
Aalto ARTS 
Department of Design 

Summer School

Jack Whalen

4 June 2015

‘Thick description’ and design



Outline
• Human-centred design — Revisiting some basic issues 

and history 

• Thick description - Where did the term comes from? What 
does it mean? Why should it matter? 

• Seeing the world ethnomethodologically 

• The native’s point of view — Case studies of practitioner 
expertise and designing ‘smart’ knowledge systems 

• Human centred design and ethnography redux 

• Reconfiguring design ethnography
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Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research  
     (research through design)

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

3



Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research 
     (research through design) 

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

4



Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research 
     (research through design) 

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

5



Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research 
     (research through design) 

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

6



Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research 
     (research through design) 

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

7



Three waves of HCI
0.  Practice-based research 
     (research through design) 

1. Dominance of cognitive science  
(modelling devices, users and  
interactions; research for design)

2. Turn to the social  
(ethnomethodology prominent) 

3. Affective psychology 
(user experience, interest in ‘critical design’, influenced 
decisively by the arts and humanities, ‘anything goes’)

Worksites  Everywhere
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Human (‘user’) centred design

• If humans are the 
focus, the centre 
of attention — 
How can we truly 
‘understand’ them 
(their behaviour, 
feelings, thoughts, 
needs, …?)
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Human (‘user’) centred design

• If humans are the 
focus, the centre 
of attention — 
How can we truly 
‘understand’ them 
(their behaviour, 
feelings, thoughts, 
needs, …?)

‘Interpreting’ cultures
Taking a turn to the social is by no means a straightforward matter however, 
not least because of the vast array of competing accounts or descriptions as to 
how human activities are socially organised in the actions and interactions of 
people. Simply put, the problem in turning to the social is one of describing the 
sociality of conduct in an adequate  fashion. This is not simply a sociological 
problem but one that goes to the heart of design as it follows that 
inadequate descriptions of practical conduct – of work – in which 
systems are to be embedded can but result in inadequate designs. 
Designs that is, which are not particularly responsive to the actual 
circumstances of their use.  
(Crabtree, Wild Sociology: Ethnography and Design, 2001)
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Thick description



• Where does the term come from? 
- Gilbert Ryle — ‘The Thinking of 

Thoughts: What is Le Penseur Doing?’ 
and ‘Thinking and Reflecting’ (1968) 

- Clifford Geertz — The Interpretation of 
Cultures (1973)

Thick description
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Thick description
•What does it mean? Ryle… 

‣ Blinks (involuntary twitches) and winks … 
and parodies of winks, and rehearsals of 
parodies of winks 

‣ Thin description of the rehearser: ‘rapidly 
contracting his right eyelid’ 

‣ Thick description of the rehearser: ‘practicing a 
burlesque of a friend faking a wink to deceive an 
innocent into thinking a conspiracy is in motion’
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•What does it mean? Geertz… 
‣ Cultural analysis is an interpretative, decoding 

practice 

‣ The raw observational material collected by an 
ethnographer is too thin, 

‣ Our detailed, layered interpretations of local 
(situated) happenings make up thick description 

‣ But the thickest of descriptions can still only be 
based on what the locals tell (instruct) us

Thick description
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•What does it mean? 
‣ Cultural analysis is an 

practice

‣ The raw observational material collected by an 
ethnographer is too 

‣ Our detailed, layered interpretations of local 
(situated) happenings make up thick description

‣ B
based on what the locals tell (instruct) us

Thick description

‘what we call our data are really our own 
constructions of other people’s constructions 
of what they and their compatriots are up to’

The native’s point of view?
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•What does it mean? 
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practice

‣ The raw observational material collected by an 
ethnographer is too 

‣ Our detailed, layered interpretations of local 
(situated) happenings make up thick description

‣ B
based on what the locals tell (instruct) us

Thick description

‘most of what we need to comprehend a 
particular event, ritual, custom, idea or whatever 
is insinuated as background information before 
the thing itself is directly examined’

18



•What does it mean? 
‣ Cultural analysis is an 

practice

‣ The raw observational material collected by an 
ethnographer is too 

‣ Our detailed, layered interpretations of local 
(situated) happenings make up thick description

‣ B
based on what the locals tell (instruct) us

Thick description

‘most of what we need to comprehend a 
particular event, ritual, custom, idea or whatever 
is insinuated as background information before 
the thing itself is directly examined’

What everyone knows… 
commonsense knowledge
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Understanding 
commonsense knowledge



Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically

‘the%people’%–%
members%of%a%%

culture/collec4vity%

ethno%%% % %%%%%methodology%
% their%methods%

(of%prac4cal%reasoning%
and%ac4on,%their%‘prac4cal%

sociology’)%

Ethnomethodology%=%%
the%study%of%members’%methods%
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• Studying the ‘work’ of any setting’s members to 
accomplish the naturally occurring activities in which 
they are involved – that is, the work of being anyone, 
doing anything (not necessarily paid labour) 

• Derives from Harvey Sacks’ reflections on doing 
‘Being Ordinary’:  

No matter how mundane and familiar our activities 
might be, it takes practical effort on our behalf, and 
on that of the others involved too, to make them 
happen

Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically
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• Studying the ‘work’ of any setting’s members to 
accomplish the naturally occurring activities in which 
they are involved – that is, the work of being anyone, 
doing anything (not necessarily paid labour) 

• Derives from Harvey Sacks’ reflections on doing 
‘Being Ordinary’: 

No matter how mundane and familiar our activities 
might be, it takes practical effort on our behalf, and 
on that of the others involved too, to make them 
happen

Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically

The phenomenon: 
The ‘achieved ordinariness’ of our 
social world
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• Any setting’s work is ‘naturally accountable’ 
- The members of a setting can see the work that 

is going on around them … and know what it is 
that they and the other parties to the work are 
doing 

- Members can unproblematically offer a natural 
account of what they can see and what they 
are doing that others will recognise too

Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically
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• Any setting’s work is ‘naturally accountable’ 
- The members of a setting can see the work that 

is going on around them … 
that they and the other parties to the work are 
doing 

- Members can unproblematically offer a natural 
account of what they can see and what they 
are doing that others will recognise too

Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically

The upshot: 
In doing their work members display for others what 
it is they are doing…
and by making visible what they are doing, others 
can see and recognise what is being done and can 
then coordinate their actions accordingly

an (observable) ‘architecture of intersubjectivity’
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• Any setting’s work is ‘naturally accountable’ 
- The members of a setting can see the work that 

is going on around them … 
that they and the other parties to the work are 
doing 

- Members can unproblematically offer a natural 
account of what they can see and what they 
are doing that others will recognise too

Seeing the world 
ethnomethodologically

Hunting the animal in the foliage: 
How is something – actions, activities, 
identities, places, objects, etc – visibly 
(accountably) done, recognisably what it 
‘is’ / what ‘everyone around here knows’?
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• Descriptive accounts (inscriptions) that make 
instructably observable the work of a setting 
and its accountable organisation for the 
members who do it 

• These accounts rely on the development of a 
members’ competence in a setting’s work 

• Plainly, analysis is not something that happens 
after fieldwork, but runs through it

Ethnomethodological  
thick description
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Ethnomethodologically informed  
research and design

• Large scale document production (Pycock et al, 1998) 

• Ethnographically-informed systems design for air traffic control 
(Bentley et al, 1992) 

Collections of papers and reports on ethnomethodologically informed 
ethnography — 

Paul Luff, Jon Hindmarsh and Christian Heath (eds.) 2000. Workplace 
Studies: Recovering Work Practice and Informing System Design. 

Richard Harper (ed.) 2011. The Connected Home: The Future of 
Domestic Life 

Margaret Szymanski and Jack Whalen (eds.) 2011. Making Work 
Visible: Ethnographically Grounded Case Studies of Work Practice.
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http://www.xrce.xerox.com/Research-Development/Publications/1998-103
http://ftp.dcs.ed.ac.uk/teaching/cs4/www/hci/sixteen/atc.pdf
http://www.cambridge.org/us/academic/subjects/sociology/organisational-sociology/workplace-studies-recovering-work-practice-and-informing-system-design
http://www.springer.com/gp/book/9780857294753
http://www.cambridge.org/it/academic/subjects/management/organisation-studies/making-work-visible-ethnographically-grounded-case-studies-work-practice


Ethnography  
and ‘implications for design’

(T)he ‘implications for design’ approach…involves a reading 
of ethnography as purely methodological, and by the 
same token, as equivalent to other empirical approaches…, 
to be selectively deployed as needed. The ethnographer, in 
this view, is a passive instrument, a lens through which a 
specimen setting might be examined, with the ethnography 
providing an objective representation of that setting. What 
is missed is the extent that ethnography is always, 
inherently, a perspectival view, and that this perspectival 
quality is critical to what ethnography is.

(Dourish, Implications for design, 544)
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Ethnography  
and ‘implications for design’

(T)he ‘implications for design’ approach…involves a reading 
of 
same token, as equivalent to other empirical approaches…, 
to be selectively deployed as needed. The ethnographer, in 
this view, is a passive instrument, a lens through which a 
specimen setting might be examined, with the ethnography 
providing an objective representation of that setting. 
is missed is the extent that ethnography is always, 
inherently, a perspectival view
quality is critical to what ethnography is.

(Dourish, Implications for design, 544)

Reading ethnographic inquiry too narrowly, 
constraining ethnographic studies in ways that fail 
to do justice to the kinds of insights that they can 
provide
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Ethnography  
and ‘implications for design’

(T)he ‘implications for design’ approach…involves a reading 
of 
same token, as equivalent to other empirical approaches…, 
to be selectively deployed as needed. The ethnographer, in 
this view, is a passive instrument, a lens through which a 
specimen setting might be examined, with the ethnography 
providing an objective representation of that setting. 
is missed is the extent that ethnography is always, 
inherently, a perspectival view
quality is critical to what ethnography is.

(Dourish, Implications for design, 544)

But to be honest, ethnomethodological inquiries 
on system design and work have produced 
more critiques, programmatic analyses, and 
research reports than successful designs.
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Ethnography  
and ‘implications for design’

(T)he ‘implications for design’ approach…involves a reading 
of 
same token, as equivalent to other empirical approaches…, 
to be selectively deployed as needed. The ethnographer, in 
this view, is a passive instrument, a lens through which a 
specimen setting might be examined, with the ethnography 
providing an objective representation of that setting. 
is missed is the extent that ethnography is always, 
inherently, a perspectival view
quality is critical to what ethnography is.

(Dourish, Implications for design, 544)

And note: Not all ethnographic inquiry is 
ethnomethodological in its orientation!
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The native’s point of view: 
Practitioner ‘expertise’



• The ideal: Learn to be a competent practitioner / 
member 

• The practicality: With the practices of specialized 
populations and work communities, this can be quite 
difficult 

• The result: ‘Hybrid studies’ 
- “Done by outsiders who are also insiders … who have as their 

aim that practitioners in the specialty area being studied will 
be as interested in the studies as professional sociologists.”*

Ethnomethodology’s  
‘unique adequacy criteria’

*Anne%Warfield%Rawls,%�Editors%Introduc7on�to%Harold%Garfinkel,%Ethnomethodology�s-Program:-Working-Out--
--Durkheim�s-Aphorism%%
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The setting: Emergency communications

36



Expert systems vs systems for experts

Paper run  
sheets CAD dispatch screen
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Expert systems vs systems for experts
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Expert systems vs systems for experts

<<
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Expert systems vs systems for experts

Old	
  ‘manual’	
  system

New,	
  semi-­‐
automated	
  expert	
  
system	
  –	
  dependent	
  
on	
  incident	
  code	
  
entered	
  by	
  call-­‐taker

40



Expert systems vs systems for experts

Old	
  ‘manual’	
  system

New,	
  semi-­‐
automated	
  expert	
  
system	
  –	
  dependent	
  
on	
  incident	
  code	
  
entered	
  by	
  call-­‐taker

Machine-as-prosthesis
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‘Smart’ call centres?
• ‘Smart’ technology (that could perhaps replace 

human expertise with machine intelligence) was 
considered a key enabler by Xerox management 

• In the customer service organisation, they were 
already employing an expert system, called Case-
Point, to diagnose document machine problems 
over the phone… 

• and, if possible, instruct callers in fixing the 
problem 

42



‘Smart’ call centres?
• Every service problem solved  

over the phone saves Xerox  
$396  

• Other reasons given for using 
 an expert system 

‣ High employee turnover makes 
it costly to train reps about 
document machine operation 
(xerography) 

‣ Case-Point could be used by 
novices 

The 
business 

case
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‘Smart’ call centres?

How it is 
supposed 

to work

Descrip(on+
provided+by+the+

call+taker+

A+list+of+ques(ons+associated+with+the+
top+case+

The+most+likely+cases+given+the+
answers+thus+far++

Answers+
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‘Smart’ call centres?

How it is 
supposed 

to work

Descrip(on+
provided+by+the+

call+taker+

A+list+of+ques(ons+associated+with+the+
top+case+

The+most+likely+cases+given+the+
answers+thus+far++

Answers+

To get to the right diagnosis:
1. The customer’s description must match 

(somewhat) the rep’s description of the 
case

2. The rep must ask all the questions
3. The customer must give truthful answers
4. The rep must select the correct answers
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Case-Point in the real world



Expert systems vs systems for experts



Communal knowledge, expertise 
and informtion technology
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The Eureka story
• Eureka’s origins as an AI project: 

Developing an expert system to help 
technicians diagnose and fix 
machines (machine-as-prosthesis) 

• Why this was wrong, and how we 
learned this… 

• Observing everyday practice: 
inventiveness in the field  
and local/indigenous knowledge-
sharing 

• Honouring and building on  
these practices to create Eureka…
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The Eureka story
• Necessity is the mother of invention

- Technicians frequently invent new solutions, keep ‘crib 
sheets’ of solutions to jog their memories, share war stories 
with their local work groups 

• We realised we could build on these communal practices 
— we could turn AI on its head, with the work community 
becoming the ‘expert system’ 

• We also realised we had to co-design the system with them 
— as well as provide for control over the system by the 
technician community … but this had never been done 
before in Xerox
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The Eureka story

The 
concept
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The Eureka story

The 
concept
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The Eureka story
• Engaging the technician 

community 

- We started in France … they had 
the worst service performance 
and both management and the 
field technicians were open to 
change 

- Field experiments with laptops ... 
and then national implementation 
on French Telecom’s Minitel 
system
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The Eureka story
• Engaging the technician 

community 

- Quebecois technicians had 
learned of the French results and 
reached out to us, which led to 
co-designing a very simple 
‘community server-laptop client’ 
system for Quebec… 

- with a participatory deployment 
strategy across the country led by 
Eureka leaders from Quebec
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The Eureka story
• Management reaction in the USA to the whole 

idea of Eureka was very negative, regardless 
of want had happened in France and Canada 

- They believed that ‘quality service’ depended 
on good documentation – the repair analysis 
procedures (RAPs) in the manual, written by 
engineers who designed the machines – and 
technicians should simply follow the RAPs 

- Technicians need not – and should not! – invent 
their own solutions (‘We don’t want them to be 
cowboys!’)

The 
battle 

for 
America
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The Eureka story
• We turned to guerrilla methods (and 

relationships we had built in the field) to 
engage the technician community across 
the USA and spread Eureka in the field 

• After three years of struggle, there were so 
many technicians promoting Eureka that 
Xerox management had to listen … but it 
was a purely technical feature of the 
system (and not its socio-technical value) 
that finally led them to concede

The 
battle 

for 
America
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The Eureka story
• Diagnosing unusual, 

costly failures 
• Workarounds 
• Easing the job 
• Comments on official 

documentation 
• And pretty much any 

other information that 
technicians believe 
could be helpful

What’s in a 
Eureka tip?
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The Eureka story
• Diagnosing unusual, 

costly failures 
• Workarounds
• Easing the job 
• Comments on official 

documentation 
• And pretty much any 

other information that 
technicians believe 
could be helpful
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The Eureka story
• Over 15,000 technicians 

around the world were using 
the system… 

• to solve over 750,000 
problems each year (and this 
does not take into account 
the communal learning 
benefits)… 

• for an annual savings to 
Xerox of $15M

Eureka 
results
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The Eureka story

Eureka 
results

[$40,000] 
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Research through design
Community

Who?
• Boundaries
• Membership
• Subgroups
• Neighbors

Where?
• Location
• Proximity
• Role of comm tech

Knowledge

What?
• Valued knowledge
• Kinds or forms
• Natural categories
 

Why?
• Sharing
• Kinds shared
• Motivations

Sharing

How?
• Routines
• Stories, requests
• Tech mediation
• Tech integration

When?
• Conditions
• Times
• Events
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Research through design

62



Human centred design 
and ethnography 

(redux)



Human (‘user’) centred design

• If humans are the 
focus, the centre 
of attention — 
How can we truly 
‘understand’ them 
(their behaviour, 
feelings, thoughts, 
needs, …?)

The turn to the arts
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Human (‘user’) centred design

• If humans are the 
focus, the centre 
of attention — 
How can we truly 
‘understand’ them 
(their behaviour, 
feelings, thoughts, 
needs, …?)

?
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Ethnomethodology  
and design?

Research for design 
versus 

Research through design



Ethnomethodology  
and design?

Research for design 
versus 

research / art / ‘intervention’  
as inspiration to design
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Ethnomethodology  
and design?

Research for design 
and 

research / art / ‘intervention’ 
as 

Designers, engineers 
as gatekeepers
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Constructing situations 

Producing 
disorganisation



Create 
provocative  

events / 
situations
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Create 
provocative  

‘probes’ 
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Create 
provocative  

‘probes’ 



Create 
provocative  

‘probes’ 

Not ‘findings’

Rather, ‘returns’…

for inspiration

We did not analyse the 
probe returns

We used texture and 
landmarks to tell stories



• Engage in conversation with 
others with the assumption that 
what the other person says is 
directed by hidden motives. 

• Bargain for standard priced 
merchandise in a store. 

• Play tic-tac-toe where you ask 
the other player to make the first 
move, then erase that mark and 
move it to another square before 
making your responding move. 

• Stand very, very close to a 
person while engaging in 
otherwise innocuous 
conversation.

Breaching 
experiments*  

*Garfinkel warns these 
should not properly be called 
experiments, but more 
accurately, demonstrations 
meant to produce 
disorganised interaction.

74

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Experiment


Breaching 
experiments*  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Reconfiguring  
design ethnography



Ethnography and design
Concern'for'what'could'be:'a'design'orienta5on'

Concern'for'what'is:'a'research'orienta5on'

Move'of'users'
toward'
researchers'
and'designers'

Move'of'
researchers'
and'designers'
toward'users'

Steen,&M.&(2011).&
Tensions&in&human6
centred&design,&
CoDesign:*
Interna/onal*Journal*
of*CoCrea/on*in*
Design*and*the*Arts,&
7(1),&45660.&&
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Concern'for'what'is:'a'research'orienta5on'

Move'of'users'
toward'
researchers'
and'designers'

Move'of'
researchers'
and'designers'
toward'users'

Steen,&M.&(2011).&
Tensions&in&human6
centred&design,&
CoDesign:*
Interna/onal*Journal*
of*CoCrea/on*in*
Design*and*the*Arts,&
7(1),&45660.&&

?

Ethnography and design
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Concern'for'what'could'be:'a'design'orienta5on'

Concern'for'what'is:'a'research'orienta5on'

Move'of'users'
toward'
researchers'
and'designers'

Move'of'
researchers'
and'designers'
toward'users'

Steen,&M.&(2011).&
Tensions&in&human6
centred&design,&
CoDesign:*
Interna/onal*Journal*
of*CoCrea/on*in*
Design*and*the*Arts,&
7(1),&45660.&&

Design  
ethnography

Ethnography and design
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Concern'for'what'could'be:'a'design'orienta5on'

Concern'for'what'is:'a'research'orienta5on'

Move'of'users'
toward'
researchers'
and'designers'

Move'of'
researchers'
and'designers'
toward'users'

Steen,&M.&(2011).&
Tensions&in&human6
centred&design,&
CoDesign:*
Interna/onal*Journal*
of*CoCrea/on*in*
Design*and*the*Arts,&
7(1),&45660.&&

Design  
ethnography

Ethnography and design

Discovering people’s worldly ways and heartfelt 
desires through an ethnography of communal 
engagement that seeks inspiration, not simply 
data, that is based on empathy, not detachment.
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Thank you


