen dumps of frequent symptoms 
and possible solutions. In the end he sends for an electrician (played 
by a Program Manager), who arrives and confirms that this particular 
problem is not described in the system. Together they document the 
symptom and the solution, identify the ID number of the spare part, 
check the inventory of spare parts and order a new one. Once the part 
arrives, it is to be sent on as a maintenance request in the system. 
 

Figure 25: Key frames extracted from a video scenario produced by the workshop participants. A sense of
flow in the paper interface was achieved through stopping the video recording camera and changing the 
paper screen before starting the camera again (workshop 2 in Mobility in Maintenance). 
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During this re-enactment of a scenario from KiMs Carsten the soft-
ware developer from Thy:Data, who played Jeanette, is confronted in 
very practical terms with his own design. The audience, or in this case 
the video camera and the expected audience, raise the demand on the 
performer to act competently. And while the developer can be excused 
for not knowing exactly how to operate production machinery, the 
expectations are higher that he can make sense of the interface that 
he conceived for the IT system. The Senior Developer and the Lead 
Program Manager who are the primary forces in this performance 
work hard to make the system interface match the specific situation—
or do facework as Goffman would term it—to achieve a collective 
definition of the meeting room situation as the performed incident at 
the factory shop floor. Fortunately, there was time for some quick 
adjustments of the interface during the performance, which was 
created and edited on the spot in the camera, by stopping and rewind-
ing if necessary. 

After about four hours in total the two groups of the workshop 
had each produced a video prototype in the form of a re-enacted sce-
nario, as well as a product poster; one poster with screen dumps, 
function list, a sketch of the system architecture and the product’s 
“four unique sales points”. The groups presented these results to each 
other as if the listening group was executive decision-makers, and the 
idea was presented as a potential development project. The playful use 
of “four unique sales points” on the product poster forced the partici-
pants to start thinking of building a business case. While it was not 
part of our research ambition to engage in an actual development 
project, addressing the business opportunities was a way of prompting 
the participants’ commitment to the scenarios, which we thought 
would perhaps otherwise seem too “wishful” as mere reveries or too 
far removed from the realities of a commercial software company. 

After the playful project presentations characterized by some-
what exaggerated product qualities and laughter, the participants 
stepped out of their roles and resumed their “normal” professional 
identities. A Lead Program Manager from the “mobile incubation” 
division of MBS, inquired further into the business opportunity for 
Thy:Data: 

Carsten (Lead Program Manager, MBS): “But would you consider mak-
ing such a thing here, I mean, do you think that… that you could sell 
it if you did? Say, if you made that… [product idea], do you think you 
could sell it?” (Pause) 

Carsten (Senior Developer, Thy:Data): “Yeahh… I think so, at least a 
part of it we could.” 
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Morten (Senior Consultant, Thy:Data): “I can’t see why not… Yeah, we 
could. No doubt about it.”  

(From video of workshop, November 2005) 

This situation is indicative of the overall organizational setup in the 
project Mobility in Maintenance. MBS operate on a generic level, and 
although they do carry out field visits with particular customer or-
ganizations, they are dependent on their partners like Thy:Data to 
mediate between the generalized features of ERP systems and the 
particular customers and their needs for special solutions. We are 
reminded of a (different) Lead Program Manager who approximately 
four months earlier said about inviting a partner into the project: 
“THEY know what their customers will pay them to develop!” 
 
Towards the end of the workshop, we prompted for reflections on this 
kind of working with a practice perspective in system development:  

Carsten: “I think I have learned some things from the way of approach-
ing an idea or a task... When you sit with your white sheet of paper 
and have to draw a solution or think a solution, then you think in one 
way… But then when you stand there… With the foam piece in the 
hand and have to… then you think some things… you think more 
about what is practical, I mean what would be practical for me in 
this situation. You go into the situation of the user in a different 
way…. (…) You get some ideas for… for your product, right? That 
you would maybe not have gotten, when you haven’t tried being in 
the situation…”  

(From video of workshop, November 2005) 

This developer nicely captures some of the potential in exploring 
design situations in embodied ways. Software developers often have to 
begin their work on the basis of a textual requirement specification 
and with only a vague idea of the practical circumstances for the 
actual use situation. The workshop provided an experimental setup 
where this process was reversed: 

Morten (Senior Consultant, Thy:Data): “we are constantly in the schism 
that we don’t know if something is practically possible, just because 
it says so on the paper. And we get that (points to a video scenario 
where the operator wiped clean a photo cell). Let’s say that you stood 
there, and had wiped it off and you stood there with your PC, right… 
Then, how is it that you get on from here, right, if you have forgotten 
this in the description!? (Pause) Then you suddenly get that which is 
in the papers, you get that out in the real world”.  

(From video of workshop, November 2005) 
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The Senior Consultant addresses here the incomplete character of 
paper-based requirement specifications and how limited they are for 
conveying a concrete sense of practice. The workshop was a chance for 
the developers to work “backwards” so to speak, to approach the 
specification from the user interface and not the other way around.  

Through the ethnographic focus on particular situations, mo-
ments from everyday lives, and embodied experience, design anthro-
pology challenges the reification of concepts such as domain, 
organization, workflow, and user which in their geographic, economi-
cal and functional reach when applied in global software development 
can easily appear abstract and distant from the actions of specific 
people whom they affect or incorporate.  

Conclusions on Temporary Closures 
The workshop with software developers from Thy:Data and the way 
we engaged the content of the Designer Package is supporting the 
claim that the material formats for delivering a project account should 
not be discarded as merely eye-candy or fancy wrapping, but rather as 
important features of the content and its ability to travel.  

Embedded in the Designer Package were images of Lasse’s, 
Palle’s, and Jeanette’s everyday use and potential future technological 
interactions on the shop floor, and with the workshop we set a scene 
where they were able to speak to an audience in a different context, 
with different competencies. In fact, the participants in the Thy 
workshop invested their interests and competencies in the exploration 
of the future scenarios to the extent where I could not follow the 
content of their discussion. This is also the reason why we as re-
searchers are less visible in the dialogue recounted here in this sec-
tion—often we could simply not add competently to, say, the 
underlying system architecture linking the software products of MBS 
and Thy:Data with the concrete interactions at the shop floor. 

As it was unpacked and gradually connected to the context of the 
particular software development context at Thy:Data, The Designer 
Package became a material vehicle capable of producing new meaning 
in a different context of people with little prior involvement in it. 
Although it did not travel all by itself, but was accompanied by experi-
enced workshop facilitators with an interest in promoting it, The 
Designer Package became a mediating artifact between software 
architecture and maintenance practice, through the concrete interplay 
of images, objects, paper sketches and foam props.  

To return to my argument against viewing the challenge of relat-
ing ethnography and design as one of “transfer” from one context to 
the other, the notion of boundary object is useful. Introduced by Star 
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and Griesemer, boundary objects are described as “both adaptable to 
different viewpoints and robust enough to maintain identity across 
them” (Star 1989; Star and Griesemer 1989). I will not go into detail 
with the extremely flexible concept, but only use it in a rather simple 
form to express my concern with relational entities and the reciprocal 
mediations between different stakeholder organizations in a collabora-
tive design project. As a boundary object, The Designer Package 
brought particular stories of nitty-gritty work practice on a factory 
shop floor into a meeting room, and turned them into a temporary 
center of attention for a group of project actors with divergent view-
points. At the Thy workshop The Designer Package was the fussy 
object over which the participants negotiated and articulated intent. 

The power of The Designer Package lies in its material attempt 
at keeping open the dialogue and maintaining the ambiguity of the 
matter of concern over which we assemble. As such, it is a format for a 
design anthropological account that tries to overcome the limitations 
of verbal or textual arguments. Although its ambiguity is where it 
fails to meet some conventional scientific standards for research 
results, ambiguity is also design-wise enabling it to travel further 
than conclusive reports about the real status of the user. To deliber-
ately maintain openings for unanticipated discoveries and new direc-
tions even in situations of closure is reminiscent of the social nature of 
ethnography.  

Although she wrote of ethnographic methodology and not neces-
sarily of its results, Amit captures the open-endedness of ethnography: 
“sense-making as the poetics of the possible and negotiated, equal 
measures of serendipity and deliberate enterprise” (Amit 2000:16). 
Employing the open-endedness in the delivery of its results empha-
sizes the design anthropological deliverable as a temporary closure of 
the ongoing process of sense-making. 

Until the production of the Designer Package, the video snap-
shots of Lasse and Palle were living their life in relatively close con-
nection to the two service technicians themselves. But the question I 
raised above about the Designer Package’s ability to travel is precisely 
concerned with severing or at least lessening these bonds to the people 
depicted. The workshop with Thy:Data was a success in this regard; 
the video scenarios were made meaningful without the direct partici-
pation of Lasse and Palle. This raises the moral issue of domination 
inherent in all representations of the other. I do not know and cannot 
know how their interests and concerns are served, if at all, beyond the 
point of their direct participation. I will treat this moral issue in the 
next chapter. 





 

5. The Becoming of the User as a 
Creative Subject in Design 

This is the last chapter of the dissertation, and it is time to take a 
metaphorical step “backwards” to reflect more broadly and more 
critically on the social, political and economical conditions for experi-
menting with participation, performance, and situated intervention in 
the borderland of design and anthropology. As we zoom out, the 
particular design anthropological interventions that I have hitherto 
recounted appear as particular experiences that are related to many 
other sites, where the user has been performed as a creative subject in 
design. Within the context of my actual projects, the issues of partici-
pation and anthropology as an approach to everyday creativity were 
already articulated as good and worthy of further experimentation and 
development. The rationale for raising this critique here towards the 
end is that the value-defining network that my actual projects are 
part of makes it difficult to problematize their conditions within the 
frame of the projects themselves.  

Understood as performative research experiments, I do not step 
out of the projects to enable this analysis, but rather include different 
elements in the continuing enactment of the projects. I shift the 
analytical focus from the everyday practice of particular users, to the 
discursive practices of articulating creative users in research reports, 
policy documents, an official ministerial speech to industrialists and 
the like.  

The image of the creative user is emblematic of a certain pro-
gramme or strategy that governs by defining a new role for its sub-
jects. The analysis of this programme is the overall objective of this 
chapter. The way Palle enacts and improvises new connections be-
tween his everyday work environment and a global software product 
in the enacted future scenario “Diagnosing and Curing” is a particular 
performance of “the user as a creative subject in design”. I have al-
ready demonstrated how this and other scenarios did not “just hap-
pen”. As design researchers, my colleagues and I actively staged 
moments where the user was prompted to—however temporarily—
discover, reflect upon, speak up, and suggest changes to the conditions 
for his or her everyday practice. These intimate encounters were 
themselves situated in a design and research project driven by subjec-
tive intentions on behalf of many stakeholders: users engaged in their 
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immediate environment; commercial software and hardware manufac-
turers seeking to improve or invent new products; and design re-
searchers eager to develop their expertise in eliciting users’ creativity 
in design.  

In what follows I will shift focus from the actions of subjects to 
their broader societal conditions of possibility. The concern here is 
with how “the user as a creative subject in design” has come about as 
a new subject position available for someone like Palle. Rather than 
presenting techniques or principles to reproduce this kind of encoun-
ter, I will delve into the historical background of its possibility. While 
many efforts have been put into creating a liminal space for example 
for Palle, facilitating his “stepping out of everyday constraints,” which 
supposedly restrict creative thought and practice, there are as many 
reasons to argue that hereby Palle steps into a highly governed frame 
for the performance of the user as an engaged and creative subject. I 
will try to describe a complex set of relations through which the user 
is configured as a creative subject in design. This complex consists in 
concrete and local instances of creative agency on behalf of users but 
is intimately linked with cultures of expertise in user research, which 
in turn is linked with political and economical power in far reaching 
networks that link the individual user to ideas of the nation and its 
role in global competition. 

Below I will first introduce what I refer to with “the programme” 
and then trace the historical development of it. This will cover the 
invention of the user, processes of democratization from the 1960s to 
the 1980s; the gradual move of participatory practices from research 
and labor union collaborations in Scandinavia to more commercial 
settings in North America; the inscription of creative users in Danish 
national policies in the beginning of the new millennium; and the 
development of scientific expertise in knowing and eliciting the users’ 
creativity. By analyzing the links between concrete and local perform-
ances of creative agency on behalf of users, cultures of expertise in 
user-driven innovation, and political and economical power of national 
and global reach, I try to describe the relations through which “the 
user” is configured as a creative subject in design. I address the con-
figuration of the creative user through an analysis of various related 
fields that are concerned with cultivating the user as a new domain 
for articulating their interests, rather than with the actual perform-
ance of creative use itself, as I did in chapter four. 
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The Programme 

With “the programme” I refer to the historical becoming of the user as 
a creative subject in design within the socio-geographical area of 
Europe and North America from the 1960s to the present.  

I owe the inspiration and some of the analytical terms for the 
analysis to Michel Foucault in general (1988; 1991) and to Nicholas 
Rose’s analysis of the history of the worker as a productive subject in 
particular (1999). In following Foucault’s ideas on power, government 
in this genre of governmentality studies is understood as “the conduct 
of conduct: programmes, strategies, techniques for acting upon the 
action of others towards certain ends” (Rose 1999:xxi). 

I shall try not to reify the programme by implying that it is the 
same thing that reoccurs in different variants or instances. Rather I 
think of it as a network of interconnected events and ideas; different 
local practices that are at the same time connected and separate. The 
elements of the analysis are thus not expressions of the same, but they 
are also not entirely different occurrences. Furthermore, the notion of 
a programme that governs towards certain ends need not be read as a 
unified exercise of power that governs its subjects in a conspiratorial 
way. I take the programme as a consequence of a complex strategic 
situation where particular individuals, ideas and concerns form 
alliances and oppositions. The power of the programme thus opens up 
a space of possibilities as much as it dictates how to enact the new 
forms of subjectivity that it generates.  
 
I take the contours of this programme to have gradually appeared 
since the 1960s, culminating in 2003—at least in a Danish context—
where the creative user was first inscribed in national policy docu-
ments. This time span witnesses a development from an image of the 
user as an abstract consumer with needs towards ambitions of under-
standing people in their own context. There is a growing interest in 
the design and marketing industry to know “the real user” behind the 
surveys and focus groups, and this new demand for knowledge and 
images of the user as a particular human being under particular 
circumstances is intimately linked with the development of ethno-
graphic methods for design. 

As a historical becoming, the programme does not have a name, 
but I characterize it by the image of the user as a creative subject in 
design. However, as it has emerged especially in Denmark since 
around 2003 it has gained increasing attention and is most clearly 
expressed in the notion of User-Driven Innovation (UDI). In lack of a 
better alternative I will thus adopt the notion of UDI as an anachro-
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nistic label for the programme referring also to the events in time 
before this notion gained recognition. By referring to UDI with capital 
letters as a programme rather than as a concept describing an onto-
logical entity, process or method, I want to draw attention to the 
normative intensities that it carries with it—the processes of includ-
ing and excluding certain interests in order to shape the conduct of 
someone.  

Inventing the User 

In the process of designing new products, from a common-sense per-
spective the “user” is non-existent insofar as the product has not yet 
been conceived, let alone given any material form. There is, in other 
words, nothing to be used yet. On the other hand design practice is 
dependent on images of the user. In Sharrock and Anderson’s 1994 
account of reasoning about “the user” in design, they argue that 
designers necessarily rely on their ability to intuit potential users and 
use scenarios. They describe how designers invoke images of what 
potential users would want, what they might do, and what they might 
be willing to accept in a new product. Sharrock and Anderson convinc-
ingly argue how important these imagined users are as qualifiers or 
disqualifiers for particular proposed design ideas. In fact the envision-
ing of the user based on designers’ past experience is intrinsic to 
design practice (1994). However, the ability of designers to imagine 
the user in ways that are sensitive to the diversity and complexity of 
the potential situations of use has been broadly criticized, for example 
by Donald Norman (2002). Norman showed numerous cases where 
designers have not been attuned to how people engage with products. 
Along this path, proponents of various kinds of user research have 
warned that designers ill-equipped to imagine their future users are 
designing for a user shaped in the image of themselves, with the 
obvious limitations on relevance for a broader audience that this 
implies. 

In reaction to design practice confined to a studio and based on 
stereotypical images of users, the expertise of various kinds of user 
research has been deployed. User centered design is often framed as a 
way to anticipate use during the design process; to get a taste of what 
future use might look like, before the imagined product is fully real-
ized. As an example the text book Interaction Design “focuses on how 
to identify users’ needs, and from this understanding, move to design-
ing usable, useful, and enjoyable systems” (Preece, Rogers et al. 
2002:5). User research is generally speaking about establishing con-
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vincing links between an (envisioned) product and its (envisioned) 
users. Identifying a thing to study, e.g. mobile phones, is thus closely 
connected to identifying users of those things. In Cohen’s words, user 
research is about linking up “the what” with “the who” (Cohen 2005). 
How is this relation established? In commercial user research people 
who are considered viable market by design executives are studied. If 
people are not users of x, they are the wrong people to study for de-
signing improved x’s. The people who are chosen for study thus be-
come models for the people who are imagined to use the future 
product. By imploding the “who” and the “what” into the complex 
abstraction of the “user”, i.e. someone who is both a “who” and simul-
taneously linked to a product to be used, a convenient way of dealing 
efficiently with many different assumptions has been devised. The 
abstract notion of the “user” is black-boxing observations of particu-
larly chosen people using a product, the potential buyers understood 
as an addressed segment in marketing, designers’ prior encounters 
with people from different projects as well as designers’ personal 
experience with using similar products themselves (see also Oud-
shoorn and Pinch 2005).  In a moment I will return to the question of 
developing expertise in understanding the everyday life of users. But 
first, we shall take a quick look back in time. 

Striving for Industrial Democracy  

The programme that promotes the user as a creative subject in design 
involves an idea of redistributing creative agency from the practice of 
design to that of use. Design communities of the 1960s witnessed a 
broad change of concerns turning towards questions of who is to judge. 
The role of professional designers was challenged and could no longer 
uphold the idea that they, from a birds-eye-view, represent the gener-
alized human being in product development. John Christopher Jones, 
who is also considered a part of the “Design Methods Movement” 
taking off in a London conference in 1962, shared the view that design 
thinking can be found in all human activities.  In “Design Methods, 
seeds of human futures” (Jones 1980 [1970]) we find one of the first 
statements in the design literature of the political opinion that all 
people affected by a design solution should participate in the making 
of critical decisions. The suggested institution for ensuring this is the 
intermediate action of user research or through organizations protect-
ing the interests of the people affected by the design proposal (Jones 
1980:71). In this humanized and democratic approach the question 
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became more and more one of how the activity of designing could best 
represent the interests and values of the human user. 

In order to understand how the growing concern with the user as 
a particular stakeholder or a representative of multitude to be consid-
ered in design processes travels and develops, it is helpful to also take 
a look at workers and their role in the workplace from the 1960s. 
First, because here we find a structurally similar process of democra-
tization, and second because the idea of the user as an active partici-
pant in design have actually gained much of its impetus from 
workplace democratization projects in the Scandinavian labor unions. 

The questioning of representative voices in design and the design 
communities’ concern with integration of multiple political interests is 
related with the concerns for democratization in the workplace that 
swept over Europe at the time. The Labor unions were particularly 
strong in Scandinavia, and this became a determining circumstance 
for the relative success of subsequent participatory design processes in 
system development in Norway, Sweden and Denmark.  

As part of the growing concern with industrial democracy, the so-
ciotechnical research approach was developed. Based on the legacy 
from the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in London the socio-
technical approach, with its insistence on the importance of human 
relations for the development of technical systems, was an approach to 
the design of work. In 1962 the Norwegian “Participation Project” was 
concerned with delegating more rights and responsibilities for the 
individual in the workplace, through for example the introduction of 
autonomous work groups (Mumford 1987). 

In 1970 Kristen Nygaard formed together with the Norwegian 
Iron and Metal Workers’ Union (NJMF) a research project on comput-
erization from the workers’ point of view (Nygaard 1975). As Director 
of Research at the Norwegian Computing Centre, and at the same 
time a teacher within the labor unions, Nygaard was in a special 
position to make new connections between the distinct communities of 
computer science and the labor unions. This project marked the 
beginning of a series of collaborations between computer scientists 
and labor union representatives. The NJMF project is sometimes 
canonized as the project initiating the tradition of Participatory 
Design within IT system development (for example Ehn and Kyng 
1987: 22). This claim, however, must be seen in light of the ongoing 
establishment of different and competing research approaches to 
technology design and workplace democracy. The Collective Resource 
Approach proposed in 1987 by Ehn and Kyng, 15 years after the—by 
now—legendary NJMF project, was developed in explicit response to 
the socio-technical approach, which had allegedly led to “no real 
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changes in worker-influence” (Ehn and Kyng 1987). In striving to 
increase workers’ influence on new technology The Collective Resource 
Approach focused on pervasive conflict, struggle, and uneven power 
relations between capital and labor, whereas the socio-technical 
approach stressed the need for cooperation between managers and 
workers. This tension is evident in the proceedings of the 1975 Århus 
conference on work practices and system development, where for 
example Sandberg (1975) argues for a fundamental conflict perspec-
tive. 

While Nygaard undeniably played a central role in what has 
since become known as “The Scandinavian Approach to System De-
sign” the first Norwegian projects between labor unions and computer 
scientists were more about learning than about design. They aimed at 
educating the factory workers to gain control with their local working 
environment, and at establishing broader traditions for negotiation 
between managers and workers, mediated by the union. The pioneer-
ing work in the field of computers and democracy has subsequently 
had a strong impact on the design discipline of system development. 
With inspiration and concrete encouragement from Nygaard, a series 
of Scandinavian projects emerged in the following years, all character-
ized by computer scientists collaborating with unions around the 
empowerment of the workers (Bjerknes, Ehn et al. 1987: ix-x) 

In 1975 the Swedish Trade Union Federation launched a project 
with researchers, the “Democratic Control and Planning in Working 
Life: On Computers, Trade Unions, and Industrial Democracy” 
(DEMOS) (Ehn and Kyng 1987: 30). In Denmark the project Democ-
racy, Development and EDP (DUE) was initiated in 1977, concerning 
the use of computers by shop stewards (Ehn and Kyng 1987: 31). The 
projects NJMF, DEMOS and DUE were not explicitly concerned with 
design and users, but rather with workers and the support of democ-
ratic planning through learning processes and teaching materials. 
However, the following projects carried out in the name of the Collec-
tive Resource Approach were to include the idea of designing “tools for 
skilled work” (Ehn and Kyng 1987: 32). In 1981 the UTOPIA project 
was initiated by Scandinavian trade unions and researchers, who co-
operated in the specification of computer tools for graphic workers 
(Bødker, Ehn et al. 1987). The design methods employed were based 
on the assumption that skill is embodied. So, in order to exploit skill 
and tacit knowledge, embodied experiments must be carried out by the 
skilled professionals themselves. In UTOPIA the use of simple paper 
and wood mockups allowed the graphical workers to be very active in 
the design work: “this approach allowed the graphical workers to 
articulate their demands and wishes in a concrete way by actually 
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doing make-up work on the simulated equipment” (Bødker, Ehn et al. 
1987:265). The focus on embodied skill constitute a direct heritage in 
design methods from UTOPIA to the projects COMIT (2002) and 
Mobility in Maintenance (2005) as shown in chapter four. The UTO-
PIA project expressed a belief in the skilled practitioner as a valuable 
resource to be included in design activities, and by extension a regard 
for every participant as an expert in what they do. This constituted a 
shift from the previous projects’ focus on empowerment through 
education of workers to a more mutual learning relationship of con-
crete collaboration between researchers and workers. The Norwegian 
Florence project of 1984 was directly inspired by UTOPIA and ex-
perimented with prototyping a computer-based kardex in close col-
laboration between computer scientists, nurses and a social 
anthropologist (Bjerknes and Bratteteig 1987). 

Participation in Commercial Contexts  

In the 1990s the conflict perspective and the explicit taking sides with 
workers against their management grew increasingly untenable as a 
participatory design research strategy, as the Scandinavian frontiers 
between capital and labor in broader societal terms were less and less 
predicated purely on Marxist class struggle, and was increasingly 
characterized by a reformist approach. So while managers did not, or 
rarely, participate in the early collective resource approach projects, 
this began to change with projects like The AT Project, where re-
searchers collaborated with technology users and managers in the 
Danish National Labor Inspection Service (Bødker 1996). The work of 
Kensing et al. with the development of the MUST method at a Danish 
Radio station among other places is another example of this genera-
tion of PD projects that I have already cited (1996; 1998). 

While the issues of early Participatory Design were highly re-
gional and framed as the “Scandinavian Challenge” (Bjerknes, Ehn et 
al. 1987), the first biannual Participatory Design Conference was held 
in 1990 in Seattle. In rendering the user a creative subject in design 
on a Euro-American scale, the work of anthropologists like Lucy 
Suchman, Julian Orr and Jeanette Blomberg from the Work Practices 
Group at Xerox PARC has been highly influential, both in general 
with its minute attention to practice in relation to technology and in 
particular with its commitment to principles of participatory design. 

The study of use practice as a starting point for business strat-
egy, and commercial product and service development was pioneered 
in the 1990s by design consultancies such as E-lab, Sapient, and IDEO 
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who coupled market research with design competencies and social 
scientists (recruited from among other places Xerox PARC). The 
insistence on the primacy of the user experience and the application of 
participatory design methods had in this context little connotations of 
emancipation for moral reasons, but rather pragmatic and economic 
reasons: it was—and is—held to reduce the risk of developing solu-
tions that address irrelevant problems, and increase the chances that 
the product will sell.  

While participatory approaches to design—if not Participatory 
Design as such—gained impetus throughout the 1990s in corporate 
research and commercial consultancies in the US, the research agen-
das of participatory design lived on in some Scandinavian research 
projects where collaboration with industrial partners at all organiza-
tional levels gradually became the norm. A practice-based and cross-
disciplinary research tradition of exploring open-ended design proc-
esses as dialogues, inquiries, performances, games and material 
experiments evolved particularly around two centers: The Mads 
Clausen Institute in Sønderborg and the Space & Virtuality Studio in 
Malmö. From around the mid nineties PD projects have generally 
seized to involve trade unions, and have more or less completely 
abandoned a dualistic labor-capital distinction of conflict, and is 
relying more on ideas of mutual learning and mutual explorations of 
possible alliances. Multiple interests in these design and research 
projects—to which I count COMIT (2002) and Mobility in Maintenance 
(2005)—are mobilized by inviting diverse partners from relevant 
industries to collaborate around a common design situation. 

There are other areas of research and practice that overlap with 
participatory design, such as Human-Computer Interaction especially 
with regard to user-centered design methods; Computer Supported 
Cooperative Work especially with regard to accommodating the prac-
tice of coordination in new technological systems; and to a lesser 
extent Science and Technology Studies and Media Studies with regard 
to ethnographic studies of use practices. Here, however, the focus is on 
the becoming of a subject position for the creative user in design—and 
hence developments in participatory design seem most relevant. 

The Creative User in National Policy 

I have shown how the creative user was configured and transformed 
in participatory design research and commercial consultancies, par-
ticularly in the USA, but there are important connections to articula-
tions of creative use in national policy formulation. 
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In the beginning of the new millennium the user as a creative 
subject in design is emerging as a politically interesting figure. 
Around 2003 The Danish Authority for Enterprise and Construction’s 
Division for Research and Analysis (FORA) introduced the notion of 
user-driven innovation in the context of promoting Danish business 
economic opportunities through strategic national policy. The authors 
identified it as innovation where “the primary source of innovation is 
those ideas that emerge from the daily interplay between customers, 
suppliers and other businesses” (Nyholm and Langkilde 2003:6,10; my 
translation). The report establishes a direct relation between high 
levels of commercial innovation with an active innovation policy, and 
accordingly the overall suggestion of the report is to develop areas of 
policy that supports the exploitation of competencies among users and 
suppliers.  

About the same time the Department of Trade and Industry in 
the UK financed a “global watch mission” to articulate what the 
lessons from the USA on “Innovation through people-centred design” 
might be for a British context (Wakeford 2004). 

Since then, the Danish Government, its ministries and agencies 
around them have been increasingly concerned with the user as a 
creative subject in design, specifically in terms of UDI.  The body of 
publications behind the programme of UDI—counting The Danish 
Counsil for Trade and Industry (Inside Consulting, Oxford Research et 
al. 2004; Rosted and Høgenhaven 2005), The Danish Government 
Platform “New Goals” (VK Regeringen II 2005), an often-cited consul-
tancy report (ReD Associates 2005), The Danish Authority for Enter-
prise and Construction’s Division for Research and Analysis (FORA) 
(Rosted 2005; Dansk Arkitektur Center 2006), The Government’s 
globalization strategy (The Danish Government 2006), The Danish 
Agency for Science, Technology and Innovation (Forsknings- og Inno-
vationsstyrelsen 2006), and the Nordic Council of Ministers 
(TemaNord 2006)—is explicitly geared towards strengthening the 
national economy at large by means of exploiting the creative poten-
tial residing with users. Taken together they inscribe the creative user 
in the formulation of a national policy towards strengthening the 
practice and research of UDI in Denmark. And just as importantly, 
they announce the accompanying government funds supporting new 
commercial initiatives (100 million Dkr/year from 2006) (Erhvervs- og 
Byggestyrelsen 2006) and new research centers (90 million Dkr in the 
period of 2007-2010) (KINO 2007).17 

                                             
17 It is my impression that the inscription of the creative user in national policies along with government 
funding to explore its potential for business succes are particularly visible in Denmark and the UK, but I 
have not carried out distinct comparative studies. 
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The role ascribed to the user in the mentioned background re-
ports and policy documents is that of the critical and competent 
consumer (for example Inside Consulting, Oxford Research et al. 
2004:18). Politicians, government officials and industrial commenta-
tors have for the first time articulated the creative aspects of use and 
consumption as a business economical potential that Denmark as a 
fairly homogeneous liberal democratic society allegedly is well-suited 
to benefit from. The suggested challenge ahead lies in moving beyond 
superficial understandings of user needs, and of course to make this 
understanding available to commercial product innovation. The policy 
documents are part of a new attention to individual differences among 
users, seeking to know them and managing them from the perspective 
of the common good in product improvement. It is the first political 
attempt to bring the personal relation to products into line with the 
values of product development. These new ways of constructing inno-
vation provide novel ways of connecting the interior life of design 
studios and innovation labs with calculations concerning the economic 
well-being of the nation. The programme provides legitimacy and a 
rational basis for the management of UDI projects, by according it the 
capacity to limit the amount of useless products and thus promote the 
national interest.  

Expertise in the Everyday Life of Users 

The development of expertise in transforming observations of user 
experience into profitable commodities becomes—with the Danish 
innovation policies—a new focus of neo-liberal public administration. 
In many of the above-referenced reports new cross-disciplinary kinds 
of social scientists are called upon, and their ascribed role in the 
programme of UDI is that of discovering the users’ “real needs” or 
their “un-acknowledged needs” (Rosted 2005:10,19; my translation of 
"ikke-erkendte behov"). The notion of un-acknowledged needs indi-
cates an authenticity; that they are held to be “out there” independent 
of all the efforts that are mobilized to uncover them. This is in con-
trast to the focus of the previous chapters in this dissertation, namely 
on the generative aspect of establishing and performing new connec-
tions.  

Taken together FORA and the Danish Trade Council present it, 
as if having a social scientist discover one’s real needs is legitimized 
by a sort of emancipatory extension of the competent and critical 
consumer-role: by the help of new experts consumers are relieved of 
being ascribed artificial needs by distant manufacturers. The idea of 
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emancipation herein is of a related, yet very different kind than that 
in the socialist PD of the 1980s; it is a neo-liberal idea of emancipa-
tion—freedom for the individual customer to choose and the opportu-
nity of self-realization of the customer through participation in the 
creation of value-added commodities. 

The skills of anthropologists are often mentioned in relation to 
the new challenges of eliciting the creativity of users in innovation 
processes, and comparably more so than the other social science 
disciplines. One reason for this is the long record of anthropological 
studies of everyday life, which represents exactly what business 
strategists and product planners are taken to lack: intimacy with 
regular people. Another reason is anthropology’s typical endorsement 
of creativity in the everyday. Anthropologists “are delighted when 
peoples turn to their own ends artifacts and ideas introduced from 
elsewhere—the endless possibilities for re-configuration” (Strathern 
1999). A famous example is the ethnographic film “Trobriand Cricket: 
An Ingenious Response to Colonialism” (Kildea and Leach 1976) on 
how the traditional game of cricket introduced by British missionaries 
has been modified to accommodate tribal rivalry, mock warfare, erotic 
dancing and community exchange in Papa New Guinea. In a famous 
scene from the game (treated in depth by Clifford 1981; Strathern 
1999), the Trobriand umpire sits on a chair a midst feathered bodies, 
balls and bats and chews betel nut. In his lap he holds a bright blue 
plastic Adidas bag, from which he shares out the betel nut. The un-
anticipated use of the Adidas bag in this utterly foreign context has 
become iconic for anthropological celebrations of cultural creativity 
and the ability to put artifacts to use in new and surprising ways. 
Anthropology has specialized in locating agency in its subjects, and 
this adds to its attraction for design and innovation.  

It is time for a brief look at the role of representations of others 
in anthropology, where their inescapable value-laden character was 
for a long period not seen as a source of value, but rather as a discom-
forting memory of the discipline’s heritage within global systems of 
domination. Few academic areas have been more painfully aware of 
the politics of representation than has the ethnographic community, 
who in the 1970s and 1980s went through a general crisis under-
pinned by issues of representation and relevance.  

Representations in Colonial Anthropology 
Anthropology emerged and developed as a discipline in times of Euro-
pean colonialism, where ethnographers went out to the colonies to 
observe and describe the particularities of the colonized; and the 
produced anthropological knowledge was indisputably a part of the 
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expansion of Europe’s power. The operative purposes of domination 
were a central conditioning factor for the theory and practices of the 
new discipline of anthropology (Ahmed and Shore 1995:18). 

Later, during the 1960s and 1970s the area of development in the 
Third World became established as a field, where various interna-
tional and bi-lateral development agencies offered an important and 
expanding source of work opportunities for trained anthropologists. 
Anthropologists were enrolled as experts in “human factors”, who 
could contribute to the largely technological planning process and 
hopefully alleviate resistance to the implementation missions due to 
their detailed knowledge of the concerned people (Lewis 1995). 

No matter how directly anthropologists were engaged as agents 
of social change in the European colonies, before or after decoloniza-
tion, the representation of the Other in the process of conquest, coloni-
zation, and development of the new world, led the discipline into a 
subsequent period of extreme reflexivity. The turning inwards of the 
anthropological gaze, was surrounded by a negative sense; as an acute 
loss of confidence in existing scientific paradigms. In the 1980s, during 
the advent of the postmodernist current, it culminated in a “chronic 
sense of insecurity and self-doubt about the legitimacy of the anthro-
pological enterprise” (Ahmed and Shore 1995:15). Since the 1980s the 
Foucauldian version of the question of representation has been widely 
adopted in anthropology, i.e. representation as always involving 
relations of power, as well as relations of knowledge, between repre-
senter and represented. 
 
With the brief look at colonial anthropology I want to point to a para-
dox and potential risk of repetition. As a consequence of anthropolo-
gists being involved as direct agents of social change the necessary 
value-ladenness of representations of Others and the intimate rela-
tionship between knowledge, power, and desire, has academically been 
framed largely as a problematic condition, yet it is at the same time 
this anthropological engagement with motivation and change that 
renders it attractive to interventionist agendas as expressed in the 
User-Driven Innovation programme.  

From the colonial encounter it is clear that the act of represent-
ing and thus defining the ethnographic other make “them” available 
for being acted upon. While anthropology has a history of being direct 
agents of social change, it is by no means an unproblematic one that 
easily lends itself to be re-engaged by anthropologists offering their 
services to design and innovation projects. The defining aspects of 
representation are inescapably linked with the domination of those 
being represented, because it always entails some degree of reification 
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and essentialization of the represented, and thereby black-boxes the 
multiplicity of reality. This is as true for user research as it is for 
colonial research on tribal customs. The peoples to be ethnographically 
described are Others—traditionally they where non-whites, non-
Europeans, non-Christians, “them”. In the present context it is “the 
user” who is inescapably Othered by ethnographic representations. 
Approaching people—“ordinary folks” or “the man on the floor”—to 
gather holistic information on their customs, attitudes and way of life, 
becomes troubling if the relationship is immediately ended, with no 
means of objections, by the production of abstract user representa-
tions. The trouble consists therein that because neither the people 
under study nor the ethnographer is involved in the further design 
work of using these representations to generate visions for change, the 
connection to the represented is abruptly severed, and further trans-
formations of the relationship are ruled out. There is something 
almost cannibalistic in this capturing of “the essence of people”, using 
it for purposes beyond their reach. By the largely one-way nature of 
the flow of information in this kind of consumer research, albeit the 
necessarily collaborative nature of field encounters, it is the ethnogra-
phers who arrogate to themselves the right to represent all Others, 
and thus to provide “us” with the definitions by which “we” distinguish 
ourselves from them. 

It should not come as a surprise, however, that the practice of de-
sign entails an assertion of power. Design is about the ability to 
exercise influence over, well, almost anything insofar that design 
thinking is applied to anything from designing door handles, mobile 
phones, and food, to entertainment services, urban planning, and 
public sector innovation. What is to be avoided then is a role in design 
for anthropology that is predicated on the idea of collecting data with 
its subtle, if not invisible, aspect of thus defining and holding the user 
captive in reifying representations.  

The Subjectivity of the User 
With the historical performances of creative use in research, business 
and policy, the subjectivity of the user has emerged as a complex 
territory to be explored, understood and regulated. To render the user 
as a source of creativity available for design and innovation purposes 
implies the creation of a special subject position with certain charac-
teristics. One of the prominent characteristics of users portrayed for 
design purposes is their down-to-earth mundaneness, as for example 
in the edited volume Everyday Innovators: Researching the role of 
users in shaping ICT’s (Haddon, Mante et al. 2005). Consultants of 
UDI sometimes frame their expertise as that of providing access to 
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users and their everyday life. In this context the trope of the “every-
day life of the user” is endowed with a special magic and authenticity. 
It entails the promise of re-connecting the manufac-
turer/designer/business executive with a pristine and mundane prac-
tice of users that they themselves have lost through years of 
professionalization. The user seems thus to stand in a more unmedi-
ated relation to her own practice and the artifacts that surround her—
and in this embodied experience lays the value for the design of new 
products. Since the designers have allegedly lost this connection, the 
expertise of user research has developed as a competence to provide 
access to “the real users”, to enable insight into the realms of the 
mundane everyday use that was not otherwise available to design 
clients. Unspoiled by rational and professional design practice, the 
user is hereby cast in ways that resemble the early colonial image of 
the noble savage, allegedly uncorrupted by civilization.  

Ethnography or ethnographically inspired methods have often 
been instrumental in the process of rendering the user a source of 
creativity, and herein we see particular configurations of the subject 
position. Besides a representative of the mundane, the user is ren-
dered complex (ethnographic training required), unpredictable and 
ever-evolving (despite managerial discomfort with uncertainty), and 
foreign and exotic (unlike the generalized knowledge of users based on 
statistics) to ensure a fresh or surprising perspective. The effective 
management of design processes has become dependent upon objective 
knowledge, scientific expertise and a rational technology of the per-
sonal and interpersonal. The classic ethnographic attention to diver-
sity and the particular is in this process re-branded as sources of 
creativity and thus relieved from its past status of being unscientific 
and un-actionable for business purposes—as an example of how this 
transformation is performed see the EPIC workshop referenced below. 

A range of different and overlapping sub-disciplines and special-
ties have been born, which all offer “the user” central attention: user-
centered design, participatory design, contextual inquiry, people-
centered design, design anthropology, customer experience, require-
ments engineering, usability, human computer interaction, work place 
studies, knowledge management, consumer research, etc.. Business 
strategists and product planners have tried to establish a knowledge 
basis for their expertise and their decisions, drawing in different ways 
upon knowledge of the user. This has been driven by the practical 
involvement of user-expertise in the enterprise, often with ethno-
graphically trained functionaries carrying out such tasks as user 
surveys, product evaluations with users, think-aloud tests, prototyp-
ing, field trials, writing future scenarios, eliciting design suggestions 
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from focus groups, either as permanent employees in-house or in 
design bureaus or through more ad-hoc consultancies. And in the past 
five years there has been a growth in the offerings of training, counsel-
ing and guidance to ambitious managers, hard-pressed executives and 
upcoming entrepreneurs—in the ways of managing for excellence in 
user driven innovation. In a Danish context networks that focus on 
User-Driven Innovation flourish. Spanning industry and academia 
“Network for Research Based User Driven Innovation”, “Center for 
Innovative Product Development”, “Crossroads Copenhagen”, “Innova-
tion Lab”, “The Alexandra Institute” and lately “The Participatory 
Innovation Research Centre”. 

Raising a Critique 
While most user-driven innovation projects are—by all means—not 
driven by users, the consultancy rhetoric about the collapsing distinc-
tion of production and consumption seems sometimes exceptionally 
exaggerated:  

…the market itself is taking over all phases of production, from concept 
development and design to finished product. The phenomenon of “user-
driven innovation” goes beyond do-it-your-selfing, customization, and 
personalization. It’s no longer a matter of choosing between models—
customers are designing the very models they choose (…) everywhere 
the boundaries between producers/consumers are breaking down.  

(Innovationlab 2006) 

It is easy to criticize the various mentioned types of action as being no 
more than servants of power, engaging in the manipulation of users in 
their attempt to adjust them to endless fabrication of new needs. The 
general sociological critics of user-driven-innovation acknowledges 
that the user is no longer viewed simply as a receiver of commodities, 
a consumer, a more or less resourceful buyer of a product but is now 
seen as a human being with subjective and intersubjective attributes 
that are pertinent to use. And who competently and actively inte-
grates products in their life-world. But they argue that ideas and 
skills transformed from user studies to new technological products are 
not legitimately restored as compensation in stock shares, royalties or 
other forms. Whatever changes may have been in listening to the 
users’ voice, it is still the executive manufacturers deciding which 
products will be produced and marketed. 

The participatory design approach that UDI in part is building 
upon has sometimes represented itself as democratic and egalitarian 
transformations of technologies used in the workplace. These repre-
sentations have been dismissed as disingenuous or politically naïve 
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(e.g. Markussen 1996) ignoring the inequalities of power and special 
interests in the sphere of user-centered design. An even more critical 
reading of the many success stories from the user-researchers of 
organizations, as is for example recounted in Squires and Byrne  
(2002), is that they are based upon the happy but not altogether 
innocent illusion that industrial product failures do not derive from 
fundamental conflicts of interest but from ameliorable properties of 
the subjective relations of the innovation process. In other words, the 
apparent discovery of a fortunate coincidence between personal con-
tentment of the user and maximum efficiency and profitability for the 
business is merely a dissimulation of a fundamental conflict between 
production and consumption.18 

Although ethnography in the corporate world is increasingly cast 
as a powerful tool for unveiling the mundane life of users, its practi-
tioners have still had to concentrate upon theories and techniques 
that would sell its services to managers. Hereby the user-expertise of 
ethnographers has inevitably adopted also a managerial perspective. 
At the 2006 Ethnographic Practice in Industry Conference a workshop 
with the title “Transforming Managers’ Objections to Ethnographic 
Work” was held. The goal was to develop strategies for turning typical 
objections like “ethnography takes too long”, “it costs too much”, and 
“this isn’t scientific” into persuasive encounters rendering corporate 
ethnography of use worth-wile from the perspective of managers and 
funding agencies. 
 
There is some truth in these critiques. The symbolism and authority of 
scientific languages and technique have certainly helped to continu-
ally re-establish the legitimacy of the private enterprise’s continued 
invention of new products of contested value. The ideal depictions of 
harmoniously organized collaborations between users, designers and 
managers purveyed in some design research papers have, no doubt, 
been discrepant from the realities of product experience. It is not too 
much to say that there is a tendency to focus on small-scale interac-
tions among users, designers and managers, often depicted as eye-
opening, creative, and inspiring workshop encounters—sometimes 
referred to as the workshop literature. 

It would be easy to discard these scientific and ethnographically 
oriented user-discourses as ideological, because they answer to a set of 
economic needs defined by product manufacturing managers, execu-

                                             
18 I am consciously raising these concerns in a highly critical tone in order to provide some counter weight 
to the often all-together uncritical reports of succes stories. By situating my own design anthropological 
practice within this programme, I insist on maintaining accountability for it, rather than writing myself out 
of the account. 
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tives and governmental funding agencies. The new languages and 
techniques of user-driven innovation have certainly arisen in political 
contexts, and have had political consequences. But they are not 
merely functional legitimizations of given economic needs or pre-
existing social interests. The changing conceptions of use and the user, 
the changing vocabularies and techniques of innovation, do more than 
legitimate the conditions and relations of innovation in the face of 
concerns about efficiency and profitability. While UDI is certainly not 
simply the logical outcome of the need to satisfy product-users, neither 
is it merely the effect of some inner need of capitalism for increasing 
control over the market. Rather it is part of a wider family of political 
programmes (The Danish Government 2006) that seeks to use scien-
tific knowledge to advance national economical efficiency through 
making the most productive use of material and human resources. It 
shared with other members of this family a belief in the improvement 
of the efficiency of innovation through the application of expertise on 
users and the everyday. 

Emerging agendas in User-Driven Innovation 

How exactly the creative potential of users reported in the policy 
documents on UDI is to be transformed into business opportunities is 
open for discussion. Let us take a look at a recent conference explicitly 
performed as a part of the UDI programme. The conference will serve 
as my occasion for commenting on UDI as an interesting assemblage 
of diverse, even conflicting, interests and motivations in political, 
economical and scientific terms. While focusing on the differences 
inscribed in the programme what makes it interesting here, is that it 
seems to work as a programme despite its differences. It is performed 
as a possible point of practical intersections between its constituen-
cies, and despite its apparent conflicts it seems able to promote com-
mon agendas.  

The conference “Skilled Practice—Bridging the gap between use 
and design” held at the Mads Clausen Institute for Product Innovation 
in Sønderborg (DK) in March 2007 was framed as a research seminar 
into user-driven innovation. As such it provided a practical occasion 
for raising new questions, reformulating older ones, and trying out 
new academic as well as industrial identities as designers and re-
searchers. The conference was attended by approximately 60 invited 
people almost equally distributed among academic researchers, indus-
trial professionals, and graduate students of IT product design. The 
participants whose affiliation counted on the industry side repre-
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sented major Danish companies like Oticon, B&O, Grundfos, and 
Danfoss, and internationally Nokia, Philips Design, and General 
Motors. From the academic community, there was a strong presence of 
participants from the communities of Participatory Design (PD) and 
User-Centered Design (UCD). One attendee who deserves attention 
falls outside these categories—the representative from the Danish 
National Agency for Enterprise and Construction, which manages the 
government funds for research and practice into UDI. 

The overall suggestion of the conference was that certain meth-
odological aspects of the research tradition from UCD and PD might 
fruitfully be linked to the programme of UDI. The conference itself 
was structured as a two-step journey from acknowledging use as 
skilled practice, to proposing skilled use as a potentially profitable 
design activity and opportunity. At the conference the expertise of 
anthropology and related social science disciplines is performed as a 
scientific attention to the detailed practices of end-users or customers. 
The conference presentations expressed a recurring sensitivity to 
mundane details of use, ranging from conversation analysis of the 
dialogue between a car driver and passenger, video-based gesture 
analyses of an industrial process operator and of a household dinner 
preparation. The scientific legitimacy lies for a great deal in the 
displayed sensitivity towards the nitty-gritty detail of making technol-
ogy work in practice, most often obtained through qualitative social 
scientific methods of observation and interviews. While there are of 
course other claims to scientific legitimacy in play than those based on 
qualitative social science—such as the natural sciences expressed in 
the engineering of elegant technical solutions—these are generally 
downplayed in the performance of UDI, because it is framed specifi-
cally as a reaction against technologically driven innovation (see for 
example Nyholm and Langkilde 2003). My observation of claims to 
scientific legitimacy in UDI, thus leads mostly to the social sciences in 
general, Ethnography and Anthropology in particular. Talking about 
“claims” indicates the possibility of them being contested, i.e. claims to 
scientific standards that are not recognized by the addressed scientific 
community itself. Such is the case for example, in another conference 
hosted by the Confederation of Danish Industries (May 2006) where 
the Danish Minister of Economic affairs praises ethnography for its 
suitability as “a method for innovation”, to the applause of industrial-
ists and consultants, but to the skeptical astonishment, if not outright 
refusal, of the few senior ethnographers present. 

Sensitivity towards lived experience has—in the Skilled Practice 
as well as in previous research efforts—led to numerous illustrations 
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of the complexity of everyday situations of use, rendering the user an 
expert in her often highly skilled practice.  
 
The Skilled Practice conference downplayed the discussion of poten-
tially conflicting ideological drivers, in order to initiate a dialogue of 
what UDI research agendas might look like on a more pragmatic level. 
As such it provided an occasion for established researchers to reorient 
towards major businesses, and for younger researchers to try to find 
their feet in the new game of profiting from the observed creativity of 
users. Not that this idea is new, but the intensity with which it is 
carried forward by politicians, market theorists, and design research-
ers alike in the programme of UDI is overwhelming.  

The proposal of skilled practice as a bridge between use and de-
sign (because skilled practice is in a sense continued design through 
actual use), seems to reframe the moral objective of empowerment 
from one that out of ideological solidarity supports a group of people a 
priori conceived of as lacking power, to one that seeks to realize and 
support the creative potential of any individual (with buying power), 
no matter what ideological driver may be at play. Regardless of imme-
diate driver (moral, political, economical etc), there is a specific image 
of the human being underlying the practice of UDI, and that is the 
possibility of design as a general human capacity. 

The focus on skill is central to understand the heritage that is 
brought into user-driven innovation from participatory design. In the 
most normative research presentations “enskillment” is proposed as a 
guiding design ideal, i.e. to support the continuous process of learning 
and qualification on behalf of the generalized user. This objective will 
presumably often conflict with economic incentives to lay off work 
force and substitute it with automated processes controlled by intelli-
gent systems. Ideas of solidarity and empowerment of the user are 
thus inserted into the focus on skill. While “skill” in itself seems less 
ideologically laden, “enskillment” carries with it a sense of political 
activism characteristic of the early PD projects. But the solidarity 
explicitly directed towards the worker and the user against capital, so 
emblematic of participatory design in the 1970s and 1980s, does not fit 
in the scheme of UDI. Here is a clear objective of the programme 
formulated as a policy towards national economic market advantage: 
the creativity of the users is a potential for corporate profit. While 
there are notions of solidarity with users to be enskilled, and empow-
erment of people to more generally become designers of their own 
lives, there are certainly also strong voices towards a more instrumen-
tal harvesting of users’ creative potential for the purposes of accumu-
lating capital within businesses. The national policy documents are in 
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general more geared towards enabling business economic opportuni-
ties for enterprises than towards promoting the individual’s abilities 
of creative expression. 

The methodological orientation that the conference suggests to be 
carried forward (along with the established competencies already 
driving innovation: business strategy and technology development) is 
the ethnographic sensitivity to the complexity and skill in people’s 
apparent mundane and taken-for-granted activities of everyday use. 
The extension of this appreciation of situated use is the practice of 
involving particular users in design activities, as especially authentic 
domain specialists. The observation of continued re-definitions of use 
in practice makes for the somewhat radicalized argument: since 
design—in principle—never stops, it is qualified to think the design 
process in terms of iterative processes of dialogue, involving users 
actively;—a suggestion that supports the existing line of methodologi-
cal research within participatory design. 

Although this chapter is focused on the becoming of a particular 
subject position for the creative user, the analysis hereof necessarily 
links it with other subject positions articulated through discursive 
practices. The role of the user researcher in some of its many varia-
tions is treated in the section above. Similarly, the articulated role for 
politicians concerned with the nation’s economical well-being could 
have been analyzed further, although it is beyond the scope of my 
concern here. 

I will, however, briefly address the role suggested for the general-
ized image of designers, as it has changed over the period I look at. 
After the 1960s the image of the designer is less framed by a romantic 
ideal of a special individual with creative talent in the privileged 
position of knowing what is best for the public mass. And since the 
1980s a Marxist ideal of political activism to liberate suppressed 
workers has become increasingly untenable for the designer.   

In between the (admittedly) extreme positions of design as capi-
talist harvesting of users’ ideas for profit, and on the other hand the 
designer as benevolent facilitator of users’ design of their own lives, 
what position for the designer is there? The common denominator 
across the analyzed programme seems to be a widespread agreement 
that the everyday lives of people constitute a creative potential. On 
this basis the designer is increasingly cast as one who can and should 
work consciously to create possible alignments of interests between 
particular businesses, the skills of particular users and technological 
opportunities. This is not to reduce design work to facilitation in any 
simple sense; rather it acknowledges the difficulties of articulating the 
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unarticulated, and the special competences needed to articulate 
possible alternatives in evocative material forms. 

 

Conclusions on the User as a Creative Subject in 
Design 

The new images of creative users in innovation may seem no more 
than the dreams of researchers, consultants, and other professional 
entrepreneurs, themselves in search of a sense of fulfillment, personal 
advancement and a new area for their expertise. The gulf between the 
rhetorical hype of innovation and the realities of design life in indus-
try, the factory shop floor, or the emergency room sometimes seems 
immense. I do think, however, that what can be observed here is more 
than the reveries of ideology. We see connections forged. Political 
concerns about the government of the productive potential of the 
nation, the concerns of capital owners to maximize economic advan-
tages of their companies, and techniques for the governing of the 
creative subject. Experts on UDI play a crucial role in linking these 
distinct concerns into a functioning programme to which my projects 
also belong. 
 
In the current context of User-Driven Innovation the questions of 
participation and representation are as pertinent as ever, but the 
socio-political conditions for raising them have changed markedly 
since the 1970s. Re-formulating participatory design in terms of UDI 
entails a movement away from involving particular workers in design 
activities in order to strengthen their position as negotiating partners 
vis-à-vis managers of the workplace, to the emerging ambition of 
involving particular users in design activities while both wanting to 
develop empowering technologies for all and create new business 
opportunities. The socialist emancipatory agenda of empowerment 
where the conflicting categories of worker and management were 
taken as a starting point is no longer a viable basis for research 
collaborations. The 1975 DEMOS project took a fundamental conflict 
between workers and employers as an unsolvable premise (Ehn and 
Sandberg 1979). The problem with this negotiation model as seen from 
the perspective of today is that it institutionalizes the conflict that it 
eventually seeks to overcome. 

The present call for participation of the user in processes of de-
sign and innovation is not primarily based in a moral imperative to 
include the afflicted Others in the change of their everyday conditions 
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as in the PD of the 1970s, but just as much a practical condition for 
articulating diverse interests in contemporary product and service 
design. In this respect the legacy from the early PD projects is clear—
they offer methods and techniques for staging collaborative meetings, 
which are highly relevant for the present challenges. The socio-
historical context of early PD qualified the tendencies for researchers 
in labor union settings to engage in the specific politics of increasing 
worker influence in the factory, based on an a priori indignation of 
unequally distributed power among capital and worker. In contrast 
the programme of UDI accommodates many participants from man-
agement levels in industry whose concern with generating knowledge 
about user experience is to add value to profitable commodities.  

The uncomfortable lessons regarding the politics of representa-
tion calls for an anthropology in design that does not mistakenly “just 
deliver the facts”, as anthropologists are in fact often asked to do in 
contexts of contemporary consultancy. Ethnography of the everyday 
has the potential of refiguring passive users as competent cultural re-
creators, and thereby predicating a role for them in design that ex-
tends and exceed the putting technology into practice. This entails a 
broadening of design from giving form to ongoing processes of in-
scription and de-scription of use practices vis-à-vis technological 
artifacts. 

Compared to the use of skill in the Scandinavian Approach to 
system development UDI entails a reorientation of focus. The moral 
obligation to support skill is downplayed and instead skilled practice 
is suggested to be worthy of attention because it is imbued with inti-
mate domain knowledge and authentic creativity, which is increas-
ingly what fuels the innovation industry. This makes the otherwise 
cumbersome idea of unruly end-users invited into the design process 
tolerable for commercial interests. Skill thus becomes a remedying 
and unifying concept for the programme of UDI, in that it embodies 
conflicting motivations and precisely therefore enables the continued 
collaboration. 

My analysis of the programme of UDI shows that it is because it 
is driven by ambitions to strengthen the business economical opportu-
nities on a national level, that the scientific agendas of qualitatively 
studying everyday life, and the ideological agendas of enskilling 
rather than deskilling everyday users quite suddenly gain such an 
overwhelming presence in the discourse of innovation in diverse 
domains ranging from household kitchens, process industry, enter-
prise resource planning, car interiors, work space layout, public sector 
healthcare etc. The combined forces behind the new focus on the 
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creative potential in use makes everything a candidate for innovation, 
as promising or scary as that may sound. 
 
With this account of how the user as a creative subject is being con-
structed, circulated, and in the end how this new form of subjectivity 
is being produced over time as an intricate part of the programme of 
UDI, I wish to point to the highly governed frame for participatory 
performances like the one where Palle enacts a future scenario. The 
programme is charged with multiple agendas of making better sys-
tems and making more money; of dominance and emancipation; and of 
powers to speak up and demands to perform creatively. In showing 
that the engagement of creative users in industrial innovation proc-
esses is a historically and economically contingent phenomenon, the 
becoming of the user as a creative subject is rendered a consequence of 
a certain rationale; a rationale concerned with directing the conduct of 
individual users as engaged democratic and commercial actors in 
relation to the nation state and corporate business. 
 
The programme of UDI expresses a move in the industry away from 
thinking of the user as an abstract consumer with needs towards 
ambitions of understanding people in their own context with the 
purpose of more qualified design solutions. The growing interest in the 
design and marketing industry to know “the real user”, i.e. the user as 
particular human beings under particular circumstances is closely 
linked with the application of ethnographic methods for design. 

The present source of work opportunities for anthropologists in 
the area of design and innovation re-actualizes the problem of an 
instrumental use of anthropologists to legitimate projects. The ways in 
which anthropological knowledge has sometimes been funded and put 
to use by colonial and postcolonial administrators share some similar-
ity with the present role of anthropologists as consultants on the 
culture of some afflicted Other. It is tempting to rhetorically suggest 
that the relationship between client—design anthropologist—user 
corresponds to the relationship between colonial administrator—
anthropologist—native. The triangular pattern of a client requesting 
detailed knowledge about someone, an anthropologist offering to 
produce detailed knowledge about someone, and finally someone who 
will be afflicted by the client’s operation (in cooperation or not). 

The postcolonial anthropological reflexivity, however, warns 
against enforcing a one way flow of information from user to client 
mediated by the anthropologist; and an opposite flow of agency from 
operative client to the user as afflicted Other. It also warns against 
assuming that the information to be known by the anthropologist 
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resides solely with the informant, and assuming that the ability to 
inflict change resides solely with the client. Instead of producing 
actionable reports on the practices of a silenced user group, a more 
powerful design anthropological role is to establish encounters that 
intersect the categories of producer and consumer. I warn against the 
dominant image of anthropologists in UDI as someone who can dis-
cover “un-acknowledged needs” and hand them back to the head 
quarters. It is an attempt at a quick-fix to a larger problem of an 
industrial organization that has difficulties in adjusting to the globally 
changing conditions for design and innovation. In stead the pro-
gramme of UDI may be taken as an opportunity to change the idea of 
what design is and how participatory design processes can be estab-
lished in this particular industrial context. The participatory aspects, 
in this light, are not emancipatory in the political sense of the1970s, 
but an ambition to extend and learn from the knowledge and practice 
of everyday people; an ambition, which by far extends the field of user 
research, and requires a re-arrangement of both industrial develop-
ment processes and user-producer relations. 
 
Given the act of domination inherent in representation, i.e. the act of 
preparing the represented for being acted upon, to what extent can the 
inclusionary and dialogical aspects of user participation be seen as a 
remedy of the problem of domination? Some would undoubtedly claim 
that the user as a creative subject in design is merely the latest exten-
sion of a neo-liberal paradigm putting pressure on the individual 
subject to enter a value-adding market relation with global corpora-
tions. While I acknowledge this criticism and do not pretend to elimi-
nate the implied risk, I follow a different path.  

In Maintenance in Mobility I have wanted to offer the service 
technicians from KiMs a platform where they can stage their concerns 
and participate in a development process that is otherwise not avail-
able to them. This should not be confused with a naïve intention of 
handing over the process to the user. I am fully aware that in the end 
the executives of Microsoft or SonyEricsson—or whoever the partner—
will be as executive in their business decisions as always. But the 
projects COMIT and Maintenance in Mobility do constitute attempts 
at mediating the enormous distance between multinational corpora-
tions and the millions of people who live with their products. Collabo-
rative design workshops do provide an opportunity for potential users 
to participate in the process of how their actions may come to objectify 
use practice in general, and them as persons in particular. These 
projects have created a role for the users in a process that they did not 
participate in before. They are performed in the position of “creative 
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voice from the floor” which has a common interest with the “creative 
voice from the industrial partners”.  

And at the same time the transformation of people’s everyday life 
into images of use intended for design experiments and management 
decisions undeniably entails a degree of symbolic violence in that they 
are fed into a design machine without knowing where it will take 
them. In the end, for example, we have not designed for Lasse or 
Palle; no matter how concretely we portray them as real people, they 
will eventually be taken as proxies for some generalized image of 
maintenance worker. Through all the work we have put into making 
them available for design work, very concrete images of them are 
taken into new realms, where they become parts of new assemblies.  

The concrete collaborative design projects are, in other words, too 
complex, too many different things, to nail down if they are either 
emancipatory or cannibalistic in their relation to the individual sub-
ject performed as a user. In design anthropological interventions 
subjective features of human life can become elements within under-
standings of the factory, of supply-chain management, of global soft-
ware systems, of the national economy. On the other hand, however, 
the subjective features of human life itself thereby also become a 
possible domain for government through these institutions. The fact 
that people in my projects have participated as “themselves”, and been 
recognizable as personal individuals in the snapshots from the field, in 
the workshops, and the enactments serves to attribute their particular 
subjectivities a heightened status. And by not trying to compensate for 
the subjective approach through techniques of generalization or 
representative population samples we have devised an especially 
intimate form of subjectification. Does this then, amount to a more 
invasive consumption of the individual users or is it a due acknowl-
edgement of their particular individuality and ability to speak back in 
face of our industrial partners’ highly generic and often stereotyped 
user images? While none of the above extreme accounts of the design 
projects cover “the truth”, they do both contain plausible interpreta-
tions of elements of the processes. 
 
From the practical work with carrying out participatory design pro-
jects it is clear that the user is not someone sitting out there in their 
natural setting, waiting for us to come and observe and ask what he or 
she wishes for the future. The design anthropological practice pre-
sented in the previous chapters is not only an approach to evoking 
new ideas based on the skill of particular people. It is also a series of 
assemblies of heterogeneous actors that are in the middle of creating 
new connections between the design and the use of envisioned prod-
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ucts and services; the making and the marketing of a project that 
draws its legitimacy from the alliance of mundane “men-on-the-floor” 
(ensuring “authenticity”) with user experts (promoting scientific 
results in global circulations of knowledge), and the potential growth 
in the national economy represented by for example Microsoft’s devel-
opment center Vedbæk. 

The task of making the project interesting for the user to partici-
pate in, should not be trivialized, and takes a great amount of work in 
itself. Unless, of course, one chooses a straight monetary exchange 
rate and pays the user for his or her time. It makes it less interesting 
however, from an ethnographic point of view, because it trivializes the 
exchange rate: you get tickets to a movie theatre; we get 2 hours of your 
time. In some cases, of course, paying users to participate may be the 
only way to ensure participation at all, but it entails a high risk of 
people trying to just deliver the expected answers, rather than to 
invest themselves and their stakes in the design situation in more 
engaged ways: If someone participating as “user” is not paid for his or 
her time, everybody are forced to think harder about their stakes in 
the encounter—and have to explain at least to themselves their par-
ticipation by recall to other means than a square money-for-time 
exchange. Assuming generally that project participants are motivated, 
and given that it is not by an easy reward, chances are slightly higher 
that it is because he or she is actually concerned with the topic of 
design on a more long term basis than the actual time it takes to 
participate in a workshop, for example. What’s in it for me; what’s in it 
for them?—these simple questions are important resources for the 
generative process of forging new connections. 

But is it legitimate in this context to arrange for Lasse and Palle 
to freely give away their product ideas to MBS, when in other contexts 
they have a purely market-determined relation? Well, not if they are 
treated as mute representatives of a target population, but if they are 
taken serious as partners in dialogue—someone with whom invested 
exchanges are engaged, the legitimacy may lie therein that they are 
willingly partaking in the game and well-informed of its rules. On a 
practical level one of the rules of the game is that both parties from 
the ethnographic encounter must feel confident and acknowledged 
when confronted with any subsequent image of it. Besides, the ideas 
would most often not emanate from the individual users (as authentic 
subjects), but from the collaborative montage of diverse objects and 
images. The task is not to discover pre-existing ideas un-
acknowledged or not, but rather to construct connections between the 
user, workplace, industry, technology etc that enable the participants 
to become something else. To paraphrase Michael Jackson, who wrote 
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about ethnographers, the moral aim of design anthropology “is not to 
take upon ourselves to redress the injustices of the world but to do 
justice to the way others experience the world, and whatever else is at 
stake for them” (Jackson 2005:153). The legitimacy of the design 
anthropological role in collaborative design projects does not derive 
from being the users’ advocate, but from the ability to stage a process 
where stakeholders get a chance to articulate their concerns in a 
conducive and generative way.  



 

Conclusions 

The time has come for a closure of this experimental foray into ideas 
from the borderland of anthropology and design. In closing down, I can 
only hope for it to become a temporary closure leading in its turn to 
some continuation in translated, mutated or corrupted forms else-
where. 
 
With an understanding of design as a process of invested inquiry and 
creation, where critical commentary is integral with the desire to 
improve, and which acquires direction from transactions and conversa-
tions among many actors in cooperation and competition, the disserta-
tion has explored the question: How may ethnography and 
anthropology be fruitfully linked with design, in ways that avoid the 
stale dichotomy of descriptive practices (of ethnographers) versus 
prescriptive practices (of designers)? Let me synthesize the points of 
the previous pages into an answer to this question. 
 
To begin with, the ethnographic attention to evolving practices and 
the specific practical circumstances of the context that a design project 
is aimed at constitutes an important contribution to design processes 
dominated by technical requirement specifications and function lists. 
Research-wise this is hardly any news but what I do is to propose a 
role for design anthropology that is committed to the performative act 
of articulating possible alternative realities from the very outset of an 
inquiry. 

In my appropriation of postmodern anthropology for design pur-
poses I have pointed to creative and generative aspects of representing 
the other, which in the development and employment of ethnographic 
methods for design are usually not addressed by computer scientists 
and designers, and seen as something to be avoided by ethnomethod-
ologists. Although for the first group a straight-forward how-to hand-
book of techniques for interview and observation may sometimes be all 
that is needed, I have shown that there is much more to come for. 

I suggest that a central design anthropological challenge is one of 
portraying and transforming the culture of use in terms of the culture 
of design. This acknowledges the mutuality of the encounter with the 
other, whereby we as mediators, designers, anthropologists, are 
invariably confronted also with ourselves. Portraying something in 
terms of something else involves creative constructions of possible 
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generative connections between different frames of reference. Design 
anthropological mini accounts may tell stories of particular foreign 
practice, but if well-crafted they derive part of their meaningfulness 
from the interests of their audience. Representations of reality are 
thus appreciated partly as products of ethnographic construction. But 
not constructions of the nihilistic kind where a language-based reality 
can be anything a persuasive ethnographer says it is. Rather, a con-
struction that evolves in an ongoing dialogue and embodied encounter 
between different established practices and different interests in re-
creating it.  

By discovering and even cultivating aspects of ourselves in the 
images of the user, design anthropology is always exploitative. How-
ever, this is at the same time precisely what makes representations of 
the other useful as generative design material: the partial intersec-
tions of self and other, which entail possible lines of further alliance. If 
the cultivation of ones own interests in the image of the other, in this 
context the user, precludes reciprocity it is morally questionable. And 
it only gets worse if this preclusion is justified on scientific claims to 
expertise, which prevents the subjects of expertise from speaking or 
acting back. The alternative is to try and keep the dialogue open; as 
Crapanzano puts it: “Full reciprocity—as every lover, however reluc-
tantly, knows—is an ideal that is rarely, if ever, achieved” (2004:12). 
While there are certainly moral reasons to strive for dialogical partici-
pation in design processes, this dissertation has been driven as much 
by practical concerns with effectiveness.  
 
Playful otherness is an abstract concept I suggest for describing an 
attitude to representations and an ideal state for designerly construc-
tion of reciprocal project identities. Although we are accustomed to 
representations that locate “the real” in terms of mimesis, the ethno-
graphic material brought from a site of use into a design workshop in 
the form of snapshots do not only play out modes of use, they play with 
modes, leaving actions hanging and unfinished; they do not reflect use 
practice as much as they present ideas about use practice. When use 
practices are made present to various designers in video snapshots, 
the snapshots in turn become the screen to which they project their 
interests, fantasies and desires. Hereby the snapshots become the 
occasion for articulating a more complex and unsettled image of use 
practice, than a singular and coherent account focusing entirely on the 
context of use would capture.  

The fragmentation of reality implied in the concrete techniques 
of working with short video snapshots is an example of how the two 
principles of familiarization and estrangement can be put into prac-
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tice. By working simultaneous with the two opposite processes of 
making familiar and making strange, I have shown how a window of 
opportunities characterized by playful otherness can emerge, for 
example when software developers are familiarized with situations of 
maintenance practice, but estranged from the technologies they work 
with on an everyday basis; and vice versa, service technicians are 
familiarized with technological components for mobile ERP solutions, 
but estranged from the everyday routines of maintenance work. The 
success of this kind of setup lies in the extent to which a committed 
dialogue can be maintained across the different areas of practice and 
new connections be forged. It should be obvious that the challenge of 
establishing this space of opportunities is of a much different kind 
than that of carrying out a detailed workplace study to describe the 
minutiae of complex interactions.  
 
I have shown design games to be valuable in the aim of reflecting and 
refracting one set of interests in the image of another, while also 
shifting out the positions of self and other. Presenting use through 
paper cards, technological components through building blocks, form 
factors through pieces of card board and polystyrene foam, and impos-
ing metaphorical structures through game boards are all techniques to 
make foreign phenomena available for manipulation and to force the 
participating stakeholders to view their own practice in an estranged 
light, to force them to articulate themselves and their interests 
through the material setup of the current design event. In design 
games, the images to be othered, subjected to a familiarized or es-
tranged gaze, are not simply those of the users, but those of all the 
different stakeholders in the project. 

In moving from a focus entirely on the field of use to including 
also the interests, practices and competencies of other stakeholders as 
an object for the ethnographic gaze, the construction and definition of 
sets of relevant interests for each project becomes an important task 
for design anthropology. The notion of assemblies who gather around 
a subject matter because it divides them is an acknowledgement of 
differences in interests as a driving force for collaboration rather than 
an obstacle to be eliminated. I have shown the design workshop as an 
assembly with the particular objective of re-inventing realities. 

Through reference to classic studies of ritual, I have shown how 
the design workshop seeks effectiveness through a state of liminality 
where the ontological status of the field designed for and the available 
technological resources have been destabilized and prepared for 
transformation. Inducing a state that is betwixt and between catego-
ries, has for example enabled workshop participants to create small 
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future scenarios on the fly, where they juggle realities, fitting in 
particular concerns as well as more generic constraints and a multi-
plicity of perspectives. Although clearly dependent on the skill of the 
participants, the liminal state of the workshop and the concrete 
techniques of the design games enable the intensity and frequency 
with which these creative reformulations occur. 
 
In the formulation of the hypothesis for this dissertation I raised a 
range of related questions: What if airy ideas about better practices 
and wishful thinking about more interesting technological experiences 
were given some sort of tangible form? How would they play out among 
the subjects of the study, if they were invited to partake in the experi-
ment? What bodily resources could be drawn upon, if contingencies 
were explicitly staged and embodied as conditioning only possible 
realities among others? How could the creative potential residing 
within the subjects’ skill and practice be realized for purposes that 
reach beyond the individual? I have found performance theory helpful 
in understanding and engaging the transformative potential of specific 
performances such as enacted future scenarios. With the analysis of 
the partly improvised future scenarios as they were enacted by Lasse 
and Palle on the shop floor, I believe to have shown that evoking the 
embodied habitus of skilled users in the performance of a future 
scenario goes beyond the practice of describing and knowing the user. 
The user’s embodied habitus was brought to bear in performances of 
the doing of the body, imitating an idea of the future through the real, 
and thus leading to glimpses of prior incidents, concerns and situa-
tions interspersed with alternative possibilities prompted by the 
particular present situation. The staging of partly improvised future 
scenarios creates a state of limbo with regard to the ontological status 
of the performance. It is not in any strict sense an occasion for observ-
ing how maintenance work is regularly carried out; neither for a 
controlled evaluation of a confined product candidate. Yet it is both a 
continuation of the ethnographic field study in that it yields new 
insights about the conditions of use practice and it is a continuation of 
the generative design work in that it evokes new ideas for the concept 
design. The act of performance fosters identification between the 
dissimilar ontologies of the here and now and the there and then 
without reducing them to sameness. The unsettled status of the 
activity works to create a space of grounded possibility, where the 
skilled practitioner is included in the effort to bring about design ideas 
that are rooted in his/her practice.  
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Through a more critical analysis of what agendas design anthropology 
is linked with, I have traced a historical becoming of the user as a 
creative subject in design. The analysis showed how the programme of 
User-Driven Innovation enables new forms of participation in change 
processes and simultaneously articulates everyday use as a new area 
for neo-liberal capitalizing. By looking at multiple other sites, where 
the user is also performed as a creative subject in design, I have 
shown how relations that were not immediately visible in, for exam-
ple, the factory shop floor connect the concrete subject position of a 
user enacting a future scenario—with political concerns about the 
government of the productive potential of the nation (circulated 
through electronic government documents and web pages), the con-
cerns of capital owners to maximize economic advantages of their 
companies (as played out in UDI conferences among the Confederation 
of Danish Industries and the Minister for Economic and Business 
Affairs), and scientific techniques for the governing of the creative 
subject (developed and presented at international research confer-
ences on the practice of various strands of user-research). Globally 
travelling ideas of the role of the user were folded into the particular 
enactments of the future at KiMs; enactments which in turn were 
staged and performed as something to assemble around in interna-
tional conference workshops on design and ethnography. 
 
To return to my hypothesis developed in chapter one: understanding 
and intervening can be done in one movement, and not necessarily in 
two sequentially distinct phases. I do not claim that understanding 
and intervening can or should be done in one movement in all cases 
and for all purposes, but with regard to the particular material 
treated here I believe to have laid out strong reasons to support the 
hypothesis. In the concrete realization of the three design projects, as 
well as in the analysis of the borderland experiments between anthro-
pology and design I have experimented with treating understanding 
and intervening as mutually constituted processes, rather than as 
sequentially distinct phases. 

I have drawn on a performative idiom in two ways. First, my de-
sign practice directly employs resources from performance theory and 
drama such as enactment, script, improvisation, using props and face 
work and as such it constitutes an argument for the hypothesis: this 
kind of design anthropology works by setting the stage (through the 
techniques of the workshop and the design games) and attracting a 
relevant audience (the assembly of diverse stakeholders) for a playful 
montage of deliberately incomplete accounts of practice with other 
design materials. In the performative goal of raising the chances of 
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connections to emerge, this can be seen as a response to an eth-
nomethodological focus on accurate accounts of authentic practice, 
which entails a risk of closing down the design space before new 
technological possibilities have been “put into play”, so to speak.    

Secondly, by recourse to performativity as a post-structuralist 
ontology I have questioned the idea of design as something that 
bridges a gap between existing practices and future technologies; as 
creative leaps “forward” that can somehow bring us tomorrow’s prod-
ucts now. The gap in time between present and future that design is 
supposedly filling out is not the condition for a future workshop; on 
the contrary, it is a consequence of it. Design performs a distance 
between the here and now and the there and then, and then positions 
itself as a transcending capacity. Similarly the interesting and crea-
tive user is not someone to whom you can simply send field workers to 
study—they are to be meticulously constructed through generative 
processes of bringing different elements together; in long chains of 
translations as the programme of UDI and in more confined project 
settings such as meeting rooms and the factory shop floor.  

The two ways of employing the performative idiom stem from dif-
ferent strands of discursive practices. The difference between the 
confined dramaturgical sense (e.g. Schechner 1988) and the all-
encompassing ontological sense (e.g. Barad 2003) lies in whether or 
not transformation and creation through performance necessarily 
happens all the time or mostly in special occasions arranged for social 
display. The performative ontology has enabled me to extend the 
analysis from the explicitly declared design activities to include also 
the work before and after a workshop that goes into constructing for 
example the creative user in design. In general performative ontology 
has proven productive for the challenging and questioning of apparent 
identities, claims to authenticity and acts of essentialization. How-
ever, the general metaphysical assumption or conviction that all 
things become through and only through performance is not only 
helpful; it entails a risk of trivializing the conscious act of playing with 
possibilities through performance. If everything is performative, then 
it is nothing special to state that these particular collaborative design 
events work by performing that which they want to create. If every-
thing is enacted, then facilitating a particular user’s enactment of a 
future scenario merely states the obvious. 

These practices most probably could be explored fruitfully in 
terms of ontological performativity, but I find that the insistence on 
change as a ubiquitous condition makes it harder to see how some 
changes are different from other changes. It may be highly relevant to 
those social scientists that grabble with paradigms of representation-
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alism or perspectivism primarily in literary forms, but it does not 
necessarily bring anything new to people who are already aware that 
they try to change the world through representational techniques. It 
is, for example, embarrassingly easy to critique Unified Modeling 
Language for essentialism and other representationalist sins; but the 
skilled computer programmers and software developers that I have 
come across do not necessarily think representationalistic about 
models of the world. When programming skills are embodied—when 
“it’s in the fingers”—then symbols in the code may very well loose 
their referentiality to truth in any paradigmatic sense; the program-
mer simply tries to make the machine act in a certain way and create 
the desired effects. 

Or take a designer, who has carried out field visits, prepared de-
sign materials, and staged a workshop with relevant partners. She 
may desperately want the small scenarios to become something more 
steadily materialized: a working technology that people will buy. 
When she is sometimes unable to move other entities and make things 
happen despite the presence of all the ingredients that make up a 
typical actor-network chain of translations: a special room, furniture 
arranged for action, people with resourceful development organiza-
tions behind them, practice made partly controllable through inscrip-
tions in text and image, etc. it almost amounts to an insult to her 
efforts to ask the prototypical analytical question of performativity 
“how are things performed into being?” because the empirical problem 
is precisely the opposite: “why was this thing not performed into 
being?” 

Rather than forcing a stale decision between the two ways of em-
ploying the notion of performance (is everything performed or is there 
such a special thing as a performance) I treat them as unsettled 
resources for my making sense of design. While the first has worked to 
protract the analysis by multiplying the sites where design is enacted, 
the second has worked to intensify the analysis of those condensed 
moments of staged liminality whose efficacy is dependent on being out 
of the ordinary. The issue is how socio-material meaning is created 
and negotiated. On the basis that performance is a generative process 
the question is what basic mechanisms are at play in design explora-
tions. When the not-yet-articulated is subjected to negotiation, and 
when many alternatives and possibilities for interpretation are still 
open, how then can we describe the interplay between the imaginative 
horizon and the tentative articulations? 
With the concepts of playful otherness and familiarization and es-
trangement, I have tried to conceptualize and operationalize these 
mechanisms. 
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The packaging of design anthropological results as a series of frag-
ments indicates the partiality of the accounts, in both senses of the 
word: incomplete and committed to certain interests over others. 
Hereby I do not wish to point to unfortunate holes in our knowledge of 
the particular contexts of use, but rather to present an inherently 
imperfect mode of knowledge, which invites more people and things 
into the process of making sense.  The range of design anthropological 
interventions I have laid out in the dissertation has proven itself 
through its ability to facilitate sustained design dialogues, to travel 
between highly disparate contexts and to engage new partners in 
ongoing experiments with participatory and embodied inquiries. It 
entails—obviously—no guarantees for product success, comparative 
superiority to other approaches, or protection against suppressive 
interventions. 
 
Throughout the first four chapters I have asked of the reader to think 
of anthropology as if it were a special form of design, based on the idea 
of the ethnographer as a special kind of reinventor and reshuffler of 
realities as Clifford has it in the citation I have chosen as introductory 
epigraph for this dissertation. The opposite proposition, however, to 
treat design as if it were a special form of anthropology is less devel-
oped. So I would like to propose it instead as a possible direction for 
further research. How can we transform specific design inquiries into 
valuable anthropological questions? Through interventions and arti-
facts design entails critical statements that suggest that “things” 
could be different. I posit that playful design interventions work to 
open new ways of conceiving the world, and that the concrete tech-
niques for doing this are a potential resource for anthropology. Re-
cently Sørensen (2007) has proposed the related and promising idea 
that the performative experiment entails a possibility of working 
theoretically through practical materiality, by reconfiguring the 
conventional distinction between theory and practice;—a distinction 
that I also question by largely ignoring it as relevant for the classifica-
tion of my contribution. 

The reconfiguration of design as anthropology could perhaps pro-
vide the language-based (or should I say materially impaired) ethno-
graphic reinvention and reshuffling of realities with due competencies 
in material articulations of that which is still in potentia or in the 
process of being unfolded. Approaching everyday life through material 
articulations of tentative hypotheses, critiques and speculative ideas 
could—in my imagination—be a powerful extension of anthropology. 
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