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Design refers to something from which it has to differentiate itself, 
which is why Bruno Latour ascribed revolutionary power to the dis-
cipline: “to design is always to redesign. There is always something 
that exists first as a given, as an issue, as a problem.” a Design always 
has points of reference in specific living environments, about which 
designers in many cases initially know very little. For this reason, con-
ducting research is inherent in every design process. In design practice, 
research often leads to project-specific knowledge bases that remain 
tied to a person and also, perhaps, to the social environment that inter-
acts with them. b Alain Findeli describes this as Recherche für Design 
(“research for design”), which has no memory. c It begins anew with 
every new project, and is barely accepted in the sciences. What’s more, 
it is based on certain research practices whose methodologies are rarely 
reflected upon.

However, design also has to engage with method-
ological questions and establish its own methods, 
such as design ethnography, if it wants to create 
compatible knowledge. This interdisciplinary com-
patibility is necessary because designers always 
work at interfaces to other disciplines. Design is 
always situated in a heterogeneous field of disci-
plines that have an impact on it—such as social 
psychology, the technological sciences, sociology, 
behavioural economics, neurology or geriatric med-
icine. At the same time, design has an impact on 
other disciplines too—such as when it materialises 
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or adapts their findings, or translates them into spe-
cific systems or new contexts. A completely isolated 
design project is an impossibility. 

Design needs a reflective approach to its methods so that it can “trans-
form itself from an ‘illegitimate art’ to a legitimate field of scientific 
theory and research.” d The anthropologist Lucy A. Suchman insists 
that design ought to find its own place, that it should “locate itself as 
one (albeit multiple) figure and practice of change.” e The fact that it 
finds it difficult to do this also has historical reasons. Design emerged 
in the wake of industrialisation and was bound up with designing 
products that were afterwards produced in mass manufacture. The 
1960s saw the emergence of the Design Methods Movement at a time 
when more and more theoretical and epistemological issues relating to 
design were being addressed. In the 1970s, Bazon Brock demanded the 
creation of “Socio-design” and an “expansion of the design concept” 
that should emancipate itself from the industrial production of goods 
and focus on designing ways of life, values and linguistic gestures. f 
At the same time, in Scandinavia, participatory research and design 
approaches were being established. g In the 1980s, “workplace stud-
ies” were founded at the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center in Califor-
nia, in which ethnomethodological approaches were applied to new 
technologies such as copy machines in working situations. h It was 
also in the 1980s that user-centred design emerged. At its core was the 
living environment of users and their “members’ point of view,” which 
design ethnographers approached by using methods such as on-the-
spot observation, informal interviews and video recordings. The cul-
tural sociologist Yana Milev criticised the fact that “the doggedly pur-
poseful, functional view of design” i made an ideology of design as 
a progressive pacesetter for consumer goods, and instead demanded 
“anthropological and participatory design research.” j

However heterogeneous these approaches might 
be—from the entrepreneurial and applied to the 
critical—they can nevertheless be assigned to a dis-
cussion that may be described as “design anthropol-
ogy” k or—if it has a methodological focus—“de-
sign ethnography.” l These approaches are notable 
in that here design is viewed from the perspective 
of cultural anthropology. Reality is not simply 
present here in an ontological sense, but is made, 
designed. Design ethnography is a method that de-
scribes and analyses this network of connotations.
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In his book The Sciences of the Artificial, published in 1969, Herbert A. 
Simon showed how we live in an artificial, manmade world. We most-
ly move through spaces that have an artificial temperature of roughly 
20 degrees Celsius, and we add or remove artificial moisture to/from 
the atmosphere. And if we breath in impure air, it’s because we’ve pro-
duced it ourselves. m The sacralisation of Nature—which is particu-
larly prevalent in Switzerland—is a cultural construct that goes back to 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Gottfried Herder. This Romantic 
understanding of Nature alters little about the fact that we use light 
switches and refrigerators, or that we wear clothes, cut our hair, groom 
our bodies and modify them (through specific diets, sport, laziness, 
stimulants etc.), ride bicycles, communicate using smartphones and use 
means of transport to travel to other cities. The British anthropologist 
Mary Douglas has pointed out that the things we consume and use in 
everyday life do not satisfy needs, but are symbolic carriers of meaning:

“Instead of supposing that goods are primarily 
needed for subsistence plus competitive display, let 
us assume that they are needed for making visible 
and stable the categories of culture. It is standard 
ethnographic practice to assume that all material 
possessions carry social meanings and to concen-
trate a main part of cultural analysis upon their use 
as communicators.” n

Ethnography seeks to map out the processes with which people create 
these meanings. It investigates the “native’s point of view,” o though 

it is not subjective perception to which it refers, 
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but instead the intersubjective conditioning that enables reality to be 
interpreted in a specific way. Ethnography posits that we put ourselves 
physically in other realities (except for online ethnographies p) and 
thereby expose ourselves to the unforeseeable influences that come 
with them; q ethnography then documents this and interprets it. 
Here, it is “not primarily about new knowledge that is to be pursued 
teleologically, but about a reticular, ramified palpating of latent knowl-
edge that is in part already extant, that cannot be seen or grasped di-
rectly, and which in the process of research is made newly accessible 
and is combined.” r

In his article “From the World of Science to the 
World of Research?,” Bruno Latour writes that “Sci-
ence is certainty; research is uncertainty. Science is 
supposed to be cold, straight, and detached; research 
is warm, involving, and risky.” s If a research pro-
ject is led from the start by hypotheses that do not 
change during the process itself, this can hinder im-
mersion and exploration. t Ethnography is gen-
uinely risky. It means leaving your comfort zone, 
which can at times unsettle your own world view 
(and ought in fact to do just that). The sociologist 
of knowledge Anne Honer demands that ethnogra-
phers should be ready to let themselves be confused, 
to experience shocks and to factor out their own 
moral notions for a certain period of time. u This 
can clearly be seen in the ethnographic research into 
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Spanish bullfights by the social anthropologist Sa-
rah Pink. v If she only idealised the bullfight or 
condemned it on moral grounds, then her perspec-
tive would be one-sided and she would find out little 
about the cultural grammar in which the bullfight 
is embedded. This is why Crabtree et al. emphasise 
the “professional indifference” w of design eth-
nography. Anyone who wants to colonise the living 
environment under study and to overwrite it with 
their own moral concepts is hardly likely to discover 
anything new. The expression “poverty of morality” 
would instead be applicable here. x Ethnographic 
research means taking implicit knowledge that is 
situated in the certainties and routines of a specific 
social living environment, and making it explicit; 
this requires empathy and sensitivity. 

Keith M. Murphy and George E. Marcus have mapped out commonali-
ties between ethnography in social research and design: (1) Design and 
ethnography exist as product and process, (2) Design and ethnography 
are focused on research, (3) Design and ethnography are people-centred, 
(4) Design and ethnography are at the service of more than the thing itself 
and (5) Design and ethnography are reflexive. y At the same time, dif-
ferences come into play that are linked to the following characteristics 
of design: Future-oriented, intervention and collaboration. 0 Where-
as ethnography in social research depends on long-term immersion in 
foreign living environments, design ethnographies often last a shorter 
space of time, for reasons relating to time and economics—hence, for 
example, the term “short-term ethnography.” 1

Ethnography in the social sciences aims primarily 
to investigate “the naturalistic backstage areas of 
foreign groups” 2 that are not triggered by the 
researchers, whereas the interventions of design 
ethnography create “artificial” situations. 3 The 
“naturalistic” usage context of a new design ob-
ject cannot be investigated empirically, because its 
placement in a living environment is already an in-
tervention. 

Disruptions have epistemological qualities—and this is crucial to de-
sign ethnography. They make something visible that remains hidden 
in our everyday world. A good example of this is our routine interac-

tion with technology, which sneaks quietly into our 
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everyday environment, but in fact alters it fundamentally. Smartphones, 
for example, have in the space of a decade—a relatively short space 
of time—brought about a drastic shift in how we communicate and 
interact, and how we behave in private and in public: in other words, 
how we live. Hardly anyone who owns a smartphone has any inkling as 
to how its technology actually functions. Nor is this necessary, either, 
because our knowledge of how to use it in everyday life is sufficient. It 
is only in a crisis—such as when either a specific app or the smartphone 
itself no longer functions—that its complexity, which is normally con-
cealed by a smart interface, is revealed. 4 It is only then that we con-
cern ourselves with its inner workings, and a smartphone becomes a 
black box. In other words: a crisis makes blind spots visible. 5 Such 
crises can be created by design interventions that give expression to 
design-specific modes of cognition. We can describe such interventions 
as experiments, 6 though here we mean open-ended experiments, 
not experiments that are strictly scientific in nature and can be either 
verified or falsified. Joachim Halse and Laura Boffi write of “design 
interventions as a form of inquiry”:

“In short, we propose that design interventions can 
be seen as a form of inquiry that is particularly rele-
vant for investigating phenomena that are not very 
coherent, barely possible, almost unthinkable, and 
consistently under-specified because they are still 
in the process of being conceptually and physically 
articulated.” 7
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Design ethnography is thus a “dirty” practice in which passive obser-
vation and active intervention, recognition and design are interlinked. 
The duality of the two levels of research and design is an ideal-typical 
construct that does not exist in design-ethnographical practice. Design 
ethnography does not adhere to the usual approach of design research 
in which basics are initially investigated using empirical methods, in 
order for the resultant findings to be transferred into design in a sec-
ond step. These processes take place on a continuous basis, and are 
enmeshed with each other. A design-ethnographic process is abductive. 
Abduction was introduced to the social sciences by Charles S. Pierce. It 
is a learning process that brings new knowledge through experience, 
not along any logically ordered path. Jo Reichertz emphasises how 
what is new can “flare up” as an idea: “[…] abduction is sensible and 
scientific as a form of inference, however it reaches to the sphere of 
deep insight and new knowledge.” 8

In this sense, design ethnography follows the above-
mentioned concept of research as defined by Bruno 
Latour, and differentiates itself from programmes 
with strictly scientific quality criteria, such as reli-
ability and validity, which would in fact constrict 
design-specific modes of cognition. Design eth-
nography has the characteristics of an epistemo-
logical anarchism. 9 It can allow for serendipity, 
which is quite in contrast to the positivistic natural 
sciences, where this is also important—just think of 
LSD or Viagra—but is generally not disclosed. The 
constructivist dimension, which is inherent to both 
design ethnography and the positivistic sciences, 
is a similar case. Ethnography is constructivist per 
se, because ethnographic reports do not depict the 
world objectively, but reconstruct it according to 
certain narrative patterns. ä The positivist scienc-
es are constructivist too: the laboratory, measur-
ing devices etc. are human-made constructs that 
embody a specific thinking style. ö The objective 
knowledge gained by positivistic research is not un-
conditional, but is embedded in a specific culture of 
interpreting the world. However, in the positivistic 
sciences, this constructivist dimension is obscured 
by an ethos of objectivity.
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Design ethnography can and should reveal this constructivist dimen-
sion. It is permitted to burst open conventions, explore boundaries and 
expand cognitive horizons. It can emancipate itself from the need for 
repeatability. Design ethnography can mean observing social situations 
passively in order to change them afterwards through interventions, 
then observing the results again, and so on. It is obvious that design 
ethnographers cannot leave Plato’s cave and ascend to higher levels of 
cognisance. However, they have more opportunities to deal playfully 
with their data. This does not entail total randomness, but requires 
explication, reflection and discipline. The procedure involved is not 
linear, but iterative—it is “research through design.” ü Sarah Pink 
proposes cooking with participants as an ethnographic method: “The 
practice of eating food prepared by people with whom one is doing 
research (or preparing food with or for them) is an obvious way to 
participate in their everyday lives.” å

These processes ought to be mapped out in order 
to create a “mosaic” é of the living environment 
to be investigated, and “grounded theory” is ide-
ally suited for this. è Precisely because it allows 
a lot of freedom in the research process, it is a very 
demanding method—it would be much easier to 
create bar charts with a few numbers in order to 
connote scholarliness. Grounded theory does not 
lead through the research process in a linear way, 
but repeatedly makes one aware just how contin-
gent the data is. One of its co-founders, Barney 
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Glaser, says that grounded theory is only suitable 
for people who are tolerant of uncertainty. æ One 
important element of grounded theory is making 
memos. This involves writing down associative 
questions and speculative thoughts. Memos are like 
post-it labels. “Memos are preliminary, partial and 
correctable.” ç

Micro-sociological grounded theory is generally based on the analysis 
of texts. In concrete terms, this procedure consists of coding texts or 
marking significant concepts in them, though the selection criteria are 
semantic, not syntactical in nature. The coding refers to meanings, not 
formal units such as a word or a sentence. Quantity is definitely not the 
important thing here. Categories—overarching themes—are created, 
based on the codes that have been marked. 

However, the context of design ethnography gen-
erally not only produces linguistic data but also, 
for example, sketches, photos, films or artefacts. 
Sarah Pink proposes that visual data should not be 
analysed separately from texts, but that we should, 
rather, seek cross-connections between them:

“[…] it involves making meaningful links between different research  
experiences and materials such as photography, video, field diaries, 
more formal ethnographic writing, participant produced or other rel-
evant written or visual texts and other objects. These different media 
represent different types of knowledge and ways of knowing that may 
be understood in relation to one another.” ø

This is not done after gathering the data, but con-
tinuously, throughout the process. The links be-
tween the data mentioned by Pink can probably be 
realised in most cases by means of keywords—in 
other words, using language. Design ethnography 
can thus not get by without language. Only lan-
guage enables us to make explicit its ramified paths 
and experimental and explorative methods, and 
thereby to make potential links to other disciplines 
accessible.

Ultimately, every investigation also produces language at some point—at 
the very latest, at the time of discussing the data together. An inter-
pretation of an image, for example, only becomes communicative and 
intersubjectively accessible when it is carried out in language œ—and it 

is the same with designed things, interventions, sys-
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tems etc. Language means creating a distance to oneself, which is a gen-
uinely reflective process. ß We depersonalise and abstract intra-sub-
jective thoughts when we verbalise them—and by so doing, we make 
them intersubjectively accessible to others, thereby enabling (potential) 
further communication, adaptation and transformation. The potential 
of “dirty” design ethnography, which is not (nor can be) a closed-off 
method, lies in swift changes from images to words and from words to 
sketches, a process that is continually being articulated and reflected 
upon. Language creates points of departure for our imagination and 
new design potential—precisely because it is also a process of abstrac-
tion. Design ethnographers exist in an interplay between closeness and 
distance and in a role-change between researching and designing, be-
tween passive observation and active intervention. They break down 
reality as it reveals itself to us aesthetically and seek microscopic mean-
ings which can, in turn, be transferred to interventions. This analytical 
engagement with the data—as grounded theory clearly shows—thereby 
offers creative, while design offers “epistemic,” momenta.
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