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Abstract:Originating from anthropology, ethnographic re-
flexivity refers to ethnographers’ understanding and ar-
ticulation of their own intervention to participants’ ac-
tivities as innate study opportunities which affect qual-
ity of the ethnographic data. Despite of its methodologi-
cal discordance with scientific methods which minimize
researchers’ effects on the data, validity and effective-
ness of reflexive ethnography have newly been claimed
in technology studies. Inspired by the shift, I suggest
potential ways of incorporating ethnographic reflexivity
into studies of human-robot social interaction including
ethnographic participant observation, collaborative au-
toethnography and hybrid autoethnography. I presume
such approaches would facilitate roboticists’ access to hu-
man conditions where robots’ daily operation occurs. A
primary aim here is to fill the field’s current methodolog-
ical gap between needs for better-examining robots’ so-
cial functioning and a lack of insights from ethnography,
prominent socio-technical methods. Supplementary goals
are to yield a nuanced understanding of ethnography in
HRI and to suggest embracement of reflexive ethnogra-
phies for future innovations.

Keywords: ethnography in HRI; ethnographic reflexivity
inHRI; human-in-the-loopmethods inHRI; autoethnogra-
phy in HRI; the Wizard of Oz testing; participatory design
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digital anthropology; social robotics

1 Introduction
A social robot refers to a robot that is designated to au-
tonomously carry out specific tasks alongside people and
to interact socially with them [1]. Based upon the assump-
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tion of robot sociability, the primary goal of HRI research
in social robotics is to improve the robot’s everyday so-
cial functioning. Because roboticists’ focus has long been
the robot working far away from people [2], the study of
human-robot social interaction requires to further explore
a variety of techno-social methods that have seldom been
appreciated in traditional robotics.

A barrier in such methodological innovations may be
involved in the use of relevant methods which conflict
with traditional robotics’ methodological stance, called
positivism in social science theories. The application of
ethnographic methods in general is often the case due
to their qualitative approach. Especially, ethnographies
drawing on the idea of reflexivity entail an extra-difficulty
in their incorporation. As I further elaborate in a later sec-
tion, reflexivity refers to ethnographic researchers’ self-
awareness and writing of their personal impacts on the
quality of the ethnographic data as quintessential study
opportunities of ethnographic methods. Reflexive ethnog-
raphy has widely been appreciated as a productive so-
cial method in anthropological technology studies for
decades. In addition, despite of its common discordant re-
lationships with scientific methods, its relevance and con-
tribution to understanding advanced human-technology
social networks have newly been established over the last
decade in the technology field as well, Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI) in particular [3, 4].

Inspired by the growing appreciation of reflexivity in
ethnographic technology studies, this paper particularly
concerns potential implications of ethnographic reflexiv-
ity for studies of human-robot social interaction if applied.
In HRI, not only is there a lack of ethnography in gen-
eral, but also there is no ethnography actively embrac-
ing reflexivity to date. Thus, a primary aim of this paper
is to fill the field’s current methodological gap between
commonneeds for better-examining the robot’s sociability
and a lack of insights from ethnography, widely known as
a prominent techno-social method. Supplementary inten-
tions are to develop a nuanced understanding of ethnog-
raphy as a set of epistemologies rather than simple re-
search techniques and to encourage the field’s method-
ological embracement of ethnographies typically perform-
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ing reflexivity. To achieve these goals, I unfold potential
ways and implications of incorporating ethnographic re-
flexivity into thefieldby suggesting threepaths to applying
autoethnography, a typicalmode of reflexive ethnography,
to studies of human-robot social interaction in a produc-
tive manner.

In the following two sections, I first describe ethnogra-
phy and its reflexivity drawing on anthropological ethno-
graphic theories followed by an outline of both traditional
technological ethnography andemerging reflexive ethnog-
raphy (i.e. autoethnography). Since ethnographic theo-
ries are scarce in the current HRI field, I refer to trajecto-
ries of technological ethnography found in HCI. Then, I
present how performance of reflexivity could generate in-
sights into the development of socially-adaptable robots
by suggesting three potential ways of its productive appli-
cation to studies of human-robot social interaction: par-
ticipant observation, collaborative autoethnography and
hybrid autoethnography. I also discuss the importance of
accepting a particular writing style in publishing such au-
toethnographic studies in the field.

2 Ethnography and reflexivity

2.1 Ethnography

Ethnographyhas beenused in the technology field for over
three decades [5]. Ethnography is, however, still a new
method for many roboticists. As someone who has been
working in the field with an anthropology background, I
begin with a general description of ethnography. I only
focus on qualitative ethnography here, because ethno-
graphic studies arepredominantly qualitative even though
there also are “mixed-method” ethnographies using both
the quantitative and the qualitative data [6].

What is ethnography? Ethnography is a primary
method of cultural anthropology, which is used to study
on social systems and processes shared among specific
groups of people [7]. By “social systems,” I mean socio-
cultural and historical circumstances surrounding people
which influence the construction of their behaviors, be-
liefs, self-identities and ideas about others. Meanwhile, by
“social processes,” I mean ways in which people adjust
their behaviors and thoughts in their everyday social lives
in relation to social systems. In this sense, a central tenet
of ethnography is that human social behaviors and per-
ceptions cannot be understood without the information of
their own contexts [8].

In a strategic or technical level, a single ethnographic
project always contains two or more data sources to let
them validate one another (i.e., triangulation [9]). Hence,
ethnography is knownas aholistic approach topeople and
the society. During the period of ethnographic data collec-
tion, uniquely called fieldwork, ethnographic researchers
directly participate in social groups under study and con-
duct a series of activities including in-depth interviews,
participant observation and visual and textual documen-
tation. In the process of conducting such activities, ethno-
graphic researchers also write and collect their own jour-
nals, called fieldnotes, regarding what they learn and
think about participants’ behaviors and cultures on a daily
basis. Simply put, an idea underneath the ethnographic
data collection is that the best ways to learn what others
do and why is to directly experience their daily lives by in-
teracting with them.

There are some distinctions between traditional and
modern ethnography since ethnography dates back hun-
dreds of years. Conventionally, ethnography was assumed
to be only used for studying on “far-away” cultures, and
fieldwork referred to an ethnographer’s physical presence
in a culture under study for years. Whereas, in mod-
ern ethnography including ethnographic technology stud-
ies, ethnographic field sites are not limited to “strangers’
worlds” anymore. Ethnographic researchers commonly
study on social arenas familiar to themselves such as
workplaces, homes, community centers and online social
worlds with a shorter duration of fieldwork, e.g., from sev-
eral weeks to years; it is usual that ethnographers travel
to multiple field sites for a single project [10]. In addi-
tion, instead of literally moving into a culture under study
and staying there for a long period of time, today’s ethno-
graphic researchers are more likely to frequently visit par-
ticipants’ mundane lives on a regular basis. Finally, in
modern ethnography, it is also common to actively use dig-
ital technologies for data collection and rapport creation:
participants’ activities are photographedandfilmed, inter-
views are conducted via phone and video chat, and social
media services are used to develop rapports and to learn
participants’ updates.

The description of ethnography I made above mostly
informs of ethnography as a set of data collection strate-
gies and techniques. Ethnography as a data collection
method has been known as being effective and relevant
in discovering adaptabilities of computational technolo-
gies to everyday human conditions, i.e. how and why cer-
tain trends of human behaviors and attitudes towards
technological systems occur, vary, persist or change over
time [11, 12]. For example, such “in-situ” and “human-in-
the-loop” attributes of ethnographic data collection have
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resulted in tech companies’ serial employment of anthro-
pologists and increasing “anthro-techno” collaborations
in system design.

Meanwhile, there is another dimension of ethno-
graphic methods less known in the technology field. That
is, ethnography as a set of epistemologies, i.e. ideas of how
we know things [13]. Ethnography does not simply indi-
cate data gathering activities such as observation and in-
depth interviews but also includes philosophies. Gener-
ally speaking, ethnography is often conducted from one
of the two contrasting perspectives: positivism and con-
structivism, i.e. an idea that there is a univocal truth await-
ing our discovery VS an idea that the reality is constructed
and interpreted uniquely by each person [13]. Most of tra-
ditional technological ethnographies rely fairly on the for-
merwhile ethnographic reflexivity is a concept drawn from
the latter. Positivist ethnography, however, also entails re-
flexivity to some degree in principle. In the following sub-
section, I further elaboratewhat reflexivity is, how it is per-
formed and why some may say that even positivist ethno-
graphies are innately reflexive to some degree.

2.2 Ethnographic reflexivity

Ethnographic reflexivity refers to ethnographic re-
searchers’ awareness and articulation of interpersonal
dynamics between researchers and participants and
impacts of those subjective dynamics on the research
process and outcomes. Since it is one of the core concepts
constituting ethnographic methods, there are multiple
works theorizing ethnographic reflexivity with distinct
accents. This paper primarily borrows Burawoy [14]’s
conceptual work of ethnographic reflexivity inspired
by Rode [3]’s suggestion of incorporating it within
technological ethnography.

First, ethnographic researchers who perform reflexiv-
ity admit that their own interventions to participants’ ac-
tions and reactions create opportunities of data collection
as well as impacts on the quality of knowledge produced.
In scientific studies, data is collected and testedwith a goal
of producingunambiguous outcomes, and effects of the in-
dividual researcher’s actions to the research process are
avoided to increase reliability [14]. Whereas, researchers’
intervention to and interaction with research participants
during the period of data gathering refer to the ethno-
graphic method itself. As long as researchers’ interactiv-
ity towards studied situations and people generate study
opportunities in ethnography, ethnographic researchers’
own reflection and interpretation rather increase reliabil-
ity of ethnographic findings.

In a similar vein, performance of reflexivity implies
acknowledgement of ambivalent positional binaries be-
tween the researcher and the participant in ethnography
drawing back from the position of the authoritative re-
searcher. During fieldwork, ethnographic researchers’ and
participants’ speech acts and experiences are always inter-
related and co-created. Namely, ethnography is not sim-
ply a method of examining social process, but ethnogra-
phy itself is also a social process. In many modern ethno-
graphies embracing reflexivity, participants take subjec-
tive positions in considering certain study subjects closely
related to their lives. Even positivist ethnographies at least
depend on the researchers’ interactive experiences and
personal relationships with their participants (i.e. field-
work and rapport). Hence, in anthropology and related
fields (e.g. cultural studies, gender & ethnic studies and
sociology), there has been a shared understanding that
all ethnographic works are intrinsically reflexive and in-
terpretative to some degree although they reveal different
levels and styles of reflexivity [4].

Second, practice of reflexivity is closely tied with a
question of “how do we tell others about others?” in addi-
tion to “how dowe knowwhat we know?” while those two
questions are ultimately interrelated [15]. Hence, some say
“reflexivity is the ethnographer of the text [16].” If ethno-
graphic researchers realized and exploited their positional
dynamics with participants in the process of data gather-
ing and analysis, it should be ultimately presented in pub-
lications. Reflexive writing aims to tell audiences how the
researcher’s data gathering impacts the quality of the data
itself; it is comparable to reciting the statistical data in
quantitative publications. Thus, styles of writing matter to
practice of reflexivity in a sense that representation of the
reflexive data should be made up of researchers’ detailed
interpretation and retrospection of their own first hand ex-
periences, interventions and relationshipswhich occurred
in the field [3].

Van Maanen [17] classifies ethnographic writing into
three styles: the realist tale, the confessional tale, and the
impressionist tale. The realist tale foregrounds authentic-
ity of ethnographic representation; it is written in the third
person voice as if the researcher was purely an outsider-
observer of the described situation [17]. The realist tale is
a style that hardly allows reflexivity since it neither ad-
mits interchangeable roles of both the researcher and the
participant nor allows interpretative inferences and retro-
spective episodes.Meanwhile, the confessional tale priori-
tizes honesty of representation, and it is written in the first
person voice in an interpretative manner; it aims to impli-
cate the researcher’s ownperspective and inferencewithin
the account of the data [17]. Lastly, impressionists provide
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a detailed description of impressive episodes experienced
by researchers and participants with a limited interpreta-
tion; it aims to vividly and dramatically reveal unique at-
tributes of a culture under study by presenting the most
striking stories [15, 17]. The realist tale is the one more
likely to be adaptable to the technology fieldwhile the con-
fessional and the impressionist tales are rarely found [3, 5].

Finally, the concept of reflexivity implies ethno-
graphic researchers who perform reflexivity attempt to
find structural patterns in the data, which results in the-
ory building and extension. In other words, the concept
legitimizes reflexive insights as valid academic results (i.e.
ethnographic publications are neither anecdotal nor per-
sonal). It could be said that performance of reflexivity “ob-
jectifies” ethnographic insights in an ironical sense.

3 Reflexivity in technological
ethnography

3.1 Positivist ethnography in HCI

It is obvious that reflexivity is an opposite idea to scien-
tific methods. Thus, most of technological ethnography
has been positivist ethnographywhich lacks reflexivity [3].
Such positivist technological ethnographywas initiated in
the 1980s speaking to the predominant tradition of cog-
nitive science in HCI. Criticizing cognitive science’s over-
focus on individuals’ internal decision-making process in
the construction of human reactions towards computer
systems, it has widely established the crucial role of con-
texts in shaping the particulars of human-technology in-
teraction.

There are multiple theoretical frameworks (e.g. situ-
ated action [18], activity theory [19] and distributed cogni-
tion [19]) advocatingdistinct understandings ofwhat “con-
text” exactly means as a category of analysis in this ethno-
graphic school [19]. Yet, an overlapped assumption is that
ethnography is a method through which researchers ob-
jectively measure different contexts of actions conducted
by participants who are apart from the researchers them-
selves. Accordingly, the realist tale is assumed as being
the most relevant in conveying the knowledge produced
by such ethnography.

For example, “ethnomethodologically-informed-
ethnography [3, 5]” including ethnographies drawing on
a concept of “situated action [18, 20],” maintains that
knowledge of the society, e.g. social orders, should be
discovered through investigation of people’s knowledge
of it, i.e. their methods of negotiating it, revealed in their

everyday social interactions [21]. Situated action claims
that every course of human interaction with the machine
is sequentially and minutely created depending upon
its situation [18, 20]. Ethnographies drawing on such
concepts pay attention to opportunistic and moment-by-
moment construction of human reactivity towards the
machine, which is a counterpart of cognitive science’s
separation of the human action from the context [18, 19].

When it comes to reflexivity, positivist ethnography
also contains reflexivity in a sense that it refuses cogni-
tive science researchers’ omnipotence in understanding
“knowledge” as transcendental realities; instead, it gives
away the authority of knowledge to people’s everyday con-
texts [22]. Positivist ethnography’s partial embracement of
reflexivity in technology studies corresponds to the state-
ment, “all ethnographies draw on researchers’ reflexivity
to some degree.” Nevertheless, this ethnographic school
rarely allows researchers’ performance of reflexivity in
analysis and writing. For instance, the concept of situated
action over-emphasizes improvisatory human actions so
that it misses opportunities for building theories regard-
ing more durable trends [19]; it affects a pervasive misun-
derstanding of ethnography as being anecdotal and unre-
liable. As another example, a rule of ethnomethodologi-
cal writing in which participants’ description of their own
actions can be only accepted as a valid basis forbids re-
searchers’ interpretations and inferences in ethnographic
writing [5, 22].

3.2 Reflexivity and autoethnography in HCI

Not to mention HCI researchers’ acknowledgement of
the nature of ethnographic knowledge production, their
emerging attention to ethnographic reflexivity is also in-
volved in the rise of a new paradigm in HCI [3, 5, 23]. On
the one hand, reflexive ethnography has been considered
as being useful for those who concern participatory de-
sign methods [3]. In spite of its conceptual discordance
with traditional scientific methods, reflexive ethnogra-
phy’s focus on the co-creation of both the researcher’s
and the participant’s insights goes well with the trend
of participatory design in HCI. On the other hand, a the-
oretical and analytical shift from “cognitive systems to
emotional experiences [4]” in HCI research has also in-
fluenced the rise of reflexive ethnography in HCI [23].
When it comes to understanding emotional and experi-
ential dimensions of human-technology interaction, tra-
ditional positivist ethnographies are more likely to lose
their merits because theymainly burgeoned through a sci-
entific dialogue regarding the construction of human cog-
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nition. Ethnographic studies of emotional experiences re-
quire more reflexivity in a sense that reflexivity values
ethnographic researchers’ emotional and sympathetic ap-
proach to potential users’ techno-social experiences.

Autoethnography is a typical example of reflex-
ive ethnography which has particularly been well-
incorporated into HCI in the context of the field’s
paradigmatic transformation. Autoethnography refers
to an ethnographic approach to research and writing
that describe and systematically analyze (i.e., “graphy”)
ethnographic researchers’ personal experiences (i.e.
“auto”) in order to understand larger cultural structures
(i.e. “ethno”) [24]. In other words, autoethnography is
characterized by the following elements. First, it radi-
cally appropriates researchers’ practice of reflexivity as
a primary data resource of a study. Second, a pivot of
autoethnography is an analytical connection between
researchers’ personal experience and social systems
related to it [25]; to increase validity and representativity
of the autoethnographic data, auto-ethnographers often
conduct in-depth interviews with other social members
and reviews of the existing data as well [26]. Lastly, it
validates confessional and biographical style of writing in
its publications [26].

Besides HCI’s emerging focus of participatory and
emotional design, another particular reason for the rise of
autoethnography in HCI is the methodological efficiency
of autoethnography in terms of accessibility to study re-
sources [23]. On a practical level, autoethnography facili-
tates rapid recruitment of research participants and pro-
longed observation of participants’ private routines. On
more inspirational level, there has been a shared under-
standing that autoethnography provides technology re-
searchers with opportunities for more relevant research
design and analysis in studying on other participants’ ex-
periences [23]. As autoethnography validates researchers’
dual roles as the researcher and the participant, it is no
wonder that it encourages researchers’ empathetic ap-
proach to study subjects. Similarly, it is also claimed that
auto-ethnographers aremore likely to be sensitive towards
ethical issues related to the technologyunder studyas they
have a profound understanding of the technology’s real-
world deployment [27].

According to Rapp [23], such benefits of autoethnog-
raphy to technology studies have given rise to a cluster of
the autoethnographic approach to a variety of study sub-
jects in HCI including impacts of location-based services
on a bus drivers’ work conditions [28], ways of learning
music through listening [29], social interaction of people
who do not use smartphones and social media [30], po-
tential everyday functionalities of a wearable device orig-

inally designated to increase the awareness of time [31],
reliabilities of self-tracking devices [32], the use of a wrist
blood pressure among individuals with hypertension [33],
early adopters’ use of a smartwatch [34] and user cul-
tures of Massively Multi Player Online Role-Playing Games
(MMORPGs) [23]. Many of the studies employ autoethnog-
raphy as means of including researchers as members of
participants so that researchers’ own interests, motiva-
tions and pain points regarding their research subjects are
exploited as study resources rather than being remained
hidden [35, 36]. Similarly, autoethnography also serves as
a theoretical back-up for actual designpractice inHCI such
as designing a system aiming at supporting users’ own re-
flection and awareness of their own emotional interaction
with the system itself [37] and improving a systemdrawing
on the creators’ own experience of the system itself [38].

In sum, the growing attention to users’ emotional ex-
istence in the course of human-technology interaction as
well as the crucial role of user-generated insights in sys-
tem design has engendered needs for alternative methods
to the objective and realist approach in HCI. Hence, there
has been a reflexive turn of the technological ethnogra-
phy in HCI. Due to its unique methodological attributes,
autoethnography has particularly shown its potential for
developing researchers’ experiential understanding and
sympathetic account of complex techno-social experi-
ences by re-appropriating researchers’ personal position-
alities as insightful resources rather than obstructive fac-
tors to the study. Inspired by such transformation of tech-
nological ethnography in HCI, I turn back my gaze upon
HRI and suggest three potential paths to incorporating au-
toethnography into studies of human-robot social interac-
tion in the following section.

4 Performing ethnographic
reflexivity in HRI

4.1 From fly-on-the-wall to participant
observation

As a path to validating autoethnography in HRI, I first sug-
gest to broaden the field’s current notion of “observation”
to include ethnographic participant observation as an op-
tion of reliable observation techniques.

Although the number of existing ethnographies in
HRI is few, those ethnographies [2, 39] repetitively employ
the fly-on-the-wall technique as means of observing par-
ticipants’ reactivities towards robots. The fly-on-the-wall
refers to a techniqueof empirical data gatheringoriginated
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from psychological experimentation, through which the
researcher secretly observes behaviors of the researched
as if the researcher played a role of a CCTV camera on the
wall. The existing ethnographies’ exclusive use of fly-on-
the-wall technique denotes pervasivemethodological hin-
drance from ethnographic researchers’ reflexive practice
in HRI research.

A key difference of fly-on-the-wall from ethnographic
participant observation is its minimalization of the re-
searcher’s involvement in occurring situations. While it
is obvious that such observation techniques bring their
own values to the study of human social behaviors with a
strength of unobtrusiveness, participant observation can
also be considered as being valid in HRI research with the
concept of reflexivity. It is a basic element of ethnographic
fieldwork embracing reflexivity, and even objective ethno-
graphies include participant observation.

If applied to HRI research, participant observation al-
lows the researcher to be physically and socially present-
ing in the situation of interaction alongside both the par-
ticipant and the robot. It could offer opportunities for col-
lecting participants’ initial thoughts and expressions re-
garding their interaction with the robot. Through the con-
duction of participant observation, researchers can make
instant conversationswith participants and co-experience
certain situations of interaction simultaneously with them
as well. As long as participant observation is a basic level
of reflexive practice in ethnography, acknowledgement of
validity and values of participant observation would be
a preceding path to incorporating autoethnographic ap-
proach within the field.

4.2 Social robotics teams’ collaborative
autoethnography

In traditional sense, autoethnography refers to a single-
person ethnographic researcher’s autobiographical inves-
tigationof one’s ownexperiences.Whereas, I propose a so-
cial robotics team’s collective performance of autoethnog-
raphy regarding their own social interaction with their
own robots as a productive way of applying autoethnog-
raphy to the field; I call it collaborative autoethnogra-
phy in this paper. Social robotics teams’ collaborative
autoethnography seems particularly useful in examining
pre-released robots’ social functioning in everyday labo-
ratory settings throughout development stages. While the
previous work mentions the suitability of autoethnogra-
phy for system design, I suppose that autoethnography,
particularly its collaborative variant, would be widely ap-
preciated in HRI as well for the following reasons.

First of all, employment of robots as service providers
and co-workers in ordinary human life spheres is still lim-
ited despite of a remarkable progress of social robotics
technologies over the last decades. At least at this point of
innovation, social robotics laboratory and company team
members are identified as exceptional groups of people
who spend a large portion of their daily lives with robots.
In a similar vein, the robot’s corporality, the attribute of its
physical presence promotes the suitability of autoethnog-
raphy for HRI evenmore, comparedwith other social tech-
nologies such as social software and devices. As robots
physically hang around in robotics offices and test areas,
roboticists have easy access to their own robots particu-
larly when numerous times of testing and quality assur-
ance occur at the early stage. Hence, they are perhaps one
of the most eligible population for studies of such novel
technologies.

In addition, another potential benefit of collaborative
autoethnography is involved in the predominant social
and emotional focus of social robotics research in HRI.
As mentioned in the preceding section, the autoethno-
graphic approach is characterized by acknowledgement
and accommodation of subjectivity, emotionality, and the
researcher’s influence on the research rather than hid-
ing from these matters [23]. As an intensified way of per-
forming reflexivity, collaborative autoethnography could
offer social robotics teams chances of experiential learn-
ing regarding robots’ sociability. On the one hand, mem-
bers of collaborative autoethnography would have op-
portunities for emotionally understanding the robot’s so-
cial functioning in an embodied manner by reflecting
how it’s presence in their workplace makes changes in
the quality of their everyday social lives. On the other
hand, each collaborative auto-ethnographer may also be
able to closely observe other co-auto-ethnographers’ reac-
tivities towards the robot one another, which preferably
leads to iterative discussion of the data during the pe-
riod of data collection and analysis. In other words, I pre-
sume social robotics teams’ collaborative autoethnogra-
phy would work as a participatory designmethod by iden-
tifying individual researcher-participants as sympathetic
co-experiencers rather than rational bystanders through-
out the process of innovations.

4.3 From Wizard of Oz to hybrid
autoethnography

The last suggested path to incorporating autoethnography
into HRI in this paper is hybrid autoethnography. Hybrid
autoethnography refers to an advancedmode of reframing
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subjective positionalities in HRI research through which
traditional positions of the researcher and the study object
(i.e. the robot) are mediated and hybridized all together. It
aligns the human researcher with the robot as a hybrid en-
tity of observer-actors drawing on both the social robotics’
assumption of the robot sociability and the anthropologi-
cal idea of autoethnography.

Namely, hybrid autoethnography is a conceptual com-
bination of the assumption of robot sociability and au-
toethnography. Considering that distinct roles of tech-
nologies (e.g. tools, media and social actors [40]) differ-
ently shape people’s relationships and interaction with
the technologies, it is inferred that the role of a technol-
ogy under study constructs the technology’s unique re-
lationships with the human researcher, which affects the
process of data collection and analysis. The more social
robotics technologies evolve, the more positional binaries
between the robot and its humancounterpartwill turn into
a fuzzy area. From this perspective, the current positivist
approach in HRI seems to contain a methodological in-
consistency as it frames the robot as an object in the re-
search process while assuming its subjective social abil-
ities. Here, hybrid autoethnography could offer an alter-
native framework. Drawing on the autoethnographic idea
which metaphorically legitimizes all the research stake-
holders’ simultaneous performance of dual roles of being
the observer and the actor, it methodologically hybridizes
the researcher and the robot as mediated observer-actors.

I suppose that hybrid autoethnography would fa-
cilitate the advanced application of the Wizard of Oz
technique to the study of robot-prototypes. In the ex-
isting ethnography, teleoperation of the robot prototype
is conceptualized as wizarding through which teleopera-
tors hide themselves and secretly observe human partic-
ipants’ reactions as a mode of the fly-on-the-wall tech-
nique [39]. The Wizard of Oz approach identifies tele-
operating researchers as omnipotent third-person experi-
menters rather than integral actors. While the technique
has many advantages such as facilitating low-cost eval-
uation of the technology at an early-development stage
and providing teleoperating researchers with insights into
technologies’ real-world adaptability, it also has disadvan-
tages such as difficulties in faking technologies, playing
consistent wizarding skills and pursuing transparency of
the data gathering process.

Hybrid autoethnography would transform such short-
comings into methodological strengths in teleoperation
of the robot prototype. Unlike the Wizard of Oz’s prohi-
bition of reflexivity, hybrid autoethnography allows a re-
searcher’s autoethnographic performance of reflexivity le-
gitimizing the researcher (i.e. teleoperator) “to become a

robot (i.e. a social actor in the field)” rather than to con-
trol the robot. For example, teleoperators’ failure of wiz-
arding robot-like behaviors or their own improvised wiz-
arding is not a risk but an opportunity in hybrid ethnogra-
phy because such incidents become a part of experiential
learning process of hybrid auto-ethnographers who play a
role of the social actor (i.e. the robot) in the situation of in-
teraction. Even if teleoperation guidelines are given, indi-
vidual operators’ personal effects and opportunistic tele-
operating behaviors still serve as the valid data supposed
to be reflected and critically analyzed by the hybrid auto-
ethnographer. Plus, the social presence of the researcher
in the situation of interaction increases the research trans-
parency. In this sense, I suppose that hybrid autoethnog-
raphy would be a method which keeps reflexive abilities
of the human researcher as well as social abilities of the
robot in the loop by assigning them the hybrid positional-
ity of observer-actors in the course of data collection and
analysis.

5 Conclusion
While thepositivist ethnographyhas longbeen considered
as being themost appropriate for technology studies, there
has also been a growing attention to the value of reflexive
ethnography in the technology field. Inspired by the shift,
this paper is a methodological exploration of incorpo-
rating autoethnography, a typical reflexive ethnography,
within studies of human-robot social interaction. Suggest-
ing three potential paths to the productive application of
autoethnography including participant observation, col-
laborative autoethnography and hybrid autoethnography,
I discuss that autoethnography legitimates researchers’
physical and social participation in the situation of inter-
action so that it lowers their barrier-to-entries to everyday
settings of the robot’s operation and people’s latent needs
for the robot.

Considering the current restriction towards ethno-
graphic reflexivity in HRI research, primary contributions
of this paper could be to suggest customized paths to the
incorporation of reflexive ethnography as well as nuanced
understanding of it as a relevant techno-social method in
the field. On the other hand, one thing that is not thor-
oughly suggested and articulated in this paper is the im-
portance of incorporating autoethnographic writing styles
corresponding to such paths. The incorporation of re-
flexive writing into the field would be more challenging
than the accommodation of reflexive data gathering and
analysis considering the predominant scientific standard
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of publications in HRI and robotics. Nevertheless, an-
other final and primary suggestion of this paper is the
field’s development and embracement of its own reflex-
ive textualization styleswell-representing individual auto-
ethnographers’ retrospective, interpretative and inferen-
tial voices as well as autoethnographic research proce-
dures and strategies used.
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