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An Ethnography Primer




Ethnography is a tool for better design.

Great design always connects with people.
Designers inspire, provoke, validate, entertain

and provide utility for people. To truly connect,
designers need to have compassion and empathy
for their audiences. Designers need to understand
the relationship between what they produce and
the meaning their product has for others.

Enter ethnography.



“A designer should care about ethnography because
it can help produce more compelling, innovative
design that really connects with users—in a way that

creates delight.”

—Darrel Rhea, design research consultant

Ethnography informs design by revealing a deep
understanding of people and how they make
sense of their world.

Ethnography is a research method based on
observing people in their natural environment
rather than in a formal research setting.

When ethnography is applied to design, it helps
designers create more compelling solutions.




People and culture are incredibly complex.

Ethnography offers a way to make sense
of this complexity. It lets us see beyond our
preconceptions and immerse ourselves in the

world of others. Most importantly, it allows us to
see patterns of behavior in a real world context—
patterns that we can understand both rationally
and intuitively.

“If you want to understand what motivates a guy
to pick up skateboarding, you could bring him into
a sterile laboratory and interrogate him... or you
could spend a week in a skatepark observing him
interacting with his friends, practicing new skills
and having fun. Ethnography is observing people’s
behavior in their own environments so you can get
a holistic understanding of their world—one that

you can intuit on a deeply personal level.”

—LiAnne Yu, cultural anthropologist



“Trained ethnographers derive deeper insights
from observational and immersive research than

other people do. Just like professional designers,

professional ethnographers have well-developed
frameworks, processes and tools that help

more creative. A good ethnographer will actively
encourage designers and others to participate in
the process and in so doing, will fundamentally
expand their way of seeing.”

—Keren Solomon, ethnographer

Ethnography is a systematic process.

While useful ideas can emerge during casual
observation, the most powerful insights come from
a rigorous analysis of systematically collected data.

During research, a trained ethnographer will collect
photos, video, audio and other contextual data.
These photos or images may look “unpolished” or
“rough.” However, the beauty of ethnography is
that what one observes is visually compelling, real
and meaningful without being staged.




Ethnography allows us to...
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Discover meaning
People have a need for meaning in their lives. F} iJeqirnrk xli evojegiw xlex vidigx tistiw

Ethnography provides rich insights into how lives, we learn what they value and hold dear.

people make sense of their world. For example, As a result, we can design products and services

people incorporate rituals into their lives—but that evoke meaningful experiences for them.
some rituals are large and public while others are

small and private.




Understand norms
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Ethnography reveals the ways in which cultural norms
shape people’s perceptions. For example, some cultures
emphasize the shape of the body and seek ways to
accentuate it, while others try to minimize it. The role and
use of color can also vary greatly from place to place.
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By examining how people express themselves
through style and ornamentation, we gain insight into
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community.

As a result, a company’s brand and products will

resonate with customers instead of striking a culturally
off-key note.
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Make communications powerful

Things need to be understood. By observing how people process information,
we learn what words and design elements evoke
desired reactions. We also discover whether
people miss information completely.

Ethnography helps us learn how to communicate
more effectively with target audiences, in a
language and way they really understand. For
example, a poorly designed communications As aresult, the message comes across
piece can create confusion or anxiety. more clearly.
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Be worldly

Ethnography enables us to create for the By examining local tastes, we see opportunities that
global marketplace. are new and exciting.

Ethnography helps us learn how products, As a result, we can create brand experiences that are
xiglrsyskiiw) erh gsqqyrigexsrw as{ ir xli both globally consistent and locally relevant.

global world. Branding, experience design

and point of purchase elements all tell a story.
Compare how experiences work around the
world, even for the same products and services.
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