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ABSTRACT

Ethnography is a widely used term in contemporary design
circles though is not often recognized that this term glosses
a host of different analytic perspectives on social
interaction. A broad distinction may be drawn between
interpretive  and  non-interpretive  approaches  to
ethnographic inquiry. This paper articulates the distinction
with particular reference to ethnomethodology, which has
dominated ethnographic inquiry in a design context
following Lucy Suchman’s pioneering work in the field.
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ETHNOGRAPHY FOR DESIGN

The term ‘ethnography’ marks a distinction between
quantitative and qualitative approaches to social science
research and carries with it a commitment to a period and
degree of immersion in the social setting being studied
sufficient to reach a coherent understanding of what
happens there and how. The approach is one of the oldest in
the social research armoury and although falling from
favour in the social sciences following the urge to
professionalism and commensurate rise of logical
positivism, it has been found to be of considerable utility to
the designers of interactive systems [4].

Ethnography has been of utility to design since the ‘turn to
the social’ [14] and the ‘interpretive’ approaches of the
social sciences [15] occurred in the early 90s. The appeal of
ethnography to design follows from the recognition by
designers that the development of interactive technologies
increasingly relies upon an appreciation of the social
circumstances in which systems are deployed and used
[10]. The approach is particularly concerned to identify and
convey to designers the local working practices through the
accomplishment of which everyday activities are ordered or
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coordinated by people in their interactions together, thereby
elaborating the social demands that may be placed on new
computing systems in their collaborative use [1].

Emphasis on the coordination of activities in interaction
leads ethnographers to speak of the ‘social organization’ of
activities or, more simply, of ‘cooperative work’ [20]. This
distinct focus underpins ethnography’s appeal to and
purchase in systems design and betrays a certain analytic
take on ethnographic inquiry. Simply put, when invoking
the notion of ethnography in a design context,
ethnomethodologically-informed ethnography is often
being referred to. When speaking of ethnography in this
paper, the word might be and indeed should be heard as it
is often heard, namely as a gloss on the
ethnomethodological approach that has ‘dominated’ [18]
ethnographic inquiry in design following Suchman’s
pioneering work in the field [19].

THE ETHNOMETHODOLOGICAL ANALYTIC
Ethnomethodology is a unique analytic approach to the
study of social interaction insofar as it eschews any form of
‘interpretation’ as that notion is understood in the social
sciences. To draw out the distinction, conventional social
science approaches to ethnographic inquiry employ the
analytic categories that make up particular generic
representational formats (theories and models) to codify
ethnographic findings [16]. The act of codification requires
the analyst to treat observed events as symbolic forms or
‘types’ of action that have an indexical relationship to an
underlying organization of social activity described by
some theory or model.

Once treated as symbols or signs, it becomes possible to
attach the analytic categories making up the model
employed to the events observed. The practical problem the
analyst must contend with in undertaking this work is one
of deciding just which analytic category applies to which
event? He or she cannot appeal to the analytic categories to
resolve the problem however, as they do not provide
sufficient instruction for their application to the contingent
events to which they are being applied. Consequently, the
analyst finds him or herself in a situation where he or she
must engage in an ad hoc act of interpretation in order to



work out what the instructions ‘are definitely talking about’
with reference to the contingent case to hand [8].

Interpretation is inevitable in conventional social science
approaches to ethnographic inquiry, where the notion of
‘conventional’ refers to approaches that employ generic
representational formats (theories or models) to make sense
of and account for the interaction observed.
Ethnomethodology eschews the wuse of generic
representational formats. As Garfinkel [9] puts it,

[Ethnomethodology] is not an interpretative
enterprise. Enacted local practices are not texts which
symbolise ‘meanings’ or events. They are in detail
identical with themselves, and not representative of
something else. The witnessably recurrent details of
ordinary everyday practices constitute their own
reality. They are studied in their unmediated details
and not as signed enterprises.

Ethnomethodology eschews interpretation as the use of
generic representational formats glosses, obscures, ignores
and in other ways passes working practice by. Thus,
whatever we may learn from interpretive accounts it is not
something of the organization of interaction as made visible
and available to analysis by the parties to interaction.

It might otherwise be said that in substituting a members’
perspective for an analysts’ perspective [22], the real world,
real time, naturally organized character of work-in-context
is ignored and replaced by an abstract analytic account
[17]. Ethnomethodology is therefore concerned to describe
work in its own terms — in recognizable details of its
practical interactional accomplishment. Ethnomethodology
furnishes ‘praxio-logical accounts’ then [6] that describe
the ‘phenomenal fields of ordinary human jobs’ [9]. In a
design context, these accounts have become known as
‘studies of work’ or ‘workplace studies’. It is important to
stress that the notion of ‘work’ does not imply paid labour
but draws attention to the interactional ordering (or
coordination) of ordinary activities that take place in and
‘reflexively constitute’ [7] some discrete setting.

Over the last decade a corpus of workplace studies has
accrued that describes the interactional ordering of ordinary
human jobs in a wide variety of settings including: air
traffic control [13], the print industry [2], museums [12],
libraries [5], banking [11], hospitals [3], domestic
environments [21], and many, many more. Many of these
studies were explicitly commissioned to inform the design
of new technologies. Their purchase in design relies on the
fact that they make real world working practice available to
consideration in a technical context, a factor which
represents a serious challenge to interpretive approaches
wishing to engage in the design exercise. It might otherwise
be said that is necessary for the interpretive to move
beyond the gloss.
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