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PAPER SESSION 1
Making Culture Visible

Curators: JAMIE SHERMAN, Intel & TIFFANY ROMAIN, Turnitin

The papers in this session focus on a wide array of topics that individually shed light on how people
are struggling to understand emerging technologies from self-driving cars to surveillance systems
to ridesharing services and changing social and cultural practices in spaces as disparate as inner-
city libraries, rural farms, and urban planning offices. Collectively, they bring our attention to the
underlying cultural sense-making that shapes consumer engagement and demonstrate the ongoing
dialectic between continuity and change. More, they show what revealing these underlying patterns
can enable organizations and practitioners to do. By seeing how hope, freedom, autonomy,
democracy, ownership, and social norms intersect and interact with infrastructure, institutions, and
products, the papers in this section suggest new ways of measuring impact, designing platforms
and interfaces, and indeed thinking about the role and relationship between ethnographer,
institution, and community.
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Papers 1 - Making Culture Visible

To Have and Have Not: Exploring Grammars of Sharing in the
Context of Urban Mobility

ANNA ZAVYALOVA
Stripe Partners

This paper explores cultural differences in the practices of car sharing in the context of urban mobility. Challenging the
all too frequent and often uncriticial uses of the term “sharing economy”, we argue for a more granular representation of
practices that occur when “sharing” meets “economy”, focusing on the tensions that characterise people’s embodied
experiences of carpooling. By exploring emergent behaviour conventions, this paper seeks to highlight the ethnographic
value of shifting perspectives between different players in car sharing transactions. We aim to offer a fresh,
ethnographically rich and critical perspective on practices of mobility sharing in the context of an industry in flux.

Keywords: consumption, mobility, sociality, transportation, sharing econony
INTRODUCTION

The “sharing economy” has had the attention of the anthropological community since the
dawn of the Internet, with the likes of eBay and Craigslist, back in the 1990s, beginning to
transform the lives of ordinary people for whom historically sharing has been limited to
known social networks, friends and families and local communities (Schor 2014). It remains
unclear when exactly the term was coined and what its original meaning implied. An
umbrella category rather than a strictly defined concept, “sharing economy’ has since its
conception come to comprise a wide range of distinctly different phenomena: from
collaborative to access-based consumption, from peer economy to asset-free business
models. Formally defined as “an economic system in which assets or services are shared
between private individuals, either free or for a fee, typically by means of the Internet”
(Oxford English Dictionary), sharing economy’s ever-expanding label has been attached to a
large number of hybrid market transactions. Online marketspaces (eBay and Craigslist), peet-
to-peer accommodation (Airbnb, Couchsurfing), travel (Blablacar, Tripr), tap and ride
services (Uber, Lyft) and social lending (Prosper, Lending Club), despite being hugely
different phenomena in both content and form, often get grouped together under sharing
economy’s bland, nondescript umbrella.

In a rapidly changing world, where society is becoming more liquid (Bauman 2007) and
markets are increasingly being replaced by networks (Bardhi & Eckhard 2012), the
temptation to group these together is high: they were indeed made possible by the same
technological advances, and rely on a similar business model. “Sharing economy” as an
analytical framework, however, fails to address the differences and granularities in the ways
these types of businesses actually operate and fit into people’s lives. It is too broad and vague
a term to be applicable to often strikingly different phenomena: while the underlying
business models are similar, the embodied experiences of the above-mentioned platforms
differ from country to country, from culture to culture, from person to person. As
boundaries are shifting between ownership and access, shared and personal, public and
private, our relationships with things, spaces and each other are similatly transforming.
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To fully understand the nature and the shape of some of the emerging practices of
sharing, we need a new language to help us get to the core of what happens when “sharing”
meets “economy”’. In order to achieve this, we suggest moving away from debating “sharing
economy” as a wider societal phenomenon, and instead look at more specific cases of
economic transactions that involve sharing spaces, services, costs and responsibilities. By
getting at the ethnographically rich core of particular sharing practices within the context of
economic transactions, we hope to arrive at more subtle and actionable insights that would
help us understand how ideas of ownership and freedom, responsibility and flexibility, are
changing across the world.

In this study, we have looked at one of the areas that’s been affected most dramatically
by the rise of the internet-enabled peet-to-peer networks — urban mobility. We are presently
witnessing the demise of the so called “old mobility”, a rigidly organised system with private
cars at its cosmic epicentre, and the dawn of a new kind of mobility: one that brings a future
“in which we would all be free to move in the greatest variety of ways” (Montgomery 2013).
Tap and ride services, such as Uber and Lyft, are classic examples of that futuristic vision.
They transform the ways in which we think about vehicles, routes and travel. They allow
more and more users across the globe to benefit from their competitive prices and mobile,
cashless interfaces. They change the way we think about city travel, planning and time.

Amongst the more recent additions to the global mobility marketplace are pooled
mobility services such as UberPool and Lyft Line (amongst many other local competitors).
These are built on algorithms that enable strangers to carpool together within a city, when
travelling in a similar direction, at a cheaper cost than if they were to use the setvice by
themselves. For the purposes of this article, when talking about carpooling, we distinguish
between two different types. Firstly, the well-established practices of ride sharing, or
carpooling, amongst close circles of friends and colleagues, organised on a regular or ad-hoc
basis by individuals themselves; these practices we refer to as nformal pooling. Secondly, by
Jformal pooling, we mean centralised app-based paid setvices that connect strangers travelling in
the same direction — such as UberPool. The latter practices are pivotal to the argument of
this paper. As a relatively recent phenomenon, studying them allows us to focus in on the
tensions that arise as people make sense of the new practice. We have not included cases of
shared car ownership in this study, focusing exclusively on instances of shared rides.

As cities are changing and car ownership becomes less attainable (Cheshire et al 2010),
with demand for freedom and flexibility growing (Bauman 2000; Levine 2009), practices of
sharing car rides with friends as well as with strangers find themselves in a liminal space
where old values clash against new opportunities. As travel norms and aspirations change
across locations, genders and generations, so do travel patterns. With cities undergoing
significant demographic, economic and infrastructural changes, our relationships with urban
landscapes are to a huge extent experienced and take on an embodied form through travel.
When we traverse urban landscapes, we create points of contact with different parts of the
city, appropriating and getting more intimate with some, while rejecting others. The modes
of transportation we choose for traversing those landscapes are linked to how we think and
feel about the city; what aspirations and values we have in life; who we want to be and how
we want to appear to others. Reasons behind choosing one transportation mode over
another can thus reach far and wide. They can say as much, if not more, about our identity
and values, as about our attitudes towards transportation. Sexualisation of the car (Miller
1997) and its linkage to higher socio-economic status has been commented on by a number
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of economic and urban anthropologists over the years (Freund 1993; Brandon 2002; Sheller
2004; Miller 2001b; Motavalli 2001; Sachs 2002). In a similar vein, this paper shows how
different transportation modes can be associated with a whole range of socio-economic and
phenomenological meanings.

Formal pooling thus enters a highly-saturated context, where people have tightly formed
relationships with different modes of transportation. Formal pooling practices relying on a
car as a vehicle are thus entangled in webs of meaning that reach beyond the realm of
mobility and transportation. An understanding of how formal pooling fits into one urban
landscape or another, cannot be achieved without looking at social, cultural and emotional
factors surrounding each journey.

It is important to emphasize from the outset that the theoretical and ethnographic
contribution of this paper does not attempt to address the whole body of “sharing
economy” debate, nor does it offer an in-depth discussion of anthropology of mobility.
What it seeks to do instead, is explore the liminal spaces and shifting perspectives shaping
people’s relationships with transportation modes, mobility marketplace, and with each other:
spaces between private and public, teleological and experiential, freedom and ownership.
What we find is a continuous oscillation between what’s perceived to be public and private
spaces, the social grammars that go with them; a compromise between the practical,
logistical elements of a journey, and the embodied experiences of it; a choice between being
and having, using and owning. These tensions come to define people’s perceptions and
experiences of formal pooling. By shifting perspectives between these categories, we hope to
move away from a discussion of sharing economy that is too broad and controversial to
have much use in applied ethnography. Instead, we focus on a very specific yet increasingly
relevant and fascinating instantiation of urban mobility, which involves sharing resources,
spaces and responsibilities.

In this paper, we argue for the need to focus on how car sharing is conceived and
practiced by family and friend groups, colleagues, strangers and drivers; bow it is
transforming the mobility landscape and Aow it is reconfiguring our relationships with cities
and with each other. With this approach, we hope to get closer to a more fluid
understanding of this specific form of sharing practice, and glance at what the future of
pooled mobility might look like.

To fully understand why and how attitudes to car ownership are changing and why formal
pooling services like UberPool are successful in some cultural geographies and not in others,
we will start by exploring three mobility landscapes, outlining the limitations of existing
public transportation services, tracing pain points experienced by local commuters, and
exploring existent practices of informal and formal pooling. We will then look at the wide
spectrum between the functional “why’s” and “how’s” of pooling, and look at the cultural,
social, and emotional factors affecting people’s choices.

In this study, we looked at formal and informal pooling practices and attitudes across
three cities: London (UK), Ahmedabad (India) and Sio Paulo (Brazil). Over a period of
three weeks we conducted 45 interviews mixed with immersive travel and commuting
activities, participant observation and interactive exercises. Our research focused on
documenting and investigating different commute and travel modes, secking to understand
existing cultural, social, economic, functional and logistical drivers and barriers to pooled
mobility, as well as already established practices of short and long distance informal vehicle
share.
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Hugely different but comparably vast, populous and congested, the three cities have
unique and intricate mobility landscapes, across which millions of people navigate daily, to
work and to home, to shops, hospitals, schools and night clubs, constantly trading off
different needs and priorities, negotiating between being a driver and a passenger, an owner
and a user. Often locked in by circumstances, commuters are seeking creative and elaborate
ways to traverse their cities, making sense of formal pooling, as more and more car sharing
solutions emerge in the market. In some places, formal pooling is a practice that doesn’t
have clear rules of engagement, causing significant tensions among unaccustomed users, who
are yet to learn pooling’s do’s and don’ts. In others, people find that they ate already “fluent”
in the grammar of car sharing. To have or have not, to own or to share, to be or to seem —
these are but a few questions they are facing. Exploring these granularities of ownership and
use, sharing and exchange, is key to situating formal pooling in the urban mobility landscape,
if we are to avoid politicising the discourse and instead get at its ethnographically rich core.

A TALE OF THREE CITIES
Sao Paulo

A commuter’s journey — It’s 5:50pm in Sio Paulo, as Fabio, a 33-year wholesale energy
salesman, leaves his office in the busy Vila Olimpia. He walks over to a nearby bus stop to
catch his bus home. Home is in Santos, a costal suburb 55km south east off the city - or
rather, one and a half hours’ commute, for travel here is not measured in distance, but in
hours spent on the road. Distances are abstract, rendered meaningless by the webs of bad
roads, heavy congestion, temperamental climate and poor infrastructure. Time is more
certain, and a lot of it gets wasted every day by Paulistano commuters.

Fabio’s commute is in fact comparatively pleasant by Sdo Paulo standards. His employer
pays for a “fretado” bus — a chartered service for forty odd people. It runs from Santos to
Vila Olimpia. Fabio — and everyone else on the bus — gets his own seat, a blanket and a
pillow. “If I’'m not on the bus, they will put my blanket and cushion up in the overhead
locker, it will wait for me there until the next trip. The bus is like a family”. Fabio and his
fellow co-riders make a real effort to have an active relationship with the service and with
each other, taking on responsibilities and creating a more personal travel space. Fabio is
good friends with twelve of the regular commuters. They created a WhatsApp group, where
they can let others know if they are running late and need the bus to wait for them. One of
the bus conductors has recently joined the group to provide better logistical support and
timing information to the passengers, simply by messaging them.

Fabio will make it home by 7:40pm. If he had chosen to go back to his parents’ home in
Sio Paulo, which is much closer, he wouldn’t be home until 9pm. “Thanks to this service,
the journey is easier and quicker than the shorter distance commute within Sdo Paulo”. The
day before we met, Fabio had taken an UberPool back to his parents’ place. Having bought
an expensive drone that day, he didn’t want to be on public transport, which is considered
unsafe; and a private taxi (or even an Uber X) would have been too expensive. The pooled
journey took him painful four hours and a half. The extreme congestion in the city means
you never know how long you will be stuck in traffic for — diversions are long and
undesirable, particularly in the less safe parts of the city.
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Public transport — Sio Paulo is home and work place to 12 million people and a regional
population of 21.1 million. The public transport infrastructure struggles to serve them —
particularly failing those living in less wealthy and more populous suburbs in the south. A
rail and metro network takes over five million passengers daily, however remains too small
to adequately cater to the city’s growing needs. A fleet of buses carries another five million
every day, but these offer little in terms of safety, efficiency and comfort. First and last mile
challenges are severe, with no services to connect major arteries to new communities and
settlements. Residents have no alternatives but to use what there is to make long duration
journeys across large distances. Sdo Paulo traffic jams infamously span over hundreds of
kilometres. They are exacerbated by frequent rainfalls, which often lead to floods, drainage
failure and falling trees that destroy electrical wiring and stop the operation of the traffic
lights.

Whether in the context of crowded buses serving poorer neighbourhoods, or that of
queuing on a platform to get on a train, personal safety is always on people’s minds.
Accounts of being mugged and held at gun point were shared by a high number of people
we spoke to. Female commuters are particulatly wary of taking certain types of transport and
walking home by themselves in the more peripheral parts of the city. As public transport is
considered unsafe, WhatsApp is extensively used by people to create a safer travel
environment. Since waiting for buses outside is considered particularly dangerous,
WhatsApp “communities” are formed by bus passengers and drivers. They alert those on the
route ahead when the bus is about to arrive. This allows people to wait in a safe indoor
space, knowing exactly when to come out and hop on. This civic, bottom-up engagement
with public transportation system, enabled by social media, allows Paulistanos to better
navigate the risks and the dangers of public transport commuting.

Private cars — As public transport struggles to keep up with the needs of a growing
population, car ownership is rapidly expanding. There are presently 4.2 million cars in the
Municipality of Sdo Paulo. Cars are seen as mobile enclaves that provide shelter and offer a
more comfortable experience. Car ownership is also linked to higher socio-economic status,
and have long been seen as a rite of passage for the aspiring middle classes.

In recent years, however, high congestion and lack of parking spaces make younger
generations reconsider their priorities: perception of who you are in society as being linked
to the transportation you use is visibly changing. Increasingly, more and more urban users
are moving away from the ownership ideal and towards increased flexibility. This move is
exacerbated by tough economic circumstances and decreased ability to purchase a personal
vehicle.

Taxis — While extensive taxi fleets provide good services across much of the city, these are
expensive and therefore not an option for many of the city’s residents — particularly in view
of the ongoing recession, which is on everybody’s mind. Access to bus lanes is an advantage,
making taxis the first choice in contexts of urgency. However, the landscape is highly
competitive with Uber, Taxi99 and EasyTaxi offering similar services for much less. Being
allowed to drive in bus lanes, legacy taxis travel through the city much more quickly than the
new services. However, new services offer the same level of comfort at a lower price — the
combination of comfort and affordability trumping the need to be on time.
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Informal pooling — Informal pooling is well established in Sdo Paulo. For shorter distances,
school runs, neighbour and colleague pools are popular, especially amongst those living on
the periphery. Such pools are typically organised through WhatsApp. “We have a WhatsApp
group for parents with kids in the building block — we all trust each other even though we
haven’t all met each other”, Dario told us. He is also a member of a WhatsApp group for
people living in his condominium, which he frequently uses for finding and offering lifts.

For longer, intra-city journeys, Facebook is the first place to go. “Carona” groups, where
long distance routes can be searched, are created by individual users for specific routes and
times. “There are 256 people on the Ride Santo to Sdo Paulo Facebook Page. It has grown
from 50 three months ago” Fabio, who watches this space closely, told us. These informal,
smaller user-driven initiatives are significantly more popular than services like Blablacar (a
ride-sharing online community connecting people looking to shatre long distance journeys).
Facebook is heavily relied on by Paulistanos in day to day life: upon meeting new people,
one typically “checks their profile”, looking for subtle cues and visual clues. “It takes me one
look at someone’s Facebook profile and I can tell what kind of person they are and if I can
feel safe around them” Carmela, a 26-year old Paulistana, told us. Many others agreed.
Facebook thus satisfies people’s need for personal safety and security, by allowing them to
make fine-grained judgements based on profile pictures, education and personal tastes,
which the likes of Blablacar doesn’t offer.

Formal pooling — In a city where transport infrastructure is highly insufficient, formal
pooling comes to fill an acutely felt gap. New mobility solutions (such as UberPool and its
local competitors) are emerging, rapidly becoming a part of the strained mobility landscape.
The likes of UberPool and 99POP eliminate first and last mile challenges and provide a
shelter from the heat and the rain, while still being affordable. Andre, 41 years old and
working for an education consultancy, takes an UberPool to work every day. It offers him
doort to door connectivity and A/C, while costing only $R3 more than a bus, whete he
wouldn’t get a seat after having walked to the bus stop for ten minutes in the heat, up and
down the city’s hilly landscape. “I cannot arrive at a meeting and be all sweaty, or wet from
the rain” Marcela similatly told us. Even if it’s a walkable distance, because of the hills and
the weather she will not walk; with taxis being too expensive for regular use, UberPool and
99POP come to save the day.

The general friendliness and sociality of the city’s residents provides a natural home for
formal pooling. Teresa, a 41-year-old social worker, shared a story of Uber-pooling during
the World Cup, watching a football game together with fellow riders on a smartphone,
getting the car to stop and celebrate each time their team scored. “We didn’t care we were
late. We were having fun, we even got beers at a kiosk and celebrated”.

The norms around interaction are well established, with most people knowing how to
“play it” and how to “go with the flow”. When Felipe gets into an UberPool, he says “hello”
and “how ate you”, waiting to see whether other riders “take the bait” and begin to chat. If
they do, the journey is filled with amicable conversation; if they don’t, it’s “headphones on
mode”; no one will feel offended. In a similar vein, Marcela, a 40-year old Paulistana residing
in the wealthy Consolo¢io neighbourhood, spoke about how easy it was to establish a social
dynamic that everybody is happy with. “Sometimes you talk to people, sometimes you get
the impression that they don’t want to talk, and both are fine. It really depends on everyone
else in the car”.
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Uber and other tap and ride services generally feel safer than the public transport: they
offer a small, sheltered space and a driver who oversees everything that goes on in the car.
At the same time, however, formal pooling vehicles attract a high degree of criminal activity.
Since Uber introduced cash payments in Summer 2016, the number of attacks on Uber
drivers and passengers has skyrocketed from an average of 13 per month eatlier in the year
to 141 per month in the rest of the year!. An UberPool carrying multiple passengers is
automatically at a higher risk of being robbed — something both drivers and riders are all too
aware of. Many drivers we spoke to admitted to feeling unsafe driving to certain parts of the
city, however, have little choice as they don’t get to see the destination until they accept the
ride. “Since cash payments were introduced”, Catlos told us, “I no longer work after 9pm, as
I don’t want to risk going somewhere dangerous late at night, particularly if I have several
passengers carrying cash on them”.

Younger and female family members taking UberPool or 99POP journeys, use
WhatsApp as a safety tool - to check in with their parents throughout the journey. “Our
daughter always messages the family group when she gets into the car — to tell us where she
is, who else is in the car, what the number plate is. That way we don’t have to worty too
much”, Jose told us.

London

A commuter’s journey — It is 7:10am in London and Chris is getting in the car to take his
sons to the tube station (sometimes he would get a minicab, to avoid having to find parking).
At 7:20am he picks up a friend’s son James, who goes to the same school as his boys. At
7:30am he drops them off at the Ruislip Garden station. They take the Piccadilly line to their
school in Ealing. Chris parks his car somewhere in between Ruislip Garden and Ruislip
Manor stations — this is where he can find a free parking place: closer to the station is always
full, and is £8-12 a day. He then walks to Ruislip Manor station and continues his journey to
work, using public transport — he would never drive into London because of how bad the
inner-city traffic is.

Chris is married with two sons (aged 12 and 15). He lives in Ruislip, a green suburb 16
miles northwest of Central London (45-60 mins travel by public transport). He is known to
his friends and neighbours as the “Uber-dad”, as he is always picking up and dropping off
kids, his own and others’. He spends every Sunday afternoon planning for the week ahead.
While the kids’ routine is fixed, the parents’ afternoon schedules are often changing which is
why it’s important to make a new plan every Sunday.

There are five stations near his home, however each is 15-20 minutes’ walk away, with
no public transport solution. He has to plan bringing and picking his sons up from the
station, as well as figure out transportation for their social and sporting activities. Chris has
different streams of communication that are directly related to car sharing arrangements. He
uses texts with his sons and his wife to agree on bringing and picking up the kids. These are
one-on-one relationships that are “strictly functional” and informative. He is also a member
of a WhatsApp group where kids’ afterschool and weekend activities are arranged by the
parents. This group has a livelier social dynamic and interactions; run by parents who have
known each other for years, it mainly revolves around football activities for the kids. Because

1 S4o Paulo Public Safety Secretariat, Reuters
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social activities are malleable and can change, the dynamic nature of conversation allows for
more flexibility.

Public transport — Finding first and last mile solutions, arranging school runs, working on
the go — are tasks many Londoners have to deal with in one way or another. Greater London
is home to 8.6 million people. Over four fifths of the city’s workforce commutes into work
from within this area, heavily relying on the extensive network of public transport services
operating across the city’s six fare zones. The established public transportation system has a
wide reach, and is generally seen to be good and reliable. This means that Londoners have
high expectations towards the transportation system. It needs to work, and it needs to be
reliable, as punctuality is critical for professionals, especially in the peak morning hours.

Private cars — Roads, on the other hand, are something Londoners have very little faith in.
Since utility and efficiency are the key drivers behind modal choices, most would never
consider commuting into work by car, as roads are considered to be “broken” and the city is
seen as “not a place to drive”. Presently, London’s 2.56 m cars equate to 0.3 cars per adult?.
An increasing number of households opt out of having a car, particularly those living in
Inner London3, where congestion is at its worst and parking is excruciatingly expensive and
difficult to find. As inner city is heavily congested, cars are not seen as a viable option for
peak hour commute. A parent like Chris might be doing a pooled school run locally in the
eatly hours of the morning, picking up neighbours’ kids, counting on the favour to be
reciprocated. Nevertheless, while Chris loves his car, he will not be driving into the city to
work, nor would he be Uber pooling to cover the last mile to a client’s office. Reliability and
punctuality are the priorities for Londoners — they can therefore not leave chances to
congestion when being somewhere on time is at stake.

Taxis — Despite the congestion, the number of taxis, including traditional black cabs, various
mini cab services and tap and ride apps like Uber, continues to grow*. Uber, having entered
the scene just before the 2012 Olympics, now accounts for 40,000 drivers (twice as many as
black cab drivers), increasingly putting the old-school black cab drivers out of jobs. While
considered a different experience altogether in comparison to black cabs — cars less
comfortable, drivers “don’t know where they are going” — the 30 percent lower fares
nevertheless contribute to Ubet’s ever-growing popularity. Black cabs are a luxury, used by
few, or on special occasions. Ubers, on the other hand, are becoming part of the weekly
routine for many.

Informal pooling — Well-established in the suburbs, informal car sharing is not generally
widespread, and is mostly done within very close circles of friends, neighbours and
colleagues. School runs, commutes shared between colleagues, neighbourhood pooling with
“strangers that we know” — are some examples of where informal pooling fits into
Londoners’ lives. Two respondents working in creative industries told us how producers

2 Transport for London, Road Task Work — Technical Note 12, 2012
3 LSE Cities, Towards New Urban Mobility, 2015
4 Department for Transport, Taxi and Private Hire Vehicle Statistics: England 2015
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typically encourage them to carpool together — to save costs and get everyone to arrive at the
same time.

Pooled trips with colleagues are better value, however, are not necessarily the most
pleasant way of travelling for some, particularly on the journey home. Andrew, a police
officer living in Dunstable, used to share the car with a colleague twice a week, when they
worked at the London Heathrow Airport. While journeys to work were perfectly enjoyable
(and saved them both money), on the way home he missed the opportunity to “unwind” and
de-stress. The need for personal space, particularly at the end of a long day, was a re-
occurring theme amongst Londoners, whether in informal or formal pooling. “You need to
be British and say hi, make small talk. It’s not relaxing, definitely not a moment for myself” —
Liz summed up the way many Londoners felt about having to talk to strangers (or even
people they knew) at the end of a long day.

Formal pooling — Since UberPool was introduced in London in December 2015, the city’s
residents are still figuring out how it fits into their travel routine and habits, still unsure of
the “rules of the road” and the social grammar of pooling with strangers. The transition to
formal pooling struggles to draw on the rules established in informal pooling — particularly as
the latter is not too widely practiced by many Londoners in the first place. As a result,
UberPool experience is typically measured against the experience of Uber X, or other taxi
services.

Hopping on an UberPool goes very much against what people were taught as children.
“I was always told to never get into cars with strangers”, Molly, 71, laughed, when
remembering her times ridesharing in California where she was travelling in her mid-
twenties. It felt a dangerous activity then, it still makes little sense to her today. Londoners
are thus hesitant when it comes to the social dynamics of travelling in cars with strangers.
What came naturally to Paulistanos, causes tensions and awkwardness amongst Londoners,
who are unsure whether to behave as if they are on public transport (i.e. no talking) or in a
private car (talking required).

“We are British, we don’t like talking to strangers” was a sentiment many shared,
particularly older respondents. “In a car, you have to talk to people” — Andrew complained
to us, and many others living in and around London echoed his sentiment. However, worse
than talking to strangers in cars was not actually knowing whether you are supposed to talk
to them or not; the uncertainty makes for an awkward, stressful experience.

The physical space of an UberPool vehicle (typically a not very spacious Toyota Prius) is
another challenge, even though it is an improvement on a crowded tube carriage in the rush
hour. Because it’s a car, the expectations are different. “I don’t want to be crammed in with
strangers in a car. But on the bus, you tolerate it, don’t you?”” Alison, a 32-year old school
teacher living in North London relied on buses heavily in her daily commute, however had a
different view on bodily proximity in a car, where she wanted privacy and personal space.
She admitted this was double standards, but that didn’t change the way she felt about the
two modes of transportation.

Younger users ate by far the ones most open to the idea of formal pooling; some are
indeed attracted by a sense of adventure and serendipity. Nitika loves to take an UberPool
home after a night out, and not just because of the reduced cost. “It’s so much fun, there is
always banter. Always a Tinder guy who’s moody because his date wouldn’t go home with
him. It’s hilarious, I love it”. Vishal similarly enjoys the serendipity of pooling: “It’s fun, like
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a game. Every time I order it I always wonder who I am going to meet. My friend once met a
hot gitl on an UberPool and got her number. You get this thrill of meeting strangers”. The
“thrill” of pooling can be emotionally exciting and attractive. But it can also be awkward and
uncomfortable.

Ahmedabad

A commuter’s journey — It’s 9:45 in the morning and already hot, as Shivam, a 23-year-old
student and a freelancer, walks down from his house in Vasna to meet up with four other
friends going to the university in Motera, 16 km away. Everyone is on time and the journey
begins. A few of Shivam’s friends have cars, so they take turns — it is always the car’s owner
that gets to drive. While Shivam has a car, it’s reserved for special family occasions, temple
visits and festivities — he cannot use it in commuting context. Shivam and his friends take
turns paying for petrol, rather than splitting the cost each time in between them. In
Ahmedabad, where value is prioritised over time efficiency, it’s important for the costs to be
kept low. Sharing space with friends also helps them bond and have a good time: taking
turns at driving on different days makes it a fun social activity where responsibility is shared
by all equally.

Half an hour later, they arrive at the Chandkheda University. In the past, Shivam used
the AMTS, the official state bus service, until he found a set of then strangers who appeared
to be taking a similar route to his and they agreed to carpool. Pooling with his new friends
works out better than using AMTS, as he doesn’t have to wait at the stop on hot days and
deal with crowds at the stop ot duting the journey. He is guaranteed a seat, A/C, and shelter
from the weather, with intense heat and heavy rains making most other modes of commute
stressful. Besides, the bus would take 45 minutes. Driving not only saves time, however, but
is also a more pleasant and sociable experience, which gives him the opportunity to chat to
friends instead of being crushed in a crowd. Despite being less comfortable, however, the
AMTS was an important milestone in Shivam’s life, as it allowed him to meet strangers and
experience the reality of the city.

Public transport — The largest city in Gujarat and the seventh largest in India, Ahmedabad is
dominated by private transport (mainly two wheelers and rickshaws): only one sixth of its 6.3
million inhabitants use public transport for getting around. This reflects on the rigid
hierarchy of transport modes: with walking at the very bottom, followed by public services,
private vehicles are always at the top.

The city has plenty of mobility options, however, they often struggle to address the
pressing needs of Ahmedabadi commuters. AMTS (Ahmedabad Municipal Transportation
System) has a fleet of 540 buses, operating 250,000 daily trips — these, however, are
considered to be at the very bottom of the transport hierarchy, offering neither comfort nor
flexibility: crowded, hot, and infrequent, they are not a pleasant way to get across the city.
BRTS (Bus Rapid Transport System) was introduced in 2009, presently running 160 buses
(of which 59 have A/C) along dedicated bus cotridors across the city. Originally intended as
a fast, comfortable and inclusive service that should attract poorer commuters, only few of
these shifted from rickshaws over to BRTS, which offered neither flexibility, not covered all
the routes.
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New developments are underway, supplementing AMTS and BRTS buses and holding a
promise of better options and connectivity in the future. MEGA (Metrolink Express
Gandhinagar and Ahmedabad) construction started in 2015, aiming to offer a better
integration of BRTS with railway services and state-wide buses. As things stand, however,
public services do not offer the point-to-point connectivity of private vehicles (highly
desirable due to hot weather and heavy rains), nor do they afford the much-wanted status
that comes with owning a car.

Private cars — Offering the best point-to-point connectivity, cars are linked to social status
and are highly aspirational, even if regular usage is low: parking is a nightmare, and streets in
the old town are often too narrow for cars to get through. Car usage is therefore often
limited and associated with leisure and family occasions, rather than regular commuter
journeys. Individual space and ownership remain highly desirable amongst the rising middle
class and continue to be main drivers for buying cars. A car offers a protective bubble, a
shelter and a refuge. Decorating and accessorising the car is a common practice, suggesting
that the car space is a cherished project for the owner. For those not able to afford a car,
scooters give a first taste of personal mobility. For women, it’s a mobility solution that
enables independence, freedom and empowerment. Such attitudes mean that formal pooling
with strangers is automatically associated with “not doing well in life”, regardless of its
convenience and value.

Taxis — Prior to Uber and Ola entering the scene, Ahmedabad had no history of taxis
comparable to Sao Paulo and London. Rickshaws are the closest equivalent, and by far the
most common vehicle for individual and shared rides — typically resorted to for short rides
and during peak hours. They are widely available and easy to access anywhere in the city and
are commonly referred to as “autos”. A well-established and common practice, they are
considered a safe option for female passengers as well as male: because of their open layout,
everyone can see what goes on inside.

Informal pooling — Informal pooling is typically limited to known circles of friends and
family. Pooling with friends, family and colleagues makes the journey itself an important part
of the experience: catching up, spending quality time together, planning ahead. In the
context of family trips, pooled travel has a positive association with “care and love for
immediate others as well as care for others within wider social networks” (Maxwell 2001).
Tesh, a 38-year old school teacher, told us how he missed being able to take his wife and his
parents on weekend trips to the temple. Since he sold his car, he has had to share his scooter
with his wife, getting an Uber or an Ola for his parents. While logistics of it work out just
fine, it takes away the fun of a shared journey. In much the same way, Shivam enjoys the
chance to bond with his new friends while travelling to university. Arjun told us of
community based pooling — also widely practised: “There are more than twenty of us going
to this show tonight”. Religious, recreational and ceremonial events are typical occasions for
community members to share vehicles.

Pooling with strangers is welcome for short rickshaw rides even for women. Arjun’s
wife told us that “sharing an auto after the Sunday market is very normal and happens a lot —
it makes sense for drivers to pick up more people”. A well-established and common practice,
it is considered cheap and accessible. The open layout of a rickshaw vehicle gives passengers
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a sense of security, allowing them to pick who they get into the rickshaw with in the first
place.

Formal pooling — Formal pooling services are often met with doubt and hesitation, as they
don’t have the natural feel of their closest alternative — shared rickshaw rides. Conventions in
shared rickshaw journeys rely on immediate visibility. Furthermore, as rickshaws are
ubiquitous, they are easy to jump on without having to use an app and wait. On the other
hand, apps help create transparency and reduce haggling friction. Despite offering cost
efficient travel in a city where value is king, formal pooling is a source of heated debates in
the rest of the country, struggling against rising safety and legal concerns.

While informal pooling is as much about socialising as it is about travel, in the context
of formal pooling with strangers, Ahmedabadis are keen to maintain socio-economic
distance. Khevana, a 39-year old teacher, says she doesn’t like “sitting too closely to people
from different backgrounds”; the lack of choice she has over who she travels with in a
formal pooling context is a clear drawback. Similarly, drivers operating formal pooling rides
don’t feel comfortable offering mixed gender shared rides. One of them told us that each
time there is a female passenger he would tell her to move to the front seat: “You never
know and I don’t want to take risks in my car”.

Local formal pooling services are aware of these tensions, and are secking to resolve
them. Ola Share, for instance, seeks to address safety and social proximity concerns by
offering an option to choose co-riders. “You share your ride with the people you choose” —
an in-app function allowing people to choose friends, co-students and colleagues to carpool
with. Ola is thus beginning to operate more as an open platform than a dedicated service,
allowing people to form their own pooling groups and to connect to their wider networks of
“known strangers”. This kind of message shows a clear appreciation of local values as well as
an understanding of the passengers’ need for a service that reconciles logistical requirements
with those of emotional comfort.

Overall, UberPool and Ola Share can be said to have a more practical, and less of a
socio-emotional dimension for people: they solve mobility needs while under-indexing on
the symbolic dimension. They provide the comfort of a car without its social standing. For
some, it’s a compromise. For others, it’s better than nothing. Despite Uber being highly
standardised (the Uber app in Ahmedabad works exactly like everywhere else), and Ola
seeking to be as “local” as possible, addressing the above-mentioned tensions, there is little
loyalty to either of the providers (or to any other local competitors) — the only loyalty being
to the best price. In reality, this means that people employ a wide range of formal mobility
apps, using these depending on which happens to have the best offer at the time.

LIMINAL SPACES AND SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES IN
“STRANGER SHARING”

How various formal pooling services fit into a city’s mobility landscape undeniably depends
on a number of “hard” factors, such as the state of existing mobility infrastructure, available
public transportation services, citizens’ disposable income and various sets of rules and
regulations that affect formal pooling services. Thus, formal pooling may not always be a
positive choice, but one brought about by the lack of alternatives. In a city like Sdo Paulo,
due to poor network coverage and undersupply of public transport, formal pooling is a
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major logistical addition to the city: it may not tick all the boxes, but it’s better than what
people currently have. In London, on the other hand, where people have plenty of transport
options, it becomes merely another option for those who want to experiment with a new,
sociable way of travelling. In Ahmedabad’s hot and temperamental climate, comfort and
shelter offered by formal pooling vehicles is attractive; on the other hand, formal pooling
encounters a number of strong socio-cultural barriers.

Differences in existing mobility landscapes and needs inevitably lead to formal pooling
playing qualitatively different roles and fitting into different lacunae in urban travel in the
three cities. Nevertheless, the way formal pooling is conceptualised by commuters in each
cultural geography bears similarities. A Londoner may have a completely different approach
and attitude to getting around their city than a Paulistano; the tensions they face when
making their transport choices, however, have certain things in common.

Firstly, the positioning of formal pooling gets caught between the private and the public
transportation modalities. Formal pooling thus becomes a liminal activity; it sits betwixt and
between the established categories and behaviours — it’s not mass transit and it’s not taxi or
private car. As a result, it can be hard to know for certain which “rules of the road” apply, or
who is in charge. Formal pooling may be viewed as an upgraded bus (with the public
elements prevailing) or a downgraded taxi (with privacy and extra comfort still being key).
The way people conceive of public and private spaces is therefore essential for how attitudes
to formal pooling develop.

Secondly, Londoners’, Paulistanos’ and Ahmedabadis’ conceptions of travel swing on
the pendulum between the teleological and the experiential aspects of the journey: it is all
about prioritising and compromising, picking and choosing between the rational
considerations such as cost, efficiency, speed, convenience, and a wide range of emotional,
cultural, aesthetic and sensory factors that often go against the grain of rational choices.
Millions of commuters around the world are constantly negotiating which matters most: the
teleological “destination” or the expetiential “journey”. Travel — pooled or otherwise — is
rarely just about getting from A to B: how one gets there, in what company, temperature,
environment, ambience — plays a significant role in the decision-making process.

Thirdly, formal pooling exposes the dichotomy of freedom and ownership, particulatly
in geographies where car ownership still holds sway over the values and aspirations of the
rising middle class. Sharing a car can feel constraining - to those who strive towards
individual ownership associated with elevated socio-economic status. But it can also feel
liberating - to those who’ve had enough stress associated with owning a car, and would like a
more affordable alternative to traditional taxis — with a bit of serendipity and sociality thrown
into the bargain. Where the scale tips in any given context can come to define whether
formal carpooling will catch or fail amongst different demographics.

By looking at these tensions in the following section, we hope to illustrate the
complexity, granularity and multimodality of the shared mobility phenomenon, moving away
from the all too broad economic discourse that has prevailed in anthropological writing on
collaborative consumption in recent years. To fully uncover the cultural, emotional and
phenomenological aspects of formal pooling, we need to keep shifting perspectives between
the public and the private, the teleological and the experiential. Last but not least, we need to
see how the balance shifts between these categories, depending on the point of view of
actors involved — drivers and passengers, owners and users, old and young, male and female.
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Public/Private

Automobility has always contributed to the blurring of boundaries between public and
private activities (Sheller and Urry, 2003): a mobile private enclave caught in a web of
immobile public spaces, an autonomous unit adhering to collective rules and regulations. As
formal pooling enters the picture, a further tension arises between what people perceive to
be public and private modalities. These modalities heavily impact the nature of social
interactions and shape expectations to the pooling experience itself.

In London, formal pooling is a practice that doesn’t have clear rules of engagement. It
sits in the ambiguous space between buses and taxis. This results in a considerable amount
of uncertainty and doubt with regards to social interaction and general expectations towards
the course of the journey. A city where commutes are highly ritualised and any deviation
from the norm strongly discouraged, it is difficult to know how to act in a space that’s
liminal, a space that’s neither public nor private. Even across the public domain, the
expectations are known to be different: on buses, it is ok to talk to people; on the tube, it’s a
faux pas only a tourist would commit.

Expectations towards interaction dynamics are therefore typically linked to what
Londoners believe to be right and wrong in the context of public or private transportation.
As pooling sits somewhere in the middle, there are few “rules of the road” or yardsticks for
people to judge formal pooling against. This leads to formal pooling constantly being caught
in between and in betwixt; it is measured and positioned against taking a bus or taking a taxi,
against driving or being given a lift, rather than seen as a unique modality in its own right.
Various factors can make the pendulum swing one way or the other between the public and
the private. Walking to meet a pooled vehicle at a pick-up spot can bring pooling experience
closer to public transport and decrease its value for some riders. “If I have to walk to my
pool, it’s not worth it, then I might as well go get a bus. If I want it, I want it here and now”
Nitika, a 26-year old Londoner, told us. A regular UberPooler, she loved late night shared
journeys because they offered her a combination of emotional fun, physical comfort and
reduced price. For her, pooling was a taxi at a lower cost with added fun and serendipity. A
step away from that, and it suddenly becomes more “like a bus” — not an option she would
consider.

As expectations towatds a journey differ depending on how pooling is positioned on the
spectrum between the private and the public, users demonstrate an evident lack of common
language. The “do’s” and “don’ts” of the journey could be completely different depending
on its wider context. Who takes control over the route? Who gets dropped off first? What is
the role of the driver in all this? Do I have to do any walking? Do I have to talk? Can I be on
my phone?

Drivers have a big role to play in helping riders answer these questions as well as in
positioning formal pooling as a practice. “If there was no driver”, Vishal, a London-based
account manager in his late twenties, told us, “then it would feel like being at the back of a
bus or in a train carriage — like we are just there to get somewhere. Because the driver is
there it feels like we are sharing a car... it makes the ride more intimate”. Drivers are often
expected to be responsible for what happens in a formal pooling context, for setting out the
ground rules, establishing and maintaining the social dynamic. This is a burden they don’t
necessarily want to add to the stress of driving in a congested city. “I’'m working and
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focusing on the road, I don’t want to deal with people being awkward or rude to each
other”, Khaleed, an Uber driver in his thirties, told us.

Paulistanos, on the other hand, have a much more flexible approach to interaction in
both public and private transportation contexts, thanks to their shared norms of sociability
and bodily proximity. What this means in practice, is that the tension between the public and
the private is considerably less prominent. It is not the case of the binary not being there —
but rather, of it paling in comparison with other concerns, such as cost, comfort and safety.
This flexible approach allows formal pooling to rapidly cut across existing transportation
categories.

Simply put, for less affluent Paulistanos pooled mobility is seen as an upgrade from the
crowded and insufficient public transport options; a service that makes taxis affordable for
the masses. For the more affluent, who are sick of being stuck in traffic, finding parking and
worrying about their car, it is an acceptable “downgrade” from a car, which is still close
enough to being in a private vehicle — minus all the worries and responsibilities. Thus, when
contrasted against both public and private modes of transportation, formal pooling looks
like a rather good option. With few alternatives out there, Paulistanos have a stronger
incentive to make it work, and to rapidly master the social grammar of sharing.

One of the key differences between the three cities’ perceptions of the public and the
private transportation modalities, is the status attached to these. While Londoners prioritise
efficiency above all and attach little symbolic value to the transport they use (“as long as it
gets me there on time”), Paulistanos to some extent and Ahmedabadis to a huge extent link
transport choices to socio-economic standing.

In Ahmedabad, aspiration is a defining feature of life. Regardless of logistical, financial
and infrastructural context, private modes of transportation have an aspirational appeal that
is hard to match. The hierarchy of transportation modes matters, for how you travel says
something about who you are. “Once you have a car, you move away from certain types of
transportation types like the AMTS and rickshaw”. Public transport thus sits at the very
bottom, and private vehicles, such as scooters, and, ultimately, cars, reign at the top of the
mobility ladder.

Where formal pooling fits in the hierarchy of public and private, is therefore crucial to
its success ot failure. In reality, Ola Share and UberPool sit closest to the tickshaws. The
latter, however, are extremely familiar to the city’s residents. They make it easy for them to
instinctively judge the situation — the driver, the co-riders — and to make decisions on the go.
This is important, as it allows passengers to maintain the much-desired social distance.
Female passengers and older people in particular care a great deal about who they atre
pooling with. In familiar transportation contexts, they know how to work the system. OLAs
and Ubers, however, represent a completely new environment. While technically being an
upgrade from a rickshaw — offering A/C, route visibility, cashless payments — it doesn’t
allow people to make judgement calls as to who is appropriate and who is not appropriate to
share a car with. OLA Share’s recent addition allowing users to pick co-riders, shows an
acute understanding of the social tensions that define public and private travel modalities in
the city. Drivers too, work hard to seat female passengers separately from male passengers in
formal pooling scenarios, taking it upon themselves to create the right dynamic in the
vehicle. As in London, the role of the driver in helping the passengers establish the right
social dynamic is paramount for the success of formal pooling.
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In all three cities, formal pooling highlights the contrasting norms of privacy and
sociability which drivers and poolers need to resolve. Riders often expect for the driver to
help establish the right dynamic, helping the passengers decide whether the vehicle is private
ot public. The drivers, however, don’t always have clear answers, despite wanting to have a
bigger say in what goes on in (typically) their car. Stories of awkwardness were shared by
drivers operating formal pooling journeys across the three cities — with us, as well as with
our respondents. “Horror” stories were interpreted by passengers as drivers’ attempt to put
them off pooling simply because they were paid less in a pool. While there was truth to that,
such “warnings” had nevertheless as much to do with the fact that drivers don’t want to deal
with the negativity that arises from lack of basic ground rules. Drivers are not in the least
interested in being the ones establishing rules of behaviour, nor do they see it as their job to
carve out a distinctive space for formal pooling, reconciling the tensions between the public
and the private. This is a task that needs to be done collectively, with drivers, passengers, and
app developers all actively involved.

Teleological/Experiential

Choosing one mode of transportation over another is never simply about rational, function-
based decisions. A number of urban anthropologists have shown how mobility choices are
deeply entrenched in emotional and sensory responses to acts like driving or being driven.
Obur relationship with cars in particular has had much attention from the anthropological
community. Car consumption has been linked to patterns of kinship, sociality, habitation
and work (Sheller 2004). The relationship between cars and people has been described as
“intimate” (Miller 2001b) or even as a “love affair” (Motavalli 2001), suggesting there is
much more to cars than a set of hardware and software functions.

Other modes of transportation similarly engage and affect our senses and desires:
waiting in the rain for one’s bus to arrive; standing up in a crowded carriage with no signal;
scootering down a long dusty road in forty degrees’ heat; queuing to get on a train during
peak hour: the mental, physical and emotional impact of these embodied experiences shape
people’s relationship with their city, moulding the ways in which they navigate across
different mobility options, making their choices — to pool or not to pool. Sharing a car with
others — formally or informally — inevitably draws upon a wide range of cultural, experiential
and sensory associations, which often go against rational decision making.

It may well be that getting a private taxi would result in a quicker journey and still be
affordable; after a night out in Soho, however, Nitika prefers having the company of others:
“It’s more fun that way”. It will take her longer to get home, but the experience will be more
enjoyable. Serendipity and fun attract younger Londoners, like Nitika and Vishal, while also
making some feel virtuous about being good citizens. “I feel like using UberPool is better for
the environment. I don’t feel guilty over adding to the congestion and therefore increasing
the pollution levels” John, another regular late night-time UberPooler, confessed.

Change the context, and the same people come to dread the serendipity of social
encounters. During the journey home from work, London commuters like “zoning out” and
relaxing. Some people want their journey to be their “decompression” time, others want it to
be productive. Whether texting a friend, checking news or email, it is important to be doing
something with transit time. Journeys have to mean something. Where formal pooling can
create an environment that is conductive to creating that meaning, it strikes the right cords;
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however, if instead it amounts to social awkwardness and uncertainty around interaction
with others, the experience won’t be considered a positive one. A journey that goes along the
same route, at the same speed, in the same vehicle, can be experienced in completely
different ways, depending on the time of day, the mood and the needs of the passenger.

Tweak the time of day to the rush hour commute, and the picture changes once again.
Here, experiential aspect of the journey is the last thing on people’s mind. In a city like
London, with its congested roads and tight timeframes (punctuality is key) — rush hour
journeys, particularly in the morning, have to be efficient; one needs to be on time. For the
vast majority of commuters in London being on time for work outweighs the comfort of
being in a car. As formal pooling involves multiple pick up and drop off points, and
sometimes significant diversions, it does not answer the commuters’ need for punctuality,
most acute in the mornings: every minute is counted, every mile is measured in time.

In Sao Paulo, the experiential aspect is particularly important for longer distance
journeys. Creating the right environment is worth investing time and effort in. Felipe’s
“fretada” service, much like formal pooling, is caught somewhere between the public and the
private transportation modalities. Which prevails — is very much up to the riders to establish:
which is why they work very hard to create an ambience that is pleasant, personal and
relaxing. Felipe starts off his week by having a breakfast with his friends from the “fretada”
service: they form a community, a group of friends. “The journey is more enjoyable with
people you know. If one of us is late for the fretada, he can text the group and they will ask
the driver to wait”. Felipe’s practice of social engagement with his co-poolers goes well
beyond the context of travel. It shows the extent to which pooling can be about sociability as
much as it is about mobility; there are times when journey matters as much as the
destination.

In hot temperamental climates, experiential and sensory aspects of the journey often
come down to protection from the heat and the rain. It may take longer, but the shelter a car
provides is worth the effort. Marcela won’t walk the hills of Sao Paulo in the rain, however
short and “walkable” the distance is. Andre, unlike many fellow Paulistanos, doesn’t enjoy
proximity with strangers. Nevertheless, he cannot afford a private taxi, so the relative
physical comfort and shelter of an UberPool trumps the emotional discomfort of being close
to strangers. It is thus not only experiential and teleological aspects of the journey that play
out against each other, but different factors within each type of needs that can be in conflict.

In Ahmedabad, a city of forty degrees’ heat and heavy monsoons, physical comfort is
thus crucial. High congestion and time wasted in traffic retreat into the background. In fact,
the higher the congestion, the higher the tendency to opt for cars. “I would rather be stuck
in a cat than on a bus with no A/C”, many told us. Older people in patticular value the
comfortable experience above speed and efficiency.

On the other hand, there is the afore-mentioned socio-emotional need to maintain
distance. While sociality is central to informal pooling practices amongst friends and family,
these attitudes don’t translate into the formal pooling context. The desire to maintain social
distance from people who are further down the socio-economic ladder, can lead to formal
pooling being experienced as stressful and inappropriate. When this happens, it may well be
a deal breaker, trumping the cost effectiveness, physical comfort and formal pooling’s
relatively high standing in the transport hierarchy. While both app developers and drivers
actively seek to address these tensions, it remains critical for understanding how people
make transportation choices.
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The choice — or perhaps the continuous compromise — between teleological and
experiential aspects of a journey, is never constant. It has to be negotiated depending on the
context and the purpose of the journey, the age, the gender, the mood of the riders. Inner-
city rush hour commute, long distance family weekend trips, Friday night late ride home —
these journeys relate to different needs and show just how much the pendulum can swing
between logistical considerations and emotional biases. Interaction with others is one of the
key areas where people have to balance their social and emotional needs against functional
benefits such as reduced cost and elimination of first mile challenges. Pooling offers a highly
social experience compared to typically “asocial” experiences of public transportation
modes, or isolated experiences of private driving. For many of those who chose to pool, the
fun, randomness and sociability of pooling is an appeal that often trumps the savings. For
those who choose not to pool, the very same experiential aspects are often the reason
behind their decision.

Comfort may come at the cost of time, and serendipity of social encounters in a closed
space is as much of an appeal to some as it is a deterrent to others. What people do with
their journeys may or may not be rational, but they do it to gain control, to be the kind of
person they want to be, and to achieve something that matters to them.

Freedom/Ownership

One of the biggest emotional benefits that can be derived from owning a car is the feeling of
socio-economic achievement. Purchasing a car has traditionally been associated with
becoming a part of the middle class; it is attractive “to the young and the poor because of
the sense of displayed personal identity it conveys” (Stradling et al 2001). Such attitudes,
witnessed both in Ahmedabad and Sio Paulo (however not in London) support classical
theories describing the world of old mobility, where car owners are seen to view their
vehicles as prosthetic extensions of their bodies and souls, life aspirations and fantasy wozrlds
(Freund 1993; Brandon 2002).

Emotional investments in cars inevitably makes formal pooling seem less attractive.
Despite being more comfortable and private than public transport alternatives, pooling with
strangers doesn’t convey the much-desired socio-economic status and therefore has little
cultural appeal for the aspiring middle classes, who still perceive ownership as the main
means of capital accumulation, “a way to provide a sense of personal independence and
security” (Snare 1972).

Over the last decade, however, the idea of ownership as the only means to a very
singular socio-economic end has received considerable amount of critique for being
somewhat problematic in an increasingly liquid society (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012; Bauman
2007). The “coercive freedom of driving” (Sheller and Urry 2000) stands in stark contrast to
the freedom from owning things and the freedom to move in the greatest variety of ways
(Montgomery 2013). With the responsibilities (and liabilities) removed, people can become
free from having to plan ahead and spend money on maintenance. As ownership becomes
less attainable (Cheshire et al 2010), formal pooling finds itself in a space where century-old
values clash against new opportunities.

Londoners are furthest away from linking car ownership to financial aspirations. Only
the older respondents still displayed a sense of pride in owning a car: “I’m very territorial
about my car — it’s like my second home” — Molly, a 72-year-old part time secretary living in
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North London, told us. The majority of Londoners we spoke with, however, didn’t see the
appeal. “Our generation is not into possessions but into experiences. Car is a responsibility 1
don’t want to bear” — Vishal explained to us how congestion, parking costs and the stress of
driving make owning a car undesirable. Buying a car demonstrates a sense of commitment
he isn’t ready for; an attitude to life that doesn’t match his desire to feel young and free.
Formal pooling enables younger commuters like Vishal to “differentiate themselves from
owners of vehicles that entail many liabilities” (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012). It is freedom from
owning things — “freedom distilled” (Britton in Montgommery 2013) — that urban dwellers
are beginning to aspire to, trading in the ideal of ownership which is starting to feel
constraining and old-fashioned.

In Sio Paulo, younger generations are slowly beginning to arrive at similar conclusions.
Older generations, nevertheless, still reminisce over getting their first vehicle, the act marking
their passage into adulthood. “You never forget your first car”, Jose, a 68-year-old
accountant told us, with a sentimental, almost romantic longing in his voice. He
acknowledged that the age of the car was behind. “For my sons, it’s different. It’s a just car.
These days they often just hop on an Uber because it’s less hassle. Increasingly, I do the
same”. Historically an urban rite of passage, a sign of status and success, car ownership is
slowly but steadily losing its status as the ultimate expression of consumer desire in the
context of mobility (Chen 2009, Marx 2011). Instead, flexibility, freedom from constraints
and responsibilities, and, last but not least, practicality, are beginning to outweigh the desire
for ownership (Bauman 2000; Levine 2009). Marcela told us: “I sold my car years ago. Many
of my friends still have theirs, but hardly ever use them. It just takes up too much of your
time and is stressful”. Andre had a similar experience himself. “I got my first car and a
driving license when I was still at high school. I felt like a cool kid. But soon it wore off. 1
grew up and decided I’ve had enough of driving. The same happened to a lot of my friends”.

In Ahmedabad, however, car ownership still significantly outweighs car usage, a result of
the social image most citizens are eager to project: a car owner is an economically successful
and independent individual. Buying a car is highly aspirational for the rising middle class.
“What’s my own is my own” - Ruchit, a 30-year-old appliances salesman, told us. Ruchit
doesn’t currently have a car, nor would he have anywhere to park one if he did (he would
have to store it in the other side of town at a family member’s garage). For him and for many
others, a car is something that signifies status. Arriving in a private vehicle would signal to
others that he was a successful young man. Hardik, a 36-year-old businessman went even
further, arguing that “you can build a personality by having a car”. Car owners spend great
amounts of time decorating and personalising their vehicles, conveying their own identity
onto the much-cherished car space — a second home; a shelter from the world.

Even in Ahmedabad, however, a shift from ownership to flexibility is slowly taking
place. Modi, a 36-year old hospital supervisor, told us she would not have bought a car if
services like Uber and Ola were available five years ago. Tesh sold his car due to setious
parking challenges in his part of the city: he now relies on a combination of scooter, public
transportation and formal pooled services. Even in locations where ownership is highly
aspirational, flexibility that comes with freedom from owning things is often far more
practical.

The increased flexibility and freedom that come with the “new” freedom: from ownership,
comes at a cost. Aggregation of people inevitably means aggregation of unknown people,
and the unknown creates a reduction of control amongst riders — something we witnessed
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across all three cities. Herein lies one of formal pooling’s key departures from its informal
counterpart. A distinguishing characteristic of car sharing, “interdependency between
participating consumers, demonstrating a high level of consumer involvement” (Bardhi &
Eckhardt 2012) — disappears in a context where even the driver has to give up control — for
the algorithm to take over. The latter, of course, is not only blind to cultural, social and
emotional needs of the passengers, but more often than not also to the landscape, character
and life of the city.

Losing he freedom to choose the route and the co-riders is the price many struggle to
accept. Urban commuters in the twenty first century may not want to own a car, but they
want to “own” the journey; they also want to feel safe. In-app surveillance and command
controls in formal pooling contexts are welcomed by female riders in particular, supporting
McGrath’s (2004) controversial conclusion that big brother control models can be beneficial
to consumers in the context of negative reciprocity transactions (Sahlins 1972), where goods
and services are exchanged with one side always benefitting at the cost of the other.

In London, this tension doesn’t get resolved: passengers begrudgingly learn to accept the
lack of control over the route and the drop offs, resorting to vocalising their annoyance
when diversions get too big. “People get annoyed if they get in first and get dropped off last.
They feel like their time is being wasted, and they think it’s my fault” an Uber driver in
London complained. Liz, a 33-year old actress living in East London, shared a similar
experience: “People always feel that if they get on first they should be dropped off first,
there is no way of changing that”. In Ahmedabad, the need for control is so high, that
formal pooling app developers are swiftly reacting, by giving passengers the ability to choose
their co-riders (discussed above). However, the route is still decided by algorithms that tap
and ride setvices so heavily rely on. In Sdo Paulo, riders resorted to social media to create, at
the very least, a semblance of agency. Whether checking someone’s Facebook profile or
reporting to one’s family on one’s whereabouts on WhatsApp actually resulted in increased
safety, is hard to tell. Nevertheless, these kinds of actions helped people alleviate the feeling
of losing control. Negotiating between freedom from and freedom to is not an easy process. As
mobility landscape across the world changes, people are beginning to keenly engage in those
kinds of negotiations in order to make sense of what mobility is about in their cities.

FINAL WORDS

By exploring the differences in how formal car sharing is experienced actross the three
markets, this paper sought to highlight the ethnographic value of shifting perspectives
between liminal spaces that such practices occupy; and between different players in formal
carpooling. We came along on our respondents’ daily journeys; we immersed ourselves in the
crowds and the queues, in the heat and the rain, and in a number of agonizing traffic jams;
we travelled at the back and at the front of cars, carriages, buses and rickshaws. In doing all
this and much more, we tried to understand mobility from the point of view of the
passenger as well as the driver, witnessing first-hand how formal pooling practices are
shaped. This method proved extremely useful not only for understanding the complex
sociality of transportation, but ultimately for tying this new knowledge back to the mobility
industry, and generating valuable strategic insights.

On the one hand, we looked at tensions and contrasts that come to define users’
attitudes towards pooling. Ethnographic method allowed us to repeatedly shift the focus
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from private to public positioning; from teleological to experiential aspects of the journey;
and from aspirations of freedom and ownership, to those of flexibility and control. It
allowed us to explore norms and values, goals and desires, social structures and cultural
biases that define people’s relationship to urban travel in general and formal pooling in
particular. We have shown how positioning of formal pooling is key to setting up
expectations for the experience and helping users master the language of sharing. We have
highlighted the compromises and dilemmas between what makes most sense and what “feels
good” — choices commuters face daily when choosing between the teleological and the
experiential aspects of a journey. Last but not least we looked at socio-economic values and
aspirations, and explored the shifts and the transformations people’s perception of urban
mobility. As desire for ownership ebbs away in some places (while still holding sway in
others), we saw people across continents embrace freedom and flexibility that new mobility
brought with it.

By going into the field and participating in embodied travel activities side by side with
Uber drivers, eatly morning commuters and late night “party poolers”, we were able to see
how attitudes change depending on one’s role and place in the transaction: male or female,
young or elderly, driver or passenger — all had different embodied experiences of formal
pooling, which cut across and add further complexity to the socio-cultural context of urban
travel. Personal safety and socio-economic status; serendipity and adventure; risks and
liabilities — these had different meaning and priorities for different actors.

Like other forms of sharing, car sharing isn’t a new phenomenon. We have contrasted
formal pooling against a number of well-established informal pooling practices. We looked
at the ways in which these informal practices fit into people lives, and are entangled in nets
of close relationships — between families and neighbours, friends and colleagues. As they
become formalised, however, culturally intuitive behavioural models and practices inevitably
get lost in translation. Interacting with strangers in a confined space, negotiating route
diversions, managing various cultural and social uncertainties: to many, formal pooling
meant learning a whole new social grammar.

Learning this new grammar of sharing is above all a collective project. It requires all
parties’ involvement and time. Examples of long-standing informal pooling practices
throughout the paper show that shared social grammars take time to emerge — a fact often
ignored by the algorithms behind formal pooling services.

The success of formal pooling depends highly on getting the grammar and the language
right, on establishing culturally sensitive rules of engagement all parties are happy to honour:
commuters, drivers, public sector policy makers and private sector innovators. But first, they
need to be established through active involvement and participation on behalf of drivers and
passengers alike.

Moving away from broad and overarching definitions such as the “sharing economy” we
attempted to outline a more fluid but also more focused perspective on practices that
involve sharing and economic transactions. Shifting between categories, and between actors
involved, has allowed us to glance at the granularities of formal car sharing practices, and the
different roles these come to play across continents, cities, and people’s lives. To have and
have not, along with many other dilemmas faced by today’s urban dwellers, is a question that
does not have a clear answer. As the perspectives shift, and we experience pooling through
the eyes of drivers, passengers, men and women, the young and the old — needs and desires
change as well. Mobility needs to be studied “in motion”, as it were — always moving from
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person to person, from back seat to front seat, and even to driver’s seat. By exploring these
shifting perspectives, we hope to have presented a fresh, ethnographically rich and critical
perspective on shatring practices in the context of an industry in flux.

Anna Zavyalova is an ethnographic consultant at Stripe Partners. She holds an BA in Archaeology &
Anthropology from the University of Cambridge and an MSc in Social Anthropology from the
University of Copenhagen.

NOTES

I would like to express my gratitude to Renault Nissan, who commissioned this research. I thank Rachel Nguyen,
Kenji Izumi, Luc Jamet, Josh Westerhold and Megan Neese who came along on this ethnographic journey and
provided insights that greatly assisted the study. I would also like to thank my colleagues at Stripe Partners, Simon
Roberts, Yuebai Liu and Tom Rowley for their hard work and invaluable expertise in shaping this study and
developing insights presented in this paper. Last but not least I thank my EPIC curators, Tiffany Romain and
Jamie Sherman for their incredibly helpful feedback and comments on earlier drafts of the manuscript.

REFERENCES CITED

Bardhi, Fleura and Giana Eckhardt
2012 Access-Based Consumption: The Case of Car Sharing. Journal of Consumer Research 39(4):881-898.

Bauman, Zygmunt
2000 Liquid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity.
2007 Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty. Cambridge: Polity.

Brandon, Ruth
2002 Auto Mobile: How the Car Changed Life. Basingstoke and Oxford: Macmillan.

Cheshire, Lynda, Peter Walters, and Ted Rosenblatt

2010 The Politics of Housing Consumption: Renters as Flawed Consumers on a Master Planned Estate.
Urban Studies, 47 (12), 2597-2614

Chen, Yu

2009 Possession and Access: Consumer Desires and Value Perceptions Regarding Contemporary Art

Collection and Exhibit Visits. Journal of Business Research, 62 (2), 181-90.

Freund, Peter
1993 The Ecology of the Automobile. Montreal and New York: Black Rose Books.

Levine, Mark
2009 Share my Ride. New York Times Magazine, March 5.

Marx, Patricia
2011 The Borrowers. New Yorker, January 31, 34-38

Maxwell, Simon
2001 Negotiations of Car Use in Every Day Life, in D. Miller (ed.) Car Cultures. Oxford: Berg.

McGrath, John
2004 Loving Big Brother: Performance, Privacy and Surveillance Space. New York: Routledge.

Miller, Daniel

32 To Have and Have Not — Zavyalova



1997 Modernity, An Ethnographic Approach: Dualism and Mass Consumption in Trinidad. Oxford and
New York: Berg.
2001b  Driven Societies in D. Miller (ed.) Car Cultures. Oxford: Berg.

Montgomery, Charles
2013 Happy City: Transforming our Lives through Urban Design. Penguin Random House UK.

Motavalli, Jim
2001 Forward Drive: The Race to Build “Clean” Cars for the Future. San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club Books.

Sachs, Wolfgang
2002 For Love of the Automobile. Looking Back into the History of Our Desires. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Sahlins, Marshall
1972 Stone Age Economics. Chicago: Aldine-Atherton.

Schor, Juliet
2014 Debating the Sharing Economy. Great Transition Initiative: Toward a Transformative Vision and
Praxis

Sheller, Mimi
2004 Mobile Publics: Beyond the Network Perspective. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 22(1): 39-
52

Sheller, Mimi and John Utry
2000 The City and the Cart. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 24: 737-57
2003 Mobile Transformations of “Public” and “Private” Life. Theory, Culture & Society 20(3): 115-33

Snare, Frank
1972 The Concept of Propetty. American Philosophical Quarterly, 9(2), 200-206

Stradling, Steve, Michelle Meadows and Susan Beatty

2001 Identity and Independence: Two Dimensions of Driver Autonomy in G.B. Grayson (ed.) Behavioural
Research in Road Safety. Crowthorne: Transport Research Laboratory.

2017 EPIC Proceedings 33



Papers 1 - Making Culture Visible

Surveillance, Technology, and American Conceptions of Freedom

MIKE GRIFFIN
Amazon

This paper traces the role of ideology in shaping the beliefs and situated knowledge used by information
technology and security managers to make sense of and justify systems of surveillance they oversee. In
particular, the analysis explores the role of the contested meanings of the ideology of freedom’ as an important
resource in this process of meaning construction, providing a ground-level account of the process of
interpellation, described by Louis Althusser as the subjectification of individuals by ideology made available
from dominant discourse.

INTRODUCTION

In conversation, the head of security of a school district in the suburban United States
described a project that he was in the process of implementing across his schools. He had
tied together a number of security technologies into a single centrally managed system that
he explained was known as a PSIM (“pee’-sim”)—a physical security information
management system. The technology components consisted of automated cameras with a
view ovetlooking school buildings and areas of the surrounding neighborhood, automated
locks on classroom doors, “mini command centers” at reception desks, “duress pendants”
worn by secretaries, geo-fenced social media monitoring, and cell phone tracking systems
within buildings. All of these fed into a central command center at the district office with
wall-sized banks of monitors enabling security staff to look in on and manage situations they
were alerted to by people on campus or automated notifications. He described the benefits
of the PSIM implementation enthusiastically, portraying students and teachers as being
“empowered” by their emergency drill training, and their ability to call lockdowns from any
intercom box across the campus. He went on to explain how these components “when
they’re deployed correctly and right, enhance your learning environment and your school.”
In his depiction, there was no sense of concerns often expressed in discussions of
surveillance, for example about tradeoffs between privacy and security. Instead, he
summarized his positive assessment of the system saying, “I believe this technology
enhances our freedom. That’s just my thought.” The statement was jolting.

In many further conversations with managers involved in projects of surveillance,
ruptures in meaning arose like the one described above, clashes between the ‘common sense’
perspectives of researchers and participants, and among participants. As Louis Althusser
argued in “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (1971), such commonsense beliefs
often come to be seen as “obvious” through the process of interpellation, whereby subjects
freely incorporate ideology into their conceptions of self. In our conversations about
surveillance and security, the concept of ‘freedom’ emerged as an important resource for
participants in making sense of their own practices and systems. As the historian Eric Foner
(1998) has shown, the ideology of freedom has been a continuous site of contention in the
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United States, and has produced multiple, often opposing meanings over time and among
actors. This paper demonstrates an approach interrogating participants’ statements through
the lens of ideology, and further through the prism of the popular discourse and historical
contestation that accompanies the ideology of freedom, which allowed us to resolve
otherwise puzzling statements, like the one above. Additionally, this paper makes the case
that such analysis can lead to a deeper understanding of the epistemes of managers of
surveillant systems, placing those statements in the context of a process of cultural
reproduction of surveillance.

An Exploratory Project

As part of a technology-focused new business incubation organization focused on
computational optics and machine learning, I participated as a researcher on a team whose
goal was to assess potential markets for a new generation of ‘smart cameras.” This
burgeoning class of products combines digital cameras with sensors and advanced
computing approaches to enable a range of capabilities that extend security and business
intelligence applications in public spaces.

Marketing materials for products in this area illustrate applications as simple as people
counters generating heat maps in retail spaces, and as sophisticated as facial recognition, gait
identification, gender identification, age estimation, gaze detection, and affect approximation.
At industry conferences, it’s easy to find live demonstrations of any of these capabilities,
along with more fundamental innovations like extreme low light sensitivity, and high order
optical magnification.

What followed from this focus was an interest in learning from people at various
positions involved in making buying decisions related to classes of products we had an
interest in—cameras, networks, video management systems, monitoring services, and
services like system installation and management. Because of the preliminary nature of the
project, we adopted a lightweight method employing semi-structured, remote, in-depth
interviews with informants interestingly positioned in the space of buying and deploying
surveillant systems. We developed a protocol, conducted interviews, and also participated in
interviews conducted by extended team members, anticipating that further engagement
would involve participant observation, an approach researchers on the team have used in the
past. Our reliance on interviewing led naturally to a focus on discourse, the narratives of our
participants used in describing how they understand their role in surveillance processes,
including in terms of attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions.

This project brought many of us on the team into contact with, and implicated us
within, the domain of surveillance for the first time in our careers. As members of the US
public, we have broad exposure to narratives that emphasize the negative dimensions of
increasing state and corporate surveillance. At the same time, we found ourselves enlisted in
a project of technological extension of surveillance. Our position placed us in a state of
alternation between imagining futures for, and resisting the expansion of surveillance, in new
roles as both surveilled citizen-consumers and not-yet-producers of surveillance technology.

In the end, we spoke with neatly 30 participants, including the chief security officer at a
multinational retail chain, the director of information technology (IT) and security for a
medical marijuana dispensary, the head of IT for a metropolitan sheriff’s office, a franchise
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owner of several snack shop chains, the head of security for a school district, regional
managers for apparel retailers, and a vice president of marketing for a retail analytics startup.

Multiple authors have pointed to a need for more investigation into the realm of
surveillance using methods that examine surveillant experiences from the ground up to
complement predominantly structural accounts in which “personal accounts and
circumstances are often indirectly assumed rather than empirically solicited” (Smith 2015).
As Lee (2015) noted, this has motivated an increase in qualitative research, including study of
the experiences CCTV camera operators (Smith 2015), analysts involved in online consumer
surveillance (Andrejevic 2002), computer based performance monitoring (Ball 2001), and in
young people’s negotiations around surveillance (boyd 2014).

Our project had the effect of opening lines of visibility into the ways surveillance is
produced in part as a result of everyday beliefs of IT project management and security
management. Rather than focusing on the perspectives of the surveilled or the surveillant as
such, this data illuminated the administrators and managers of surveillant systems—those
charged with buying, installing, deploying, maintaining, justifying, and only rarely
manipulating such systems themselves.

BACKGROUND

By most accounts, we are living in a state of near-total surveillance by government and
private interests (Lyon 2001, Murakami Wood et al. 2006, Green 2015, Haggerty 2000). In a
description representative in the surveillance literature, one researcher explained that “the
creation, collection and processing of data is a ubiquitous phenomenon. Both private
corporations and government agencies take advantage of the increasing technical capability
of information systems to gather, process, and store consumer and citizen data” (Dinev
2005). Surveillance is pervasive. And yet its extent is veiled.

Much has been written in the popular press about the rise of technological surveillance.
In the wake of the 9/11 attacks in the US, there was significant debate about the USA
PATRIOT Act, which established a new regime of communications monitoring (among
other measures) in the hopes of providing intelligence that would prevent future similar
attacks. In recent years, press attention has focused on dimensions of online surveillance,
especially in light of revelations stemming from Edward Snowden’s 2013 release of
documents describing extraordinarily comprehensive systems developed by the NSA and
GCHAQ for tracking citizens’ communications. In the US, attention has more recently
focused on transactional data captured by retailers both in store and online, along with
profiling and ad targeting that’s become a pronounced feature of Internet-mediated life. The
dark potential of aggregating this kind of data has been highlighted in numerous reports of
credit card and social networking data hacks, including identity theft.

In 2012, a New York Times Magazine article detailing Target’s predictive analytics team
was amplified by a Forbes article titled “How Target Figured Out a Teen Gitl Was Pregnant
Before Her Father Did” (Duhigg 2012, Hill 2012). The story advanced a theme familiar in
media accounts that a kind of total knowledge is becoming (or has already become) available
to states and corporations. Last year a company in U.K. gained some notoriety for deploying
psychographic profiling to identify Facebook users for targeted messaging that the company
leaders claimed (against significant pushback) may have turned the tide in the latest US
presidential election. The promise or fear is that those with access to the tools or data may

36 Surveillance, Technology, and Freedom — Griffin



understand ourselves better than we do. Even further, with that imagined level of insight, it
would seem a trivial step to manipulate behavior to benefit these actors unconsciously.

The emergence of extensive and highly visible camera surveillance in public spaces in
the UK also received a great deal of press attention starting in 2013. Camera surveillance is
used extensively in US public and private spaces as well, but hasn’t garnered quite the same
level of attention.

These revelations have had an influence on the American public’s beliefs about
surveillance. In the wake of the Snowden stories, for example, Pew polling found that 87%
of respondents were aware of the NSA program (Madden 2015). In spite of the increased
level of concern, however, Americans didn’t seem to know what to make of the knowledge,
and didn’t report making significant changes in behavior. Again according to Pew,
combining findings from a number of studies over three years, 93% of US adults say that
being in control of who can get information about them is important, and 88% say it is
important that they not have someone watch or listen to them without their permission,
while only 9% say they feel they have “a lot” of control over how much information is
collected about them and how it is used. More than half of Americans — 56% — say it is
important to them not to be monitored at work, while 81% agree that surveillance cameras
are hard to avoid (Madden 2015).

The Pew report also included summaries of focus group session quotes that surfaced
some of the emotions and attitudes that corresponded with these beliefs. One participant
invoked George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Fonr, an unavoidable reference in any discussion of
surveillance, saying, “Big Bro is always watching.” Another respondent expressed a sense of
resignation at the totality of the embrace of the surveillance society, saying, “Anything digital
can record, even a car today tells everything, your cell phone even when it is off is still
sending info to the towers” (Madden 2015).

Frames of Surveillance: Nineteen Eighty-Four and The Panopticon

By design, surveillance systems introduce and enforce an imbalance of power between
subjects of surveillance and observers. Such systems establish lines of sight for observers
which are obscured or invisible for the observed.

As Kevin Haggerty and Richard Ericson (2000) emphasized, the writing of two authors
dominate discussion of surveillance and each serves to reinforce this top-down framing of
“asymmetrical (il)legibility.” George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four elaborated a vision of a
society in which most citizens are under constant state surveillance. This vision, as seen in
the quote above, resonates today. Michel Foucault’s depiction of the panopticon provides
the other dominant metaphor (though less established in popular discourse), analyzing
Jeremy Bentham’s design of a prison in which a single observer can observe every prisoner,
while no prisoner can know when, specifically, he is under observation. Foucault then
explained how that kind of surveillance led to an internalization of discipline, in which the
prisoner’s relationship with himself is transformed, a new model of power relevant for
analysis of a broad array of modern institutions. This metaphor continues to be used as
surveillance regimes expand rapidly, extending to terms like ‘electronic panopticon’ and
‘superpanopticon’ “in line with a general tendency in the literature to offer more and more
examples of total or creeping surveillance” (Haggerty 2000). Both of these metaphors
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suggest a kind of totalizing bureaucratic efficiency, in which no citizen or prisoner goes
unseen.

Anyone who has experience working in almost any kind of public or private bureaucracy
would be forgiven for suspecting that this kind of totalization might be prima facie an
incomplete account. Even in the press accounts of surveillance programs noted here, there’s
been significant pushback against their claims of extreme efficacy. Commentators have
noted, for instance, that the Target pregnancy story seems, on further inspection, a bit
implausible. The father cited in the article remains anonymous, and the idea of Target
sending mailers with only pregnancy-related offers to any customer—even legitimately
expectant mothers—carries such a risk of offending customers that the likelihood of its
having occurred as recounted in these stories seems low (Piatetsky 2014). Even so, true or
not, the story and others like it inform public understanding of the state of surveillance in
commercial spaces.

Kate Crawford (2014), in a close reading of the documents surfaced in the Snowden
articles, pointed out how they seemed to reveal the imprecision, ontological slippage and
bureaucratic anxiety of those organizations through the clip art-ridden PowerPoint slides
created by managers of GCHQ’s Squeaky Dolphin program to pitch their capabilities and
bid for funding.

In fact, our conversations with managers supports this skepticism of accounts that
characterize surveillance programs as excessively efficient or total. Just as surveilled subjects
have limited lines of sight into these systems, so to do the managers responsible for
establishing and maintaining surveillant systems.

Terms of Surveillance: Privacy, Security, Control, and Trust

Popular discussions of surveillance tend to frame the issues using a limited vocabulary of
terms that tend to be ill-defined. As Gavin Smith (2015) puts it, surveillance is “a thoroughly
equivocal term” used to arouse hysteria, emphasize security enhancements or reductions in
liberty, and highlight instances of discrimination or thwarting of threats.

A recent study (Watson, Finn, and Barnard-Wills 2017), identified four key terms that
were used repeatedly in public surveys related to surveillance that they argue frame public
discourse in the space: privacy, security, control, and trust. Further, the study found that
surveys on privacy suffered from “vague definitions, a narrow focus in conceptualisation of
terms and a missing link in the exploration of the intra-relationship between” those terms.
For example, only 11 of 17 surveys on privacy defined the term ‘privacy,” and 9 of 12 surveys
on surveillance use examples rather than definitions (of which the Pew surveys referenced
above, emphasis on privacy and control, provide a nice example). These themes were also
explored at depth by Christena Nippert-Eng in her book Is/ands of Privacy, which provided
detailed interpretations of interviews with suburban Americans making sense of their own
experiences of under surveillance (Nippert-Eng 2010). The notion of privacy was brought up
directly and indirectly by a number of participants, in ways can be seen to have a close
relationship with notions of freedom.
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Althusser’s Theory of Ideology

Ideas that circulate in popular discourse, including ideas about surveillance, can be
understood as articulations of ideology. Louis Althusser in “Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses” (1971) established a theory of ideology within Marxist theory, as a key resource
enabling reproduction of social phenomena, as well as the formation of subjective identity.
Althusser described ideology as the representation of imagined relations individuals hold
about their real (material) conditions of existence. In this sense, he saw them as an
‘assemblage’ of concepts drawn from ideas made available from dominant discourse.
Specifically, Althusser argued that these ideas are inculcated in individuals through their
engagement with Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) including the educational system, the
media, the church, and the family, for example, colorfully describing how the mass
communications contribute in “cramming every ‘citizen’ with daily doses of nationalism,
chauvinism, liberalism, moralism, etc, by means of the press, the radio and television.”

Althusser described the process through which individuals internalize ideology as one of
interpellation. In this model, ideology bails an individual, calling out to them in a way that the
individual recognizes the ideology as intended, and fitting, for her. Althusser used the
metaphor of a policeman calling “Hey you!” on the street. The appropriate individual,
sensing the tone of the interjection, turns around in response, thereby making herself subject
to the ideology—that is, turning from an individual into a subject. Althusser made the point
that that the notion of the subject in this process is ambiguous, possessing a dual nature. On
the one hand, the subject is ruled by the ideology which has interpellated her (and thus made
herself subject to the overarching ideology of the ruling class). In another sense, the subject
has freely chosen the particular hailing of the particular ideology she’s responded to, in that
sense demonstrating agency in making distinctions among positions available in her social
world. While the temporal framing described above is helpful in explaining the process of
interpellation, Althusser further argued that subjects are, in fact, always already-interpellated.
In his view, this subjectification begins before birth, when an imagined subject’s family
name, individuality, and class position is determined. Since interpellation cycles continuously
as subjects encounter and reproduce ideological articulations, it can also be understood at
the level of the subject as a theory of learning, and of identity construction.

We saw evidence of this process in our conversations with managers, in their roles both
as assemblers of surveillant systems themselves (i.e., technologies and practices of
surveillance), and as assemblers of the ideology representing the relations that support those
systems. In recognizing their own identities in common background beliefs, and leveraging
them justify the implementation, perpetuation, and expansion of specific systems, these
managers also contributed to the reproduction of the social relations supporting the broader
social phenomena of surveillance.

Foner’s History of ‘Freedom’ in the United States

While Althusser stated that ideology in general “has no history, or, what comes to the same
thing, is eternal,” particular ideologies can be shown to take different forms over time and
place. In The Story of American Freedom, Exic Foner elaborates a framework describing the
ways that the concept of ‘freedom’ has been used throughout American history.
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Drawing on Isaiah Berlin’s (and Kant’s) notions of positive (‘freedom to’) and negative
(‘freedom from’) liberty, Foner evaluates the competing meanings of freedom in American
political discourse in periods from the Revolution through the mid-1990s, paying special
attention to sorting out which groups of people stood to gain and lose power in each
formulation. Such a framework can act as a prism that reveals the notion of freedom as one
that can be refracted from many angles at once, often putting the same word, “freedom” (ot
its twin, “liberty”), to opposing ends.

For example, Foner cites a 1645 speech by Massachusetts colonial governor John
Winthrop that exemplifies a conception of freedom that seems counterintuitive to modern
ears. Winthrop focused on the importance of “moral liberty... a liberty to do only good,”
which represented a kind of inner freedom of self-abnegation “compatible with severe
restraints on freedom of speech, religion, movement and personal behavior...” and
ultimately with submission to secular authority (Foner 1998).

After the Revolution and Declaration of Independence, freedom was only truly available
to “those within the circle of free citizens” which was limited to white, property owning
males. As Foner writes, “the Revolution did not undo the obedience to which male heads of
household were entitled from their wives, children, employees, and slaves.”

In the period leading up to the Civil War, the notion of freedom was bent to the
purpose of defending and justifying its diametric opposite, the institution of slavery. In the
writings of southerners John Calhoun and George Fitzhugh, these arguments took the form
of a critique of relations between capital and labor. Calhoun (1856) described the situation in
this way:

The fact cannot be disguised that there is and always has been, in an advanced stage of wealth and
civilization; a conflict between labor and capital. Slavery exempts Southern society from the
disorders and dangers resulting from this conflict. This explains why the political condition of the
slaveholding States has been so much more stable and quiet than that of the North.

In those terms, slavery was posited to free Southern society from the discord caused by
labor’s alienation. Fitzhugh (1857) took the tortuous logic of this line of reasoning to its
logical conclusion, in an essay called “The Blessings of Slavery,” writing:

The negro slaves of the South are the happiest, and in some sense, the freest people in the
wortld... The free laborer must work or starve.

In this argument Fitzhugh directly asserts slavery as itself a form of freedom—a
freedom from the anxiety associated with self-determination (positive freedom) in a capitalist
system. Such diabolical flexibility anticipates the concept of doublethink associated with
Nineteen Eighty-Four, in which a slogan of the book’s English Socialist Party of Oceania reads:
“Freedom is Slavery.”

Given the plasticity of the term, it’s clear that any assertion about freedom is worthy of
at least some level of inspection and interpretation. This framework for untangling the
contradictory and oppositional conceptions of freedom became a critical resource in making
sense of the divergent and counterintuitive views that emerged from interviews with our
managers of surveillance.
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EMERGENT THEMES AMONG MANAGERS OF SURVEILLANT SYSTEMS

Our conversations with IT and security managers made available the language they used to
describe their organization’s use of video in stores, workplaces, and civic spaces, and the
beliefs and attitudes they expressed about its use, potential, and meaning. These
conversations, then, enabled us to see areas of convergence and divergence among
respondents’ descriptions of surveillant systems. As will be seen, throughout these
conversations, the ideology (and in fact, multiple competing ideologies) of freedom played a
particularly prominent role.

Surveillance of Employees

Language managers used to describe their tracking of employee activity was striking in the
ways they revealed tensions between managers and workers. While the levels of
pervasiveness of tracking varied, most managers expressed sensitivity to the risks of making
that surveillance visible to employees. The head of security for a marijuana supplier
described their practices as mostly retrospective, but carrying significant consequences for
employees.

Employee activity, we don’t monitor unless there’s a situation, then we’ll go back and review tape.
I have a guy in South Carolina that does random spot checks, my super-secret guy in South
Carolina that does all my spying for me... Mostly the video and audio that we get from it is
almost entirely used for human resources. The HR department always needs a good reason to fire
somebody.

The head of security for a pharmacy chain used similarly hidden approaches to track
down cases of employee theft.

At the support office, we have a team that data mines data from the point of sale POS... and they
then look at anomalies that would indicate fraud or theft. And then if they get to the point that
indicates that what they may have then they use the video to determine what they have. And very
often, every day, on the front end they’re sending out investigative packages via email that contain
the data and video to a guy in the field that says basically saying “Hey this employee is doing this
bad thing, stealing, go get him.” And then the field guy goes out and talks to the guy and finishes
the investigation.

Both of these depictions indicate that these organizations go to some trouble to create
infrastructures to definitively respond to employee theft, and at the same time keep
surveillance hidden from view of employees. At the same time, the marijuana security had
suggested that he believes employee anxiety about the potential of surveillance can impact
their behavior, presumably for the better.

Our employees think they’te being watched 24/7. There’s something about perception you know
what I mean... [uncomfortable laughter]

A marketing lead for a retail technology startup expressed similar sentiments:
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You know these days I think almost everyone involved in retail has that feeling [that they’re being
watched], because in a lot of cases it’s true, so... [uncomfortable laughter]

For managers, awareness of surveillance was imagined to temper unwanted employee
behaviors, but too much exposure was imagined to potentially lead to backlash and
confrontation. One of our informants, a regional manager for an apparel company, whose
office was based in a store, and had close working relationships with his store staff,
explained his concerns:

Undercover Boss could never happen here. We can monitor video, but it’s a double-edged sword.
If you use it in a review it can go bad on you pretty fast, a little too Big Brother... Referencing it in
conversations can feel micromanaged.

The COO of a retail fashion manufacturer described his staff’s reaction to the
installation of cameras in the workplace.

People got a little excited that we installed cameras in warchouse. If you’re behaving appropriately
why worry?

The phrasing used by these managers indicate a preference for keeping employee
awareness of surveillance beneath the surface, out of sight of employees and out of
discussions with them, to prevent uncomfortable conversations. In effect, the fact that
employees were never fully aware of the extent of their subjection to surveillance meant that
they couldn’t directly address or change the situation. Surveillance persists with a slow-
burning tension in relations without becoming openly contentious. Secrecy is a privilege of
management that both emerges from and maintains imbalances in power.

Other practices managers described included using methods that didn’t connect with
video monitoring. Rather than direct observation of bodies, these methods relied on proxies
for work done, like an apparel store operations manager tracking the number of units
processed (here meaning boxes unpacked) per man hour. Similatly, the CEO of a chain of
better burger’ restaurants described tracking sales per server in his restaurants.

The security lead for a pharmacy chain depicted a team in his headquarters office who
use video data from the pharmacy to plan labor workflows and training protocols for
pharmacy staff.

They used to go out into the pharmacy with a clipboard and take notes and you can imagine how
that corrupts the data, so to speak, cause you know people behave differently, when there’s
someone standing there with a clipboard. Now they watch video from here, out in the stores, and
can kind of make annotations.

On the other end of the spectrum were owners of smaller businesses who kept tabs on their
workers using methods that were more persistent and invasive. The general manager of a
family-owned commercial equipment repair company described how she tracked repair
trucks using GPS, and reviewed open job logs in their ticketing system during the day to
assure herself that her repair people were active and productive.

Even more extreme was the owner of a number of pastry franchise locations. He laid
out his biography as a series of rational economic decisions. Having assessed his
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opportunities while studying for a CPA in Chicago, he relocated to Phoenix (“the fastest
growing city in the US at the time”) to start a food business (“it’s easier to scale a food
business—everybody needs to eat”), particularly as a franchise with a company “with a good
track record.” He described the multiple methods he employed to keep tabs on his stores, to
“get a good pulse.” In addition to getting data from his point of sale (POS) system, and
occasional “unannounced quality restaurant inspections,” he described his practice of pulling
weekly employee audits to see how employees were performing and to make sure that there
was no indication of fraud, like “no-sales.”

It’s not always about punishing, it’s also about rewarding... whoever gets the highest sales, most
drinks, we give them a gift card. That’s how we spin it to employees. Really, it’s more like,
checking everything, making sure there’s nothing fishy going on, people not pulling their weight.

He also described how he leverages the video security systems he installed in each store.
He described being able to access these systems from his home office, or even an app on his
phone. He described being able to check in on one of his stores is in a mall, near a children’s
play area:

I was checking our cloud-based POS and saw that one store was really busy, so I turned on the
cameras for the store to find out why. Are we doing something right, or is just busy at the mall? I
use that reverse method. I’ll say, “You got through that line really fast, you’re killing it out there.”
But really, you should know that I’'m using that camera... They know it’s good that I make those
calls so they know that I'm always watching but they don’t know when.

This video security system replaced less expensive “nanny cams” that came with built-in
microphones and speakers. In describing how he had used that system he shared this story:

These cameras didn’t record, I just had them on the counter pointing at customers, and it allows
for audio, had the two-way audio thing going, and from my phone I called “There’s no one at the
front, we need somebody here now!” They thought it was a ghost. But I was just messing with
them.

The manager also described his greatest challenge in being the difficulty of hiring and
retaining staff. It’s tough, he explained, “finding those right people, people you can trust,
count on, especially at the manager level.”

These approaches of measuring and monitoring employee exemplify forms of “scientific
management” that would be recognizable to the original proponents of Taylorism, who
similarly counted (and prescribed using arguably arbitrary calculations) the tonnage of pig
iron Hungarian steel workers carried to trains in the course of a working day (Stewart 20006).

The worldview that underlies scientific management is built on a belief that labor, once
freely exchanged for capital and in submission to oversight, abandons some aspects of
liberty in relation to labor. As Louis Althusser (1971) stated it in Marxist terms, “all the
agents of production, exploitation and repression, not to speak of the ‘professionals of
ideology’ (Marx), must in one way or another be ‘steeped’ in this ideology in order to
perform their tasks ‘conscientiously.”

In the history of the United States, multiple positions have adopted the language of
liberty. Even today, Melissa Cefkin (2014) pointed out that in discourse around emerging
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forms of peer and open work, ‘freedom’ from hierarchies in the workplace can also be seen
as leading to the “neo-liberal feudalism, the demise of job security.”

In the late 19th and early 20th century “freedom of contract” was used to denote an
ideology that governments ought not interfere with companies’ right to make contracts
freely with individual workers. In competition with this concept, “freedom of labor” was
used to describe “freedom to participate in decision-making through strong unions, freed
from management hostility and court injunctions” (Foner 1998).

The head of security for a pharmacy invoked another kind of freedom in justifying
employee surveillance, harkening back to the Puritan model of “moral liberty,” here in the
form of freedom from “bad choices.”

So we have video pointing at all the cash registers, because we know this is retail, and sometimes
people make bad choices sometimes, and they either take money, employees, or they might pass
merchandise to a friend of theirs...

This type of freedom, the freedom from making bad choices, has roots in the early
history of the US as well. As Foner (1998) explains it, “Puritans were governed by a “moral”
liberty, “a liberty to that only which is good,” which was compatible with severe restraints on
speech, religion, and personal behavior.”

In each of these examples, it’s clear that competing definitions of liberty are at play in
justifying systems of surveillance in the workplace. For many of these managers, the freedom
workers have to chart their own course as agents in the labor market (in accepting terms of
employment and accepting wages) means abandoning freedom to do as they choose within
the confines of the work environment, and thereby submitting themselves to ongoing
surveillance by management, on management’s terms.

Backstopping of Surveillance by Police

It’s become natural, living under the implacable gaze of cameras, amidst visible signposting
and prominent monitors above store doorways, and among narratives shaped by narratives
like Nineteen Eighty-Four and the panopticon, to presume that an operator at some remote
location may be actively watching our every move. While managers described relatively
intensive surveillance of employees, many reported expending much less energy monitoring
the behaviors of consumers or the general public, whether to generate business intelligence,
or even to prevent theft. Based on manager accounts, that is not typically the case. Most
participants reported looking only occasionally at video footage, and then only after the fact,
when alerted to a problem. As the vice president of a large coffee chain explained, “We don’t
touch that. We’re not looking at LP (loss prevention) from the customer side at all.” While
the occasions were rare, managers’ stories did highlight the connection between private and
state assemblages of surveillance, through practices that included of handing off video
footage to police in support of investigations.

A marketing executive for a bank provided an explained how footage his company
captures can end up being used by law enforcement organizations:

I haven’t looked at it in a long time. Except the time we had a robbery. Actually, over time we
caught a bunch of them. I’'m not gonna say we have ‘em all the time. A few a year. Usually we just
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give police snippets, and they make photos that they give to the FBIL. The Cross-Dressing Bandit,
they name ‘em, not sure if that comes from the news media, or the FBI, not quite sure.

The security lead for a pharmacy chain explained that his company’s footage is shared
with police as well, rarely but according to established protocol:

In the course of a year there are gonna be a half dozen things that can happen, theft, slip and falls,
they’re gonna have to be able to pull the video, burn it to CD, send it to the police, if the police
are out there, if it’s a robbery they’ll—so they have it there.

The head of maintenance and facilities for a regional transportation agency described his
organization’s connections to local police as well:

We do supply video to the sheriff’s office when there’s an incident that requires it... we review
incidents that happen on the bus, whether it’s a trip and fall or graffiti or any kind of damage to
the bus to ferret out who did what.

The owner-operator of a pastry chain provided a recent example:

I had to look at some like a month ago, we had someone who was stealing from us. I had to get
police involved, copied some footage for them. It was a shift manager. Deposits in cash were
there, but credit cards were not. When they sent the workbook at end of the week, didn’t
reconcile to POS.

The connections and enunciations between private and state systems of surveillance is
not trivial. As Althusser (1971) explained, “the State is explicitly conceived as a repressive
apparatus... which enables the ruling classes... to ensure their domination over the working
class.” The practices connecting private and public systems of surveillance—transmission of
data, copying of tapes, phone calls and practices of collaboration—enable the expression of
the system’s inclination toward furthering enclosure. In Althusser’s depiction, the distinction
between public and private is a false one on its face, since so-called private institutions in any
case serve the interest of the state, and the ruling class. More importantly for this analysis, in
the accounts of managers these traversals appear as mundane, taken-for-granted facts in
their social worlds that don’t require further explanation or justification. They are simply
common sense.

Limited Surveillance of the Public, and Abbreviated Ethics

Managers did grapple with the meaning of surveillance of the public. Their responses
displayed a wide range of attitudes about the ethics of public surveillance, and situated those
attitudes in a kind of balance with other concerns.

Even in sheriff’s jails, video wasn’t likely to be monitored live.

Yes, we have security cameras for guarding and watching facilities. Mostly for security. Most of
the cameras aren’t monitored live. It’s for going back and reviewing later if there are concerns.
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The head of IT security for a marijuana dispensary had no qualms with monitoring the

public.

They’re in a public place they have no expectation of privacy, nor do my employees. I record
audio, I record video. They shouldn't have any expectation of any privacy or any type of anything.

The head of security for a pharmacy chain described a tangle of beliefs. In the first place,

he felt the public is given fair warning that they’ll be surveilled.

There’s lots of signage. When you walk in the front door, there’s a public view monitor there if
you look up. It should either have a sign on it that says “video recording in progress,” or the new
ones have an embedded sign on the video itself that pops up that says video recording in
progress. Then we have these public view monitors in four locations in every store: one at the
front, one at the pharmacy pickup window, one on the drug wall, and one in cosmetics wall and
all of them have that same sign. And then we also have a sign at many stores on the front door,
for safety and security, video monitoring, alarms, time delay safe.

Though minimal, he did describe some dissatisfaction with customers in being watched,

that also hit at the uncertainty some members of the public hold about the potential power
of surveillant technology.

In the retail space, everybody knows there are cameras monitoring activity. I have a hard time
thinking of any time we had issues with that. The pharmacy space, we have had an occasional
customer... that says “Hey that camera can see my prescription!” And we can very, very easily
demonstrate to them that it can’t read it.

Prompted about extending the capabilities of his deployments to track customer activity

for marketing purposes, the same pharmacy manager described concerns about public
reaction, Nineteen Eighty-Four, and the pharmacy’s brand.

A lot of that has been discussed, and obviously there’s technology issues there, there's privacy
issues there, there is perception issues there. We talk about you know the cell phone data and
tracking that data, that person, and even if it is anonymous so to speak remember, we’re a
healthcare company when you walk back into that pharmacy, HIPPA [US federal privacy] laws
apply. So we’re very, very sensitive to that. We give thought to those things. One, we’re always
compliant with HIPAA and then we want to appear to do the right things for our customer, even
though it might not have to do with HIPAA, we don't want to give the appearance that we’re not
doing the right things with our customers data. So that tracking of cell phones and that Big
Brother and all that kinds of stuff we really have to think about, ah... um, a lot.

The chief information officer of a sheriff’s department invoked the publicity around

CCTV deployments in the UK, and Las Vegas, to describe the relative limits of deployments
he manages in public space.
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It’s not like England where we have constant facial recognition. Here there are specific legal
requirements, and also civil liberties concerns. Ironically, people fear what government and law
enforcement do, but we are the least progressive. In retail and gambling there’s a lot more
identification going on. You can’t walk anywhere is Las Vegas without being recognized.
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A bank vice president responsible for marketing described the challenges she faced
when rolling out a remodel, and the balance she tried to strike between crime deterrence and
branding.

We had to incorporate cameras into branches, so we had to design cameras and branding.
Sometimes it was a little off. Like we have the big red wall as part of branding, and sometimes the
cameras were in awkward places, uneven, or standing out in a weird spot, but they want their
cameras in certain places. It’s very important.

I don’t know how the customers feel, I guess they’re being video’d anyway. I wonder how the
employees feel, but cameras capture employees anyway. But showing that data to a wide variety of
people? Probably want to limit that. It’s somewhat an invasion of privacy, though employed.

Could we repurpose it for customer tracking? I haven’t thought of that but it’s a good idea. It’s a
little Big Brother. There are all these privacy requirements.

In these accounts, managers invoked a broad array of ways of justifying the deployment
of surveillant systems on the general public, in relational rather than moral terms—relative to
‘expectations of privacy’ (a narrowly legal definition), relative to surveillant interventions (like
Las Vegas) deemed to be more intensive and widespread, relative to its visibility (i.e., the fact
that it’s literally signposted in public spaces), and in relation to brand expectations. Concerns
about civil liberties were construed through the lens of regulatory compliance, which served
to domesticate ethics as a form of technical requirement familiar to managers of information
technology projects.

These statements also can be seen as undetlain by claims about the nature of freedom
under regimes of surveillance, in a way that connected with the notion of privacy. We saw
that ‘privacy’ tended to be invoked in alignment with ‘civil liberties,” and in opposition to
‘Big Brother,” a shorthand for top-down, ‘creepy’ surveillance. In that sense, privacy could be
seen as a stand-in for a commonsense type of freedom—freedom from being made visible
to agents of institutions of power. Put simply, privacy is equated with freedom from
surveillance.

Reviewing popular discussions of surveillance, key terms like ‘control’ and ‘trust’
can also be seen as relating to this definition of freedom, specifically as a desire to
choose which agents are able to negate a freedom from visibility to the powerful.

In these conversations, the metaphor of Big Brother was invoked as a kind of
line in the sand, a stigma to be avoided. The threshold for crossing into that arena,
however, appeared to be set by the imagination managers held about the perception
of the surveilled public rather than on the basis of an internal moral distinction. This
seemed to be operationalized as an assessment about how a given surveillance
intervention would compare to what managers imagined public to find ‘expected’ or
commonplace.

Managers under Surveillance
Managers expressed a range of attitudes about their own perceived exposure to surveillance,

demonstrating a mix of stances from insouciance to resignation. While very aware of the
limitations of their own systems, they didn’t seem comfortable dismissing the possibility that
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systems run by others—who were not within their own lines of sight—could be more
sophisticated, efficient, or totalizing.
The security lead for a matijuana dispensary demonstrated resigned savvy.

I mean on a personal level, I mean heck you’re on camera the minute you drive out your driveway
pretty much. Can’t get away with much...

The vice president of marketing for a sensor startup shared a similar view.

I can’t remember the exact numbers, but they’re shocking. It’s like the number of times
somebody’s captured on video was insane, it's like 200 or... [laughter] I was counting them last
night driving home. I was at a major intersection and there were, sure enough, 12 cameras on one
intersection! Like, “Wow, I can’t believe...” Palo Alto’s a very secure city I might say.

Asked about his own concern about being surveilled, the chief security officer for a
coffee chain explained flatly, “I don’t care.”

The chief financial officer of an apparel company wasn’t sure about his own subjection
to surveillance within the company, saying “I don’t think I’'m being monitored. I’'m not
aware that it’s happening to others, but anything’s possible.”

As mentioned eatlier, the sheriff’s chief information officer also referenced privately
owned sites of intensive surveillance, saying “You can’t walk anywhere is Las Vegas without
being recognized.”

For one informant, his experience coordinating retail technology conferences tempered
his assessment of the state of the art, and represented a divergent view of the capability of
systems that weren’t under his direct supervision.

Are these systems widely adopted? No, not at all. People are playing so close to the vest in terms
of what they release to the public. I think there’s a wide gap between what we see and what is
actually in the marketplace... The science fiction stuff that we get excited about is not widely
adopted yet.

These accounts highlight a picture of surveillance that is more complicated than
common top-down models that posit two primary actors—agents of surveillant institutions
with power, and the citizen-consumers subject to their gaze. Instead, these narratives show
managers entangled within the surveillance of others, connecting the dots and reading into
what they imagined was happening behind the scenes, their lines of sight limited in their role
as surveilled subjects in in the domains of property owners. Managers here applied a similar
logic in making sense of their own surveillance to that which they applied over their own
organization’s employees, and the public. As employees themselves, they understood that
they were possibly trading away freedom from surveillance as a contractual term of their
employment (though to what extent was unclear), and as members of the public, they had
little expectation of privacy for themselves. Though they understand the limits of their own
technical systems, they were capable only of imagining the potential of systems beyond their
lines of sight.
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The Mundanity and Intensity of Surveillance Management

Managers’ stories indicated that many of the workplace challenges our participants explained
were mundane, representing the familiar everyday challenges of any information technology
project manager, from wrangling contracts, to acquiring budgets approvals, managing
resources, and meeting deadlines.

The head of security for a marijuana dispensary described a new building project to
overcome his biggest challenge—bandwidth—which he had begun planning and budgeting
to address through a custom buildout. His language was typical of participants.

Biggest thing holding me back is bandwidth in some of the locations I have... Everything is on
Comcast broadband but one site is on microwave. I’'m building my own 100-ft tower and building
my own wireless network. The ROI will be within a year, even if I spend 50k building all this out.

Bandwidth limitations were echoed by many of the managers we spoke with, including a
project manager for a pharmacy, the head of IT for a lumber company described being
behind the curve, and the I'T director for a fast food chain. The sheriff’s CIO also described
challenges managing fiber bandwidth and network architecture but also detailed the
headaches of complying with IT regulations that enforce civil liberties protection.

Keeping up with technology trends is important. Cloud is complicated because we deal with PII,
PHLI, restricted law enforcement info, intelligence. You need clearance to look at this information.
Dealing with all of these different data with different access structures, is complicated. Custody is
complicated. Lots of information is crossing boundaries, including health, intelligence and all
these other categories.

And yet the mundanity of I'T abuts the responsibility these managers take on for
preventing extreme violence on behalf of their organizations. Asked about his top urgent
project priority, the chief security officer for a coffee retailer flatly explained:

I’d like to get more predictive about terrorist attacks.
The top priority for the pharmacy’s head of security was preventing robbery.

The biggest problem we have on the security side is robberies. Robberies are a stick up... where
someone pulls a weapon. We’re throwing everything we have at it but we still have a problem
we’re always looking for anything with technology that will stop those things. Alarms, safes,
always looking for ways to do things better because those can be very bad for our employees.

In the sheriff’s department, even for the chief information officer, shootings were a top
concern.

If I have an employee involved in an incident. I have a deputy who got involved in an off-duty
shooting, or it could be part of my managed operation, like a rogue IT person doing something
they weren’t supposed to do.

Haggerty described the will of surveillant assemblages “to bring systems together, to
combine practices and technologies and integrate them into a larger whole” (Haggerty and
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Ericson 2000). The fact that physical violence hangs in the balance for managers in their
everyday responsibilities looms large in the decision-making that goes into choosing and
deploying technological systems of surveillance, and can feed a tendency to move
continuously toward more extensive interventions, and more complete enclosure of
surveillant systems.

SCHOOL SECURITY: ENHANCING OUR FREEDOM

Many of the themes traced above were evident in depiction of the physical security
information management system (PSIM) provided by the school district’s head of security at
the opening of this paper. He summarized the array of machinic components of the system
that had been deployed in that time. These included automated cameras with a view covering
areas of the surrounding neighborhood, automated locks on classroom doors, intercom
systems, motion detectors in classrooms to confirm rooms are cleared during SWAT team
sweeps, “mini command centers” at reception desks, “duress pendants” worn by secretaries,
along with buttons installed in their desks, and cell phone tracking systems within buildings.
All of these fed into a central command center at the district office with wall-sized banks of
monitors enabling security staff to look in on and manage situations they were alerted to
“aggressive situations” by people on campus or automated notifications. He also touched on
themes of surveillance of the public and employees, ethics, and the mundanity and intensity
of managing security and surveillance projects. But while most participants justified
surveillance in terms of tradeoffs (for wages, or public safety, for example), he evinced a
unique approach to making sense of the program of surveillance he had instituted, justifying
it as a freedom-enhancing, positive good.

At the beginning of our conversation, the director gave an overview of his career. He
was in his 27th year at the district, having worked there since a four-year stint in the Army as
a military police officer. It’s notable that in Althusser’s terms, his career began as a member
of the Repressive State Apparatus (doubly as military officer and police officer), and moved
to the most crucial of Ideological State Apparatuses (the school). He described his district in
terms of the number of schools in the district, the area covered, number of students, the
educational awards the district had won, and the fact that their response times to an active
shooter event was estimated to be in the range of “immediate to two minutes.”

The Active Shooter Incident

One devastating incident loomed in the background of this conversation, though he alluded
to it mostly in passing references. Four years previously, at a high school in his district, a
student brought a gun to school, unfortunately using it to murder a classmate. While the
systems and procedures he and the district had implemented were credited by an
investigatory committee with preventing more extensive violence, they were not able to
prevent the tragic event. Further, these systems were deemed to have broken down in
important ways. For one, the network was overwhelmed as multiple law enforcement
jurisdictions attempted to access the school’s cameras. Secondly, the video management
system’s time stamps proved to be out of sync, so review of footage after the fact was
hindered as the events were being investigated.
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In large part as a response to that traumatic event, over the last few years, he worked
with the school board to raise funds to increase staffing and invest in a new technology
infrastructure. Surveillance researchers have argued that this type of security response after
the fact of tragedy amounts to a kind of “‘actionism,’” in which surveillance’s advocates
consistently argue that doing something—CCTYV installations, pat-downs, shoe-scanners—
must be better than doing nothing” (Hannah 2010).

The director described the PSIM as “open” in terms of its technical architecture, which
allows the use of cameras from any manufacturer, and is easily extensible. In addition,
following the guidelines set out by a partnership between two industry lobbying groups, the
Security Industry Association (SIA), and the National Systems Contractors Association
(NSCA), he began training the entire school community in incident response protocols,
bringing together all of his technology assets, along with the school community into a
unified technical and human system. In his telling, this system involves the neighborhood,
the parent community, teachers, staff and students in a unified mission.

Empowering Teachers

A key theme the security director returned to was the idea that the installed system
“empowered” the members of the school community.

The empowerment piece is, for example, I mentioned all those staff members we have working
for us, we also have everybody is technically a staff member and every student is potentially a
security officer for the school district.

They are also empowered to have their own mini command stations or security interactive, or
how do I say, security technology that they use on a daily basis to keep their school safe. So those
175 people, even though they don’t work directly for us, they—we have 175 additional eyes using
the technology we have out there.

[In a] lockdown, where anybody can call a lockdown, I mean a staff member or a high school
aged student, or middle school, where they see something that is potentially violent or could bring
harm to them, they can call that, it’s not just something that can be you know the old traditional
way, you’re empowering people to react to things that might be detrimental to them.

He further described the change of attitudes in the district in recent years, with people
who may have initially rejected a stronger surveillance system now finding value in the
protection it afforded.

When we started in the 1990s, there was a lot of pushback to it, surveillance. “That’s Big
Brother,” when we started installing call boxes and visitor management. We don’t get that
pushback now because it’s keeping their kids safe... people who were apprehensive about it kinda
retired, it’s like a team.

The PSIM in Action

The director provided a few examples of how the system, now fully implemented, operated
in concert to react to potential threats to the campus. These examples proved rather
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extraordinary. In one instance, a person not associated with the school attempted to gain
entry during school hours, which triggered an alert and action by the school staff.

This person tried to get into the school, maybe intoxicated, and he collapsed on street. They got
him help, and it turns out he was mentally challenged, and very nervous about starting his first
job. He collapsed, they got him help—hey, that’s what the technology and practices are there for,
He was not a potential threat, and they got him help.

In another example, the automated systems detected another disturbance after hours,

this time in the community surrounding a school, rather than the school itself.

We had domestic violence this past weekend, abusive drinking, this couple had 32-ounce bottle of
Coors Light, they were fighting on street. The intercom started recording their argument, and a
neighborhood patrol and law enforcement all respond.

The following night, the system detected a false alarm, with an amusing result.

The next night a guy and a girl with paint brushes were picked up on camera. The analytics picks
it up, alerts us, we respond, but it turns out they’re not bad guys—they’re people who study
spiders! They’re in there in the cracks of wall with brushes, to get spiders to come out. But from
the video you can’t tell what they’re up to, it’s bizarre.

His final example occurred the very first weekend they installed automated cameras at a

school, resulting in the arrest of thieves posing as construction workers.

The first day we put cameras in place, part of the school was a construction site. The cameras
went online, and pick up guys taking roofing materials, welding equipment. The cameras hadn’t
been tuned, but they picked up motion. They auto-tracked them, these guys were disguised as
constructions workers, and tracked their car out of the lot. They were caught by 6pm, with no
analytics, awesome. So my job’s tremendously easier.

These anecdotes demonstrate the director’s understanding of the power of a tightly

integrated system of surveillance, linking motion-detecting cameras, monitoring by school
staff and security personnel, and connections to local police departments.

Relations with the Community

The PSIM system, as described in the examples above, engages the community in multiple
ways, beginning with the security and surveillance provided by the cameras, microphones,
and motion detectors that cover neighborhood areas beyond school campuses. Again, the
director provided an example.
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The security cameras are quite noticeable, a deterrent in themselves. we’re seeing reduced
vandalism. In the 1990s we got tagged almost every night, windows broken. It was usually a
student or something, but since cameras have gone up that’s been reduced by 95 percent. A
neighborhood could be Grafittiville, but not on the school! There’s a perception that cameras see
into the neighborhood, so those parts of the neighborhood don’t get hit.
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Schools are also of course an important part of the fabric of the community. One
dimension of this relationship is economic support. When funding was required order to
build out and maintain the PSIM system, the district proposed a US$5M bond measure
which was passed with citizen support. This funding was supplemented by a federal grant
secured by the director and his team. The director explained the positive economic feedback
loop between school and community.

Property values are tied to safe and high-performance schools, which leads to higher equity for
the community. That was an important part of the pitch to raise money.

At the same time, he described efforts to prevent security interventions to present a
negative impression of the school or the neighborhood.

Signage is critical, to have it at strategic points, every school ground has it at entrance points, and
on the structure of the building there’s another sign that says ‘Attention video surveillance,
trespassers prosecuted.” But it’s not like a prison... Administrators ate like, “I don't want my
school to be turned into a prison.”

He also described ways in which community members were entrained in the program of
surveillance.

Our surveillance system is also empowering the community. We have neighborhood watches that
we call Watch Dads. Our school buses report back when there’s any kind of issue, and we’re
working to build apps to get information about threats or concerns from parents and the
community.

At the same time he described ways in which the schools provided resources for the
community, to a point.

After hours, 10pm to 4am people are gonna walk dogs. It’s important they’re not getting too close
to the bricks, not throwing things at the window. We’re not gonna go harass them, but if
somebody’s got a can of spray paint we want an alert... We don’t have a problem with taking a
walk at night, even though it says 10pm

It’s an open campus, students can come and go. But walking down street and you need to use
bathroom, go into a K-5 school, those days are done.

Descriptions like this, told from the point of view of an administrator of school security,
have implications beyond the vantage point of I'T project management. Between the lines of
his depictions of community and police relations, are resonances of issues like public space,
economics, race, and power that call to mind Mike Davis’ City of Quartz (1990), which
described the social history of Los Angeles. In Davis’ telling, the “suburbs demand
segregation and ghettoization” where “neomilitary syntax of contemporary architecture”
keeps “good citizens at home in private spheres of consumption, bad citizens on streets
illegitimate,” and “sheriffs relentlessly restrict public space, hurt freedom of movement of
the young.”

In the story of the spider hunters mentioned in the previous section, it’s clear that the
ideology the director has assembled for himself fails to anticipate the desire, on the part of
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members of marginalized communities, for freedom from violence that can accompany
encounters with police—agents of the State Apparatus authorized to deploy sanctioned
violence. What was an amusing story in this instance could easily have a much less amusing
outcome for another group of neighbors.

Manufacturers as Collaborators

In multiple instances, the director expressed an enthusiasm for vendors, integrators, and
manufacturers of security components, at one point saying to an interviewer, “keep
improving the industry. It’s just fantastic to see. I feel like I’'m in Star Trek world.” He
continued:

I used to dread manufacturers coming back when I had no budget now. I'm open to it. With all
this new technology, feel like a kid in a candy store.

I'm open to integration, always wowed by things, envious. We have an open architecture system,
the whole point is I have one VMS [video management system]|, but I can buy whatever fantastic
camera you have, even if I can’t afford your VMS.

He also mentioned the role of industry groups in supporting his efforts.

[The industry group], they provide a tiered continuum that helped us immensely, they helped us
to get our funding,.

This connection with industry, along with his enthusiasm for industry partnership hints
at the practices and relations that support the reproduction of the broader phenomenon of
surveillance.

Looking to the Future

Asked about what he saw in store for the future of his district’s school security program, he
again expressed enthusiasm.

It’s a Renaissance period. Every day there’s something new, I’'m hoping that the industry
continues to do that. I’d love to see more user-friendly Android apps, more integration of VMS
and visitor management. I’'m a huge proponent of video.

He imagined future scenarios enabled by further integration.

But what about... you take a picture for a background check, but what about before they enter
the building? We could work with [vendors] and integrate a driver’s license swipe or whatever
background check before they enter the building. That’s the final frontier for great access control,
to identify the sex offender... that’s my dream, not saying any perverts got in.

He further imagined scenarios in which the PSIM system could provide automated

warnings to people identified as potential threats, imagining what amounted to buildings
acting autonomously as agents of security.
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It could be like, “You in the red jacket!” An automated response. That’s exactly what we’re
looking at once the [new] system is online, those kinds of features. “Welcome to the school.” But
if you stay too long, a voice comes over and says something, that to me is wonderful.

These depictions suggesting futures imagined for the surveillance system he manages
demonstrate not only his plans (in cooperation with members of the security industry), but
also the will of the assemblage itself to become both more integrated and totalizing, and
more agential.

RESOLVING DISSONANT CONCEPTIONS OF FREEDOM

The pivotal statement in the conversation with school district security director was this
surprising and puzzling assertion.

I believe this technology enhances our freedom. That’s just my thought.

In that moment, his characterizations seemed to have gone past the point of euphemism
into the territory of ‘doublespeak,” of Nineteen Eighty-Four. In summarizing the effect of the
array of technologies that comprised the systems that he’d implemented in the schools—and
perhaps slightly more broadly, the array of technologies made available by industry to people
in his position to bring, both now and increasingly in the emerging future, new levels of
security (and surveillance) to schools—it was difficult to see how increasingly circumscribing
civil liberties in public places could be seen to enhance or advance freedom. The most
peculiar aspect of the statement, and that which most diverged from that of other managers,
was the positive relationship he posed between surveillance (an imposition of power over
the surveilled) and freedom (associated with privacy, or the freedom to act without visibility
to the powerful). To help make sense of this statement, it is helpful to think of the statement
through the lens of ideology—as a commonsense belief, drawn from concepts made
available by dominant discourse. Further, the fact that this statement represented a site of
ideological contention is supported by its inconsonance with the many other narratives
relayed by other participants. His language represented an inversion of the typical rhetoric in
this space which tends to construe security and privacy (a kind of freedom) in opposition
with each other, or seeks to find some sort of appropriate balance between the two. His
statement moved to align the concepts, in an unproblematic relationship of mutual
reinforcement.

Tamara Dinev (2005) has pointed to the rise of rhetoric “consolidating security and
privacy (“security and privacy”) rather than antagonizing (“security vs. privacy”) these two
seemingly polar values.” That rhetoric was deployed in a 2001 speech delivered by President
George W. Bush in response to the September 11 attacks, in which he announced the
creation of the Department of Homeland Security (followed shortly by the USAPATRIOT
Act which dramatically expanded the ability of governments and police to surveil the
American public). In that speech, Bush stated, “I will not relent in waging this struggle for
freedom and security for the American people.” This language joined freedom and security
(and implicitly, surveillance), but stopped short of saying one actually enhanced the other. A
reasonable interpretation would allow that those values might be pursued with a sensitivity
to balancing or managing trade-offs between them.
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More recently, there have been some signals emerging in popular discourse that support
the director’s assemblage of freedom. As one Fox News commentator put it recently, “The
civil liberties faction who hate surveillance operate on a lie: that security infringes on
freedom. No, security enhances freedom, which insures [sic|] our survival.” (Gutfeld 2016). A
writer in Security Magazine (also a security industry executive) provided what might be a
clearer interpretation, writing “Basically, ‘security’ is ‘freedom from danger.”” (Mech 2006).

Freedom from death, freedom from danger, freedom from trauma. All of which, put in
such terms, seem like worthy, if not the ultimate forms of freedom. As Hong (2017) has
pointed out, “The ‘right to be let alone’ appears a relatively indulgent, bourgeois quibble
when placed into such stark conflict with the ‘right to be free from death and violence.”
Further, given the director’s first-hand experience with, and sense of responsibility for, the
trauma that accompanies unpredictable violence, make a great deal of sense that he would
draw on and reproduce a narrative strongly bolstering his justification for action.

CONCLUSION

This paper demonstrates an approach to making sense of interview data by focusing on
commonsense assertions as expressions of ideology. Understanding these statements as part
of a process of cultural reproduction, in which subjects internalize ideology as part of their
own identity construction, enables these statements placed in relation to popular discourse,
as well as in relation to historical context.

In these discussions of surveillance, freedom emerged as a key concept, and as a site of
contestation. In some cases, the concept of freedom was invoked directly by participants; in
others, freedom could be seen to undetlie other concepts like privacy and trust. Focusing on
these contested meanings of the ideology of freedom enabled an analysis of the key themes
that arose in our discussions of surveillance and to resolve apparent contradictions. Foner’s
framing highlights three aspects of any assertion about freedom: evaluation in positive or
negative terms (“freedom to” or “freedom from”), characterization of the social conditions
that give it definition, and identification of the group of people inscribed in the circle of its
entitlement. Seen through this prism, it became possible to think more flexibly about
potential variations of meaning, and to investigate sources that can clarify ideological
assertions. In this case, one can see the ways in which the security provided by surveillance
(through the PSIM system), represented a kind of freedom from arbitrary violence and
trauma. Freedom (as perhaps any ideological signpost) indeed can function as ‘doublethink’
or even ‘multi-think,” enabling a subject to internalize conflicting meanings within the same
concept and identify the term as their own, as part of a process of developing or maintaining
an epistemic identity. Because these meanings continue to thrive in modern discoutse,
attention to this history helped to resolve ruptures in meaning encountered in these
discussions, making visible the particular ideologies managers brought to bear in making
sense of their own experiences.

Mobilizing this framework, in addition to providing improved lines of sight into the
wortlds of our participants, allowed us as researchers to reflect on our own positions within
fields of contestation. This reflexivity brought into clearer view the values at stake in a
commercial and technological project with distinct ethical and political dimensions.
Reframing the interests of disparate stakeholders—including managers, students, the
surveilled public, and our team members—using a single set of terms in turn opened the
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possibility of enabling those interests to be evaluated, discussed, and balanced or
differentially advanced in a more coherent way.

The data analyzed here arguably also demonstrate a bottom-up, phenomenological
account making visible the structural process of interpellation described by Louis Althusser.
In these cases, interpellation of individuals by competing ideologies within a society could be
seen to give rise to dissonance among ‘commonsense’ interpretations of freedom.
Recognizing interpellation as a key process in social reproduction, the consequence of the
director’s assertions about surveillance technology enhancing freedom can be understood
more clearly as well. In his puzzling statement, it could be argued that he both borrowed
from dominant discourse and, as a leader in his community and his field, contributed to and
reinforced that discourse. Much as the director imagined a future in which surveillant school
structures might call out to would-be criminals, the director himself has already been hailed
by a particular ideology of freedom. Seeing the director’s statements as both drawing on and
reproducing this ideology of freedom-through-surveillance can be seen as signal of an
emerging form of justification of not just the sustainment of existing regimes of surveillance,
but expansion of the scope of surveillant enclosure.

Recognizing articulations of common sense as statements of ideology—tepresentations
of imagined relations to material conditions of reality and assemblages of beliefs and
knowledges situated in the identity of subjects—allows those statements to be evaluated in
the context of popular discourse, and as sites of historical contention and contestation. In
addition to providing practical assistance in resolving ruptures of meaning arising among
participants and researchers in qualitative research, this framing additionally allows those
statements to be analyzed at a structural level. As examples of the process of interpellation,
whereby individuals are made subjects through their recognition of their own identity in
ideology, these statements can be read as moments of cultural reproduction, drawing on and
reproducing narratives that support existing social phenomena, in this case he phenomenon
of surveillance. The ideology expressed in the director’s statements can in particular be seen
as a signal of an emerging rhetoric justifying intensification of surveillant practices in the
name of a new form of freedom.

While this approach to analysis proved particularly well-suited to making sense of
interview data, which consist largely of knowledge claims, Althusser emphasizes that
ideology is manifested in practices and acts, not just narratives. This analysis suggests that
much more investigation is warranted in making sense of the worlds of those involved in
administering surveillant systems, especially as the systems of surveillance continue to grow,
align and connect, extending the lines of sight of the apparatuses power.

Mike Griffin is a user researcher working on special projects at Amazon. With a background in
design and social science, he has engaged in early-phase development of technology products in a
wide range of situations.
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The Mixed-Up Files of a 21st Century Librarian: Changing
Demographics, Conceptions of Democracy, and The Public Library

ALANNAH BERSON
University of Chicago

With the rise of the internet, the role of the public library as a distributor of education, skills, and cultural capital has
come under question while continuing to grow increasingly vital. This paper examines how libraries are dealing with
changing technology while negotiating their relationship with their diverse patron populations., Using the concept of
chronotope, a specific space and time that gives rise to a particular understanding of a person’s character or an idea, this
paper explores conceptions of patrons through systematic assumptions about patrons’ background and needs. Through the
library’s continued inclusion of technology in its services, it seeks to reach out to more patrons and support existing ones.
This paper makes clear the connections between the current state of the library, its diverse audience of patrons, and the
need for new ways of measuring library nsage to generate a more nuanced understanding of patrons.

Keywords: Chronotope, Public Libraries, Technology, Third Space, Generational Differences

INTRODUCTION

Today, city financial woes combine with concerns about poverty and crime to position the
library as a possible way for the government or other area residents to attempt to help,
though education, those hit hardest by poverty. These ideas of government action, amongst
many others, are then enacted by librarians and through library programs and services. Much
of this paper examines how the library and librarians within it deal with changing identities
due to social and technological change as well as how the ghosts of chronotopes of past
libraties are still influencing how governments and sectors of the population view the scope
of library services.

The internet make many forms of information available to people that previously
only existed in books as well as offering a new world of social media and technical skills.
These skills and social expectations of knowledge are only accessible to those with internet
access, becoming markers of cultural capital, a form of social standing. Younger generations
are growing up in a society where an online presence is often socially necessary and where
the ability to navigate social media and complex technological programs are necessary for a
variety of job opportunities. Due the the appeal of technology to younger people, many
institutions and businesses seek to incorporate technology in their company or institutional
image to attract generations that might otherwise associate the company or institution with
older generations. In Chicago, the public library system is trying to broaden its appeal to
younger audiences while also confronting the growing technological gap between lower
income and higher income residents. To make the best of limited budgets, the library needs
to reevaluate how its patrons use the library resources and space, as well as developing better
metrics for understanding the variety of ways librarians serve patron needs that are not
currently taken into account when measuring the productivity of libraries. Changing how the
library measures usage and librarian activity will yield more accurate data of the complex and
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changing role the library, as a social and informational institution, is and must continue to
change to meet changing societal needs.

METHODS AND THEORY

My research consisted of a number of observation sessions in various parts of the Park
Library and interviews with the three main librarians who worked there. I also conducted an
extensive survey of the paper materials librarians hung in various sections of the library,
which advertised not only library events, but also information on the local area and other
governmental resources. Examining the material artifacts of the library helped me
understand the ways that the librarians conceived of their patrons, evidenced in how they
planned and organized library spaces and events. I was thus able to construct a partial
picture of the relationship the librarians had with their patrons, which I then compared to
my observations of how people actually used the library, which often conflicted with how
some of the librarians conceived of a librarian’s place within a community. I did not
interview patrons and other library employees because the librarians were concerned about
my work interfering with the patrons’ own activities as well as the limited schedules of the
libratians.

I view the library as a civic institution that is subject to the identity of its employees
and patrons, as well as changes in the informational landscape. The library is subject to both
local and national discourse making its specific region of Chicago and even particular
neighborhood locations highly relevant to policy changes. Librarians frequently made
reference to how things were in the past and how they must operate in current times, making
a review of temporal assumptions about library activities essential to understanding their
commentary and relationship with the city government and the main library branch. Since
time and space play such a large role in understanding the identity of not only the librarians
but also the changing demographics of Chicago neighborhoods, I found the framework of
Bakhtin’s chronotope (Bakhtin 1988) extremely helpful. Since the idea focuses specifically on
the way that time and space influence identity and reconciles the present with the past, it
provides a language to discuss how assumptions about how the library functioned in the past
are influencing how libraries and librarians deal with current issues.

LIBRARY DYNAMICS

The Park library, as the first purpose built neighborhood library, showcases both historical
ideas of what a library should be and the changes that neighborhood branches have made to
appeal to modern patrons. The building itself consists of a large reading room with long
wooden reading tables, a nod to the reading rooms popular at the time it was built; however,
it now houses almost a dozen computers to meet patron internet needs. The majority of the
patrons I observed in the library were older, over the age of 50 or 60, people of color and
they tended to congregate in the large reading rooms checking email on library computers,
reading newspapers, flipping through magazines, or becoming deeply involved in their own
research projects that required a number of books and yellow notepads. A smaller reading
room was also rarely empty as the two small tables were frequently populated by patrons
working on their own computers or using library books. Since this was the room all of the
teen materials were stored in, it was also where a few teens came to study for various college
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entrance exams, but teens were largely absent from the library for reasons to be discussed
later. Adults in these areas often spent anywhere from 20 minutes to a few hours, often
without checking out materials but nonetheless using library services via the free library wi-fi,
an internet session on a library computer, or paging through books or magazines. Most of
the patrons who spent significant periods of time in the library were older and/or people of
color whereas the second major user group I observed, younger white families with children,
often bolted for the children’s section, chose a few materials, checked them out, and left
without spending much beyond 15 minutes in the building. White adults, whether with or
without children, did not spend a lot time in the library for themselves, either focusing on
materials for their children or picking up their own holds. I was often the only white person
under the age of 50 using the library wi-fi or working at one of the tables.

The children’s section is the most highly controlled space in that no one over the
age of 14 is allowed in without a child under the age of 14 in order to make sure that the
resources there can focus on children. The only group of kids that spent significant time in
the children's section, during my petiods of observation, wete children of color ranging from
6 to their early teens who met with their tutors on a quiet Saturday afternoon. According to
the children’s librarian, there was also a large daily influx of children after the school down
the block let out for the day as kids waited for their parents. The librarians' offices were
mainly located in the main circulation area across from the circulation desk and in the
children’s area, but given that there were only three main librarians, they were rarely in their
offices.

The Park Library offers a chance to see how an organization like the Chicago Public
Library adapts to different regional and generational integrations of technology. The
neighborhoods in Chicago cannot uptake technological innovations in a universal way due to
socio-economical stratification throughout the city. At the same time, younger generations
are growing up surrounded by internet culture, regardless of their ability to access the
internet from their homes. The technology the library offers is not justa framework for
understanding the multiple ways various socio-economic classes are taking up technology,
but also how these differences are reproduced in new forms in new generations. Chronotope
gives a frame for discussing these multi-level and multi-dimensional time-spaces relative to
each other as “space” is defined not only in terms of geographical location, but also social
spheres and available government resources. “Time” can then be defined in terms of
generational differences, technological development, and types of technology interactions or
uptake by residents of the area and users of the library.

Librarians

The role of the librarian is highly relevant to the discussion of the changing informational
interface since librarians are the interactional face of the library system for patrons. Despite
the passage of time, librarians are often still imagined as authoritarian figures who yielded or
denied material access to patrons or enforced strict institutional policies on silence (Wiegand
2015, 120) or as the happy, almost always female, educator (Leigh 1950, 25). In the 1940s
and 50s, The American Library Association asked The Social Science Research Council to
conduct an extensive examination of how libraries were used and what roles librarians had
within them. Three assumed functions of librarians were listed: Maintain the physical
collection to promote citizenship and enhance personal lives, be a source of accurate
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information, and offer opportunities for continuous education (Bryan 1952, 5). In the 1980s,
Abbot, in his survey of a variety of professions, included giving access to entertainment
(Abbott 1988, 217). While this last one was not stressed in the more recent handbooks for
librarians (Prentice 2011, de la Pefia McCook 2011), the majority of the collection at the
neighborhood branch I observed was fiction and included movies, music, and fishing poles.
While fishing poles may seem a little odd, they are actually part of a movement of libraries
across the country finding new ways to reach out to patrons. Other libraries loan out board
games, devices to check electrical connections in power outlets, and various other non-book
materials that patrons may want or need. The main branch in Chicago also offers board
games and puzzles to play or complete while in the library. This suggests that technology and
a widening idea of what resources can be made available to patrons is not fundamentally
changing the idea of a library as a space where all are welcome. These past evaluative
frameworks suggest that, despite a significant passage of time, the essential idea of the
purpose of libraries, and thus their staff and some elements of the institutional character,
petseveres.

The Patrons

To begin unpacking the chronotopes involved in the public library, it helps to break down
the categories the Chicago Public Library system currently uses and the implicit expectations
of users in each group. The public library formally divides its patrons into three major age
categories, and allocates resources and imagines identities accordingly: Adults, which the
library generally defines as those over 18, Children, who are under 14, and Teens, who are
14-18. The creation of a teen-specific subset of patronage is a relatively recent development
in Chicago and throughout public library discourse. In consequence, funding and human
resources originally allocated to the broad category of children aged 0-18 was divided
between the two departments. Children are supposed to learn academic skills like reading
and socializing, following the skills-focused pattern of technology classes that one of the
libratians sought to implement. Teens, in this particular branch, are largely left out of
branch-programming. Adults are often discussed in terms of seeking further education for
themselves through online and in-library resources like librarian-lead classes or through
books and library computers.

Adults — Adults showed the highest diversity in ways of using the library space and
technology within the library. They are the clearest example of the ways that different people
inhabit different technological presents. Presents in this sense acknowledging that there are
multiple ways of living with current technology: some brought their own laptops, smart
phones, or music players while others used library computers. The primary space for adults
to spend significant periods of time was a reading room which visually evoked the reading
rooms of years past and seemed to maintain similar standards of behavior. In photos of the
original organization of the branch, this room had long tables that stretched the length of the
room and dominated the space (City of Chicago 2010). Over 110 years later, long tables still
dominate the space; only shelves and a dozen computers have been added along the walls
and parallel to the tables. This room also offered a prime viewing opportunity of the ways
different groups use the library space; use patterns which, in my observations, seemed to
follow racial and age lines.
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Across from me in one fairly typical observation session was a black man, probably
in his late 40s to early 50s, wearing two small gold rings, one on each ring finger, a NY
sports-team sweatshirt whose logo I could not make out, and glasses. He had a laptop in
front of him with a wireless mouse, a yellow pad of steno paper, a laminated sheet of paper,
and white earbud headphones. He sat down at the table not long after me, opened his
computer and never got up for the two hours I was there. Down the table from him was an
older Asian man, maybe in his sixties, with thinning black hair. He was also there for quite a
while, at least an hour and half, quietly reading a book or newspaper of some sort which,
from my chosen seat, was obscured behind the other man’s laptop.

Facing the walls was a set of library computers where people circulated more
frequently. Patrons could access the library computers by using their library card to login to
the terminal for up to two one hour sessions a day. People came, logged on, and spent
anywhere from 20 minutes to two hours doing various things. There was a young black
woman, probably in her late twenties, who sat down at one of the computers half an hour
after I arrived, leaning against her purse. One computer over from her sat an older Asian
woman wearing a brown sweatshirt. The one time she looked up, it appeared she was
reading a webpage with Chinese or Japanese characters on it. People were not just using the
computers or tables as a workspace, but also as a space to relax, watch a few YouTube
videos, read magazines, or stay abreast of current events via the newspaper collection. This
was expounded upon in my interviews with the two librarians responsible for the adult area,
with one librarian explicitly pointing to a stated library goal of becoming a third space, a
space between home and work. This allowed the library to expand their services beyond just
providing informational resources, as a social space and a place for people to go and spend
their free time pursuing entertainment or resources like the internet.

This use of the library shows how the library must contend with diversity in social
space and circles divided along lines of age (an element of time) and race (social space), with
more people of color and people over the age of 60 spending significantly more time in the
library space. I was one of only two or three white people who sat in the room working, the
other white patrons mainly standing in line to check out materials at the circulation desk.
The white patrons tended to be younger, in their late twenties to eatly thirties, and did not
seem to stay very long at the library. This pattern of usage turned out to be quite common
throughout my time there and I quickly found myself thinking of this space as primarily an
adult area. The behavior of the patrons suggested that there were different chronotopes of
library usage in play within one physical space, each bound by age, race, and socio-economic
class. The older patrons, patrons of lower socio-economic status, and a higher number of
patrons of color depended on library services to access current technology in the forms of
basic internet access. Younger patrons, patrons of higher socio-economic status, and a
higher number of white patrons used library technology like the website to turn the physical
space into primarily a material retrieval space.

Adult usage of the Chicago Public Library system reflects a growth in diversity of
library services in recent decades as some adults use the library primarily as a borrowing
service, others as a third space, a place to be social or pursue their own interests, and still
others as a place to access various types of government aid or information. Each of these
usages depend on the current technological presents, those of the variety of patrons in the
area see well as the library itself. These presents are in a dialectical relationship with patrons,
with limited technological access potentially limited people’s socio-economic status. This
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also influences how people in different socio-economic spaces interact with the physical and
online space of the library. These categories of usage each represent a distinct chronotope, a
space time that a patron or group of patrons inhabit that describes their technological needs
and desires. However, these chronotopes also depend on the relative age of the patron,
adding an additional temporal dimension to consider. The majority of the adults I observed
in the library were using the library as a “third space” (Chicago Public Library 2017) which
the library explicitly states on their website as being a place “where people come to improve
their lives, nourish their intellect or savor entertainment” (Chicago Public Library 2017).
Unlike children, where many of the programs are explicitly educational, and many of the
people I observed in the Children’s area used the space for this purpose, adults can seek
more than just library materials. Here the library is a conduit to broader community interests
and resources. The librarians, in the name of creating this third space, post flyers and display
handouts with information about the locations of job-retraining services, the locations of the
nearest food banks, phone numbers for legal advice for seniors, and veteran’s services. The
librarians do not make these posters but rather the posters are sent to them from the main
library office if they are governmental in nature or brought in by local non-profits and
posted at the discretion of the head librarian.

For example, against a back drop of library computers and the adult audio-visual
collection, two rotating cork boards were covered in posters addressing low-income adults
looking for opportunities for self-improvement. Most of the board was plastered with neatly
arranged social service themed posters advertising food pantries, legal advice for seniors,
career training, veteran services, applying for federal aid for college, and a poster advertising
tax preparers with tear-away phone numbers. The posters themselves offered a limited color
pallet and stereotypical clipart or photo images of smiling people, or mournful images of a
flag for the veteran's affairs one. The paper handouts and posters are the library’s main way
of informing their patrons of area services. There is no comparable area on the library
website. This means that the city and area services who use the posters to inform area
residents, assume that residents in need of these services go to the library in person and do
not rely solely on e-books or the library’s online presence. The library, as a system, is thus
making assumptions about who has internet access, assumed to be younger and wealthier
residents, and who is spending more time in the brick and mortar branches, those of socio-
economic status and/or people in need of governmental assistance. The forms of assistance
advertised varied between a few library branches in terms of what types of handouts were
available, with the Park library focused on food pantries and employment services and the
major branch downtown offering classes on passing immigration exams, as well as resources
for questions on recent changes in immigration policy. While my observations to some
extent support these assumptions, the assumptions still simplify the reality of the complexity
of technology access and economic status. For instance, there was a man who brought his
own laptop to the library but who could be found on a street corner with a cardboard sign
asking for money when the library was closed for the day. The concept of chronotopes helps
understand the apparent oddity of this patron by offering a multi-dimensional way of
understanding the social and physical spaces this patron inhabits as well as the technological
present and economic times he faces.

Technology in the adult section highlighted the diversity of technological and
economic space-times that patrons inhabited. The librarians were aware, to some extent, of
the diversity of the technological landscapes their patrons inhabited and the librarians tried
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to support this diversity by offering a few different types of computer classes. Suzanne, the
Adult librarian, talked at great length about a series of upcoming programs she was
organizing to create social learning circles, where people could socialize and achieve self-
development by completing a free online course together. While that class assumed a higher
technological fluency, another class she offered showed the wide-range of technological
realities patrons faced. In a previous month, Suzanne offered a class on creating websites
which filled up quickly due to a shortage of library computers and the number of individuals
interested who did not have a personal computer. Based on enrollment numbers, Suzanne’s
classes were successful in that the topics generated a lot of interest and filled up quite
quickly. Keeping track of just how fast various classes fill up and how many more people
may want to take such classes would be a possible way of gauging how community needs are
changing as well as suggesting ways to continue to improve patron services. The target
audience of many of these library programs are those adults who do not currently have
desirable skill sets and could not possibly afford classes or the technology to develop such
skills without the aid of the library. Such patrons were continually called upon by the
librarians to justify the continuing need for libraries in the future. In a city like Chicago and
especially on the South Side, there is no apparent shortage of such possible patrons.

As a city, and even within the neighborhood of the library, the wide range of socio-
economic standings of patrons and the ensuing range of types and levels of technological
access possible underscores the challenge of program and material development for the
Chicago Public Library. Technology usage within the library highlights preexisting socio-
economic inequalities within the larger society but also points to the technology divide
between those of higher and lower socio-economic status and how continued technology
development can further the divide. Recent library funding cutbacks from the government
limit the types of books an individual branch can buy but makes resources available online,
showing how tough economic times makes serving the diverse space-times of patrons
difficult if not impossible. This makes measuring how the library is used differently in the
neighborhoods all the more important for understanding how to develop better library
budgets that meet the needs of area residents while also dealing with financial short-falls.
The holes in understanding how patrons interact with library and what they are looking for
make trying to understand how library systems are made up of diverse patron needs and
community patterns challenging in the best economic times. In an era with heavy budget
cuts, such information could lead to better decisions about ways to adjust budgets in ways
least likely to affect patrons and their librarians.

Children — Technology does not divide all social groups in the same visible way. Technology
use in relation to children in the library was more rare but there was a similar level of
concern about self-improvement through library resources. Children, as the Chicago Public
Library defines them, are those who are under 14, and are the population whose presence in
the library is the most often talked about and worried over. Librarians are charged with
guiding young minds to resources that are appropriate for their developmental age, but also
with recognizing the possible dangers of some materials or situations children might face in
the library. While my neighborhood branch did not discuss what materials it deemed
unsuitable, one of the librarians did share the branch’s rules for who was allowed in the
children’s section. The stated policy, which was also posted in the library by the main
librarian’s office, which was a significant distance from the children’s room, was that only
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children under 14 and their accompanying adults were allowed. This rule did not seem to be
enforced, however, as it was quite easy for me to peruse books or work at tables in the
space. However, as the noisiest space in the library, there were not many people who seemed
to want to spend time there without being associated with a child. Despite the presence of
computers in the Children’s area, there was no explicit mention of helping children develop
technology skills, instead the focus was on measurable forms of institutional education, like
completion of school assignments.

The educational aims of the librarians are seen in the physical design of the room
which advocated educational play and in its ability to provide a space to seek additional
resources for completing school work. The section featured 5 wooden round tables with 4
chairs each, spread around one corner of the room. There was a long row of 8 computers in
the center of the room, also on short wooden tables, as well as two more computers at the
far end of the room, closer to the door connecting the room to the rest of the library. Like
the other sections of the library, there are high ceilings and tall windows that let in a lot of
natural light but, compared with the adult section, there was less artwork on the walls. There
was only one piece of artwork, an image of a small black girl sitting under a tree, looking at a
large orange/yellow moon and some flowers. The main form of decoration in this section
came in the form of a collection of educational posters taped to the sides of the shelves,
outlining the names of planets, how fractions worked, and different musical time signatures.

Although white families appeared to spend time in this room beyond that required
to acquite their desired material resources, in contrast with the social patterns observed
elsewhere in the library, the area nevertheless continued to reinforce racial patterns where
white patrons still spent significantly less time there than patrons of color. Frequently on
weekends there was a flurry of tutors meeting their students in the library. Since not all the
tutors used library materials, they demonstrate another way of using the library as a third-
space.

In a clear age-difference within the library, the library provided toys and puzzles in
the Children’s area, where in the adult area patrons could use books, magazines or a
computer as primary sources of entertainment. The toys, like the fishing poles in the adult
area, show a way that the library is trying to adapt to the variety of possible patron uses for
the library. The toys, in addition to providing social interaction between children, also
facilitated the adults’ ability to examine library materials and paper materials in greater detail.
The pamphlets offered information deemed of interest to the caretakers of children,
including changes in the public school curriculum, the Teacher in the Library program, a
game day, variously aged fiction book clubs for school-aged children, and a trifold explaining
the benefits of reading as preparation for attending school. By including toys and
information about the school system, the library is creating a third-space for children and
parents while also recognizing the space of the local school system and a time marked by
recent curriculum changes. In this case, time is defined less in terms of technology uptake by
patrons and more about the level of scholastic achievement necessary for children to be
considered successful. Computers in the area were infrequently used but multiple librarians
mentioned them in terms of facilitating children’s ability to complete school assignments.
While there were only a four computers in the children’s area compared to the dozen or so
in the adult area, the rate of usage seemed to be much lower despite the demand the
librarians percieved. However, the computers in the children’s section were also subject to
more strict waves of usage, since kids were in school for more of the time the library was
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open in a given week. The question of access to computers for homework was not at nearly
the same level of concern for the librarians as their concern about adult access. While they
gave no explicit reason for this difference, it may be that schools have a significant number
of computers that children can access if the technology is needed for homework. Weighing
computer usage as a function of both the target age group and the amount of time patrons
in that age group use computer as opposed to other activities in the library would yield a
better picture of how generations have similar or different needs within the library. Such a
measurement would allow for better budget planning in the future and a more dynamic
understanding of the diversity of patron needs. The chronotopes of child patrons are
defined by play spaces, their developmental ages, and the technical skills like reading and
math required for academic achievements rather than the employment objectives and
technical fluency and access of adults.

While technology is not an explicit focus for younger children in terms of library
programming, developing social skills necessary for success in school were the foci of library
programs and informational pamphlets. The children’s librarian described the importance of
eatly literacy programs as not just because they expose children to reading materials but also
because they are group gatherings that let children learn how to play with each other and
allow parents and guardians to socialized with one another. Here the role of the library was
not focused on those of lower social economic standing to quite the same degree as in the
adult section, because in order to participate in the early literacy programs children need a
parent or guardian who can take them to the library in the middle of the standard workday.
However the programs for school-age children assume that more children have guardians
who work long hours or who are otherwise unable to help with homework assignments. The
after-school homework help and the educational focus of many library programs offered a
chance for children to get learning support beyond school and home. The libratians stressed
that many children use the library as a place to wait for their parents or guardians after
school and the homework help aids kids whose patents or guardians might be busy at work
or do not have the knowledge necessary to assist kids with homework.

There are two major chronotopes of possible child patron-library interactions, those
of younger children who have more temporal access to their guardians during the day, and
those of school-age children who need the library to provide extra support in place of
guardians. Technology, while not at the forefront, is still a key element of defining how
children can interact with the library because children depend on parents and guardians to
bring them. A child is thus socialized to use the library based on how their parents use the
library. If their parents use the library as a space to meet tutors or access computers, then the
child is more likely to see the library as a third-space. If a child’s parents rely more on the
library website to order books and make only short trips to pick up books on hold or do a
quick selection of pictute books they are less like to see the library as a social/work/third
space. Technology does not act in a primary distinction for how children use the library but
rather as a secondary force through what children observe their parents doing and thus how
they are socialized to think of the library as they continue to grow.

Teenagers — Teens in the library, unlike children, are assumed to be interested in technology,
but this group suffers from more funding difficulties than children and adults in the library.
The teen space of the library shares a small room with the new Adult books, the large-print
collection, and audio books. The distinctly ‘teen’ aspect of the space was in targeted
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messaging about tech programming. On top of the waist-high bookshelves there was a set of
postcards/bookmarks in a small plastic display stand, behind some books, that advertised
the library’s technological services through a program that is offered at multiple branches of
the library, but not this one in particular. The program offers teens, and only teens, access to
many cutting-edge computer programs and classes relating to media creation and editing. In
the main branch downtown, the library has sound mixing boards, video and photo editing
software, and classes on how to use them. This YouMedia project is heralded as an icon of
teenage productivity and ingenuity in mayoral statements and by the Chicago Public Library
Foundation.

Faced with substantial budget cuts, the library system is increasingly dependent on
the fundraising efforts of the Chicago Public Library Fund, run by a number of local high-
ranking company executives, and the Foundation. With the blessing of the mayor, the focus
is technological development around teenagers, with specific aims to keep teenagers using
technology in socially approved formats. The YouMedia program offers those between 13
and 18 a chance to use high quality audio-visual media editing software often with the aim of
teens learning skills to make them employable in growing industries. This program is also
part of a larger national discussion within libraries about how to make the libraries relevant
to 21st century teens in a variety of class and cultural identities (ALA 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014,
2015, 2016). However, this program ignores the needs of older adults struggling to learn new
skills to stay in the job-martket and types of technology use outside of employment or
academic needs. The program itself does give teens access to classes in employable skills
while assuming a higher level of technical competency but is less available than adult
technology classes. Whereas most public libraries have computers and varied classes for
adults, depending on what the librarians at that particular branch decide to offer, YouMedia
is only offered in a few branches, making teen access to technology classes more difficult. To
date, only 12 of the 70 libraties in the system have a YouMedia program, leaving much open
space for Teen program development. The library system foregrounds technology as a way
to appeal to teenagers who are more online and thus may not need to visit the physical
library as much. This contrasts with how the library presents adult programing, which
assumes the presence of adults as well as a lack of technological capability.

Part of the technology approach to reaching out to younger patrons was a covert
acknowledgement of some existing suspicions about young people on devices in public
spaces and some continuing library concerns about teens in the library space. The branch
manager told me the same story, more than once, about a group of kids sitting around a
table texting on their phones without really acknowledging each other or using any of the
library resources. Her concern seemed to center on how teens were not making appropriate
use of the library, evident as she voiced concern about teens being unoccupied. However,
she never complained about the number of adults using their phones or their own
electronics in the library, suggesting that while the library supported technology use and the
use of the library as a third-space, there was still some concern that the younger generation
was not using the library in an appropriate way.

Technology in the teen area highlights not only how teens are perceived differently
from adults and children, but also how the library is still undergoing a continuous process of
integration and development with technology. Teens live in a different social space than
children in that teens are more independent from their parents and their technology usage
might be more unmediated, but they are also different from adults in that they have grown
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up in the world of social media. Even if one does not have social media accounts, one still
lives in a social culture dominated by social media influence. Because of this assumed
technological fluency in teens, libraries are seeking to adopt highly technical classes or
devices to appeal to this social group that grew up in a very different technological present
than their parents. Librarians are still running into the economic challenges technology poses
due to the high cost of gaining access to program or devices, and because this is a main part
of their outreach to teens, budget limitations are more keenly obvious in this area.

Another key difference between how the library views adult and teen technology
usage is that the adult computer classes ate led by librarians and are managed by librarians
within the individual branches with no additional budget, while YouMedia is a city-wide
program and has a completely different funding source, the Chicago Public Library
Foundation. YouMedia is a more expensive set of classes to run, not only because the classes
tend to require higher quality technology, but also because the people teaching the classes
may not be librarians and may require more physical supplements. One librarian described
having to find outreach programs with new budgets while another said that it was basically
impossible to get a YouMedia program at the Park branch because there was not enough
space in the library building for the teen-only area and technology storage required by the
program. The challenge of the Chicago library system’s technology programs is not just that
adults are expected to be less technologically capable and/or have less access than teenagers,
but also that the teen program calls for a specific physical space while the adult classes are
open to all over 18 and occur in pre-existing open library spaces.

The social distinctions between children, teens, and adults exist outside of the
question of technology in libraries, but the compact physical and social space of the library
point to more specific and detailed ways that chronotopes bound by age and technology
usage socially and economically divide people. Teens, as a middle ground in the age
categories and a marker for new levels and styles of technology integration into society, offer
petrspective on how these various elements interact within the library as the library continues
to develop and move forward with technology.

TECHNOLOGY: A CHANGE AND A CONTINUATION

In order for the Chicago Public Library to adapt to recent technological and demographic
changes while simultaneously maintaining its objectives., libraries need to take better stock of
how their librarians currently spend their time and how patrons currently interact with the
library. Because the public library is open to any area resident to spend time in, and is
controlled and partially financed by the city, state, and national government, the library
serves as a way for the government to interact with a potentially wide sector of the
population on an intimate level. In this capacity, the library offers a network of support for
area residents who need additional educational, career development, or other services but
cannot afford them through other institutions. Recent technological developments have
made more services available through online interfaces, offering a way to cut budgets by
eliminating physical resources in times of economic insecurity. However, the apparent boon
of technology has a hidden cost to library users. Moving library services online and not
offering physical equivalents assumes that all library patrons have access to internet devices
when the reality is that many of the library’s frequent users in cities like Chicago are low-
income and depend on the library for computer access. Changing regional demographics and
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library policies offer a chance to view the shortfalls of governmental and institutional
assumptions about patron behavior as well as the challenges of actually supporting those
who are economically disadvantaged.

To move forward the library needs to, once again, change its stated goals and
systems of measurement to highlight how, despite the internet, people still need the library
and its services. The library started out as an institution to support the idea of liberal
education but has moved back and forth along a continuum of focusing on education and
focusing on serving as a third space, a space between home and work. Current library
procedures design programs and spaces around simplified ideas of patrons’ needs and
desires and current measurement practices do not sufficiently allow for recognizing the
variety of patron needs the library is called on to serve. Many outside of the library take its
existence for granted when in reality many libraries across the country are shutting due to a
lack of funds. Through a brief examination of the history of public libraries in the US and
then an analysis of a neighborhood library in Chicago I sought to understand how some
librarians view patrons and recent changes in library policy. In particular, I was curious to
understand how librarians and libraries were dealing with changing patron basis and patron
needs and desires in the era of the internet and rapidly changing technology. Recalibrating
how the library measures its role in different neighborhoods offers a chance for librarians to
better understand the effect of time, like generational difference in technology usage, and
space, such as social space and socio-economic status, on their patrons. By understanding
the space time (chronotopes) of their patrons better, libraries can better their services and
justify library funding to city officials facing difficult budget cuts.

Technology is not just about the continued existence of a public institution like the
library, it is also about changing conceptions of education and what skills are deemed socially
valuable, like the ability to use social media, or skills that translate into better-paying job
opportunities, like coding or video editing. In this way, the Chicago Public Library’s
technology efforts are just a new strategy for supporting local residents' educational and
informational success. A 1970s study financed by the US Office of Education to aid in the
government’s efforts “in defining its relationship to the public library” (Wellisch et al. 1974,
xiif) argued government support of the US library project offered the chance to “exploit the
potential of the public library for providing information and educational success” (Wellisch
et al. 1974, 256). While Benjamin Franklin might not have imagined a self-selecting elite
chosen through technology access, the idea of class and education playing a large role in the
political process follows his assertion that an elite would emerge in a democratic society. The
technology programs offered by the library recognized a wide diversity of level of technology
access while the move to offering some materials at fewer branches and online assumes that
all patrons in the city have equal access to the internet or technology devices. The reality of
levels of access is supported by librarians like Suzanne who suggest that many of the library
users in this particular branch do not have computer access at home. Technology access and
skills are a new form of cultural capital, skills that can mean the difference between pay
grades in various sectors of employment and wider social standing. In offering programs to
help patrons learn how to use technology, the library is trying to offer patrons a chance to
improve their social standing through education that a patron may not have been able to
afford otherwise

Limits on the cultural capital and leisure time of individuals restrict their ability to
participate in politics because they do not have the resources to learn the official language of
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power, namely how to navigate the upper echelons of society (Bourdieu 1991, 172). Cultural
capital is a social resource that is not equally distributed throughout society but it provides
social standing for those who have it. Librarians then do not just maintain a physical
collection, but rather act as delivery people for cultural capital. The library serves many sub-
groups, each of which has its own exact criteria for cultural capital, but the main concern
librarians must contend with is whether or not materials are “appropriate” for various other
sub-groups of the library, historically women, now mostly just children. This makes the
control of what the library collection contains an often political challenge as librarians and
community members seek to create the collection in their respective imaginaries of what
materials are the most representative of the conception of the library as an educative, and
third space.

The boundaries of these different sub-groups can be understood in terms of the
chronotopic dimensions of space and time that affect the patrons, the library branches, the
librarians, and society at large. The social space, online and physical space of the library, the
geographical location of a person or a library branch within the city, and the socio-economic
space provide a patron’s background and influence what a patron needs or wants from a
library, if anything. The age of the patron gives clues as to how a patron may be socialized to
think about a library with regards to how much a particular age group and social class is
expected to depend on technology for cultural capital and hirable skills. Technology keeps
moving forward but libraries and patrons alike uptake technology differently and live in
different technological realities. As there is no universal answer to how humans use
technology, there is no universal answer to what libraries of the future should look like and
how they should function. Thus, understanding the time-space of patrons and their branches
is essential to providing the best possible services and third-space options possible.

IMPLICATIONS

The Chicago Public Library exists within a specific time-space determined by current
technological developments, the principals and authors of system-wide messaging, and the
current understanding of liberal democracy and access to information. Technology is part of
an ongoing library effort to re-imagine what a public third space, something between home
and work, looks like and how it functions in a city where economic disparities and wide
cultural differences offer a variety of perspectives on library usage. Key to this development
process is understanding the diversity of factors affecting how people are actually using the
library. Instead of just finding new ways of measuring library productivity, the library also
needs to find ways to qualify the differences in patron usages of the library. Based on the
limitations of this study, I cannot suggest specific programs to enact but rather ways that the
library could change its internal measurement system to better depict the needs of its
community members. Reevaluating the imagined patron types, the chronotopes, involved
would facilitate a more accurate institutional understanding of the current and possible
future roles for the library in the various neighborhoods in Chicago and allow the library to
more effectively reach their target audiences.

Currently the library primarily measures its productivity based on the number of
internet sessions, books circulated, and visitors to the library’s physical locations, which
ignores the differences between users who spend significant periods of time in the library as
a third-space and those who attend programs, but counts those who checkout e-books or
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use online library services separately. It also leaves what librarians do during their shifts more
opaque than necessary. It is clear that the librarians are busy, especially at branches like this
one where there are only three main librarians to cover all of the library’s open hours, but
the time break down of what they do, how long it can take to answer more complicated
questions, how many questions they deal with, event set-up and the like are not clearly
measured. In the time I spent there, there was almost an un-ending stream of patron
questions, even on days the librarians claimed were “quiet times.” It was also hard to find
some of the librarians when I arrived for the interviews as they were almost never at their
desks but instead bustling around the building completing various tasks like breaking down
boxes, letting in elevator maintenance people and the like. However, these various duties are
not immediately visible to policy makers, making it easier to cut their positions or ignore the
challenges they face when they are short staffed. To these ends, I suggest that a tally sheet be
made with very broad categories such as “location” for people looking for restrooms,
computers, and other general features of the library, “reference” for questions about books
and materials, “services/programs” for those asking about specific programs at a branch or
in the wider area, and “area questions” for those looking for information about the general
neighborhood or city. This list is by no means exhaustive, but a list of 4-5 categories where
librarians simply have to make a tick mark next to each type of question they answer on their
shift would be a cheap and fast way to understand the types of reference questions librarians
are getting asked nowadays.

New measurement procedures would allow for more data collection about patron
needs and habits within the library as well as giving new ways of discussing patron identity
within the institution and what identities the system or a particular branch wants to curate
within a community. These new measurements would also show policy makers that the
library is not just serving as a distribution center for books and technology, but that the
librarians themselves are still serving a variety of informational roles that cannot necessarily
be replaced by technology. This might make it harder to cutlibrary budgets and lead to re-
evaluating how library budgets are balanced to better reflect the use patterns of the libraries
in various neighborhoods rather than a blanket policy. The library could also foreground the
attendance of their events and the number of books circulated within a branch but not
checked out. This gives a better, though not perfect, understanding of what patrons are
doing within the library and how long they might spend there. It is not just that perhaps
more books are getting used, but rather trying to find a way to measure how long patrons
spend in the space without violating patron privacy. For the library website, they can
measure the types of comments patrons leave on various materials via the commenting
feature already in place. These comments, if managed correctly, could help foster a
community for those who cannot be physically present in the library. If these results were
tabulated and compared across branches and librarians given more freedom to manage their
neighborhood branches, the system could develop a better understanding of the diversity of
chronotopes affecting patrons and their needs that are currently being largely ignored.

CONCLUSION

Technology in the public library of Chicago offers the library system a chance to challenge
established ideas of what patrons do in the present idea of a public library in an era of
concern about democratic processes and equal access. Recognizing the differences and
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similarities in the space times of the variety of patrons a library in an area serves and how
technology is both reflecting and creating social divides can yield productive conversations
about what democratic institutions should look like in the future. With its focus on
education, entertainment, and being a third-space, the public library can change what equal
access looks like and also serve communities as a neighborhood institution that understands
that not all citizens of an area are the same. Questions of access have new meaning in the
21st century because of the internet and technology, and libraties have a chance to make a
huge functional difference.
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Papers 1 - Making Culture Visible

Seeing and Being Agents of Hope: Human-Centered Designers,
Transportation Planning and Drip Irrigation Kits

EMILIE HITCH
Rabbit

How is hope a driver of change? This paper explores hope in two cases: rural Cambodia, throngh the
adoption of drip irrigation by subsistence farmers, and an urban center in Minnesota, through the planning of
infrastructure improvements for a freeway corridor. It also explores the argument that, with the rise of
neoliberalism and global capitalism, the capacity of societies to distribute hope is shrinking (Hage 2003) and
thus, in both cases, as people envision possible futures, they seek other agents of hope. Associations of hope
with tangible things (e.g. drip irrigation kits, bridges, roads) drive change in the lived experiences of farming
and transportation planning. For practitioners, this type of ethnographic work challenges their role regarding
the value of skills in non-western and non-welcome marketplaces, the ethics of design, and their own
participation in designing agents of hope.

INTRODUCTION

By the end of an eight-hour van ride home to Phnom Penh from fieldwork on subsistence
farms with vegetable farmers in Northern Cambodia, our two human-centered design teams
found ourselves swimming in post-it notes. Our initial analysis and sharing process had
involved storytelling of each of the farm visits by each of the teams, while everyone else
jotted down notes and ideas. These notes were then gathered up, affixed onto a huge wall
back at the office, and organized into meaningful themes and threads regarding drip
irrigation kits, mechanical farming equipment, seed sellers and the phases of agricultural
development in rural Cambodia.

“You know what was most interesting to me?” I asked. “The farmer who said he
invested in drip irrigation because he hopes his daughter will grow up to have a job with a
pen. Should we talk about the state of secondary education in rural Cambodia for a bit? I
mean, that’s potentially a big impact this thing is making...” The response from the director
of the project was clear, direct, and predictable given the business context. “We’re not
talking about anything that’s outside the scope of how to market the product to these users —
that’s what the client asked us for and what we need to deliver next week.” In other words,
she didn’t want to explore the imagined, possible futures of people, or our role in them. She
wanted to sell drip kits to the right users.

Two years later, sitting in a meeting with city planners, county officials and residents of a
community slated for “improvements” to a nearby freeway, a woman explained to a state
employee that she wasn’t interested in hearing the presentation about the sound walls he had
come to show; “I don’t want to hear about those walls,” she said, “I hope that you reconnect
the two halves of our neighborhood that were torn apart when I was a kid; I hope that my
grandchildren’s childhood memories will be filled with trees and bicycles.” The response of
the project director in this case was similarly clear and direct. “Thank you for your
comments, I’ll pass them along to the right person” — however, as I’ve heard time and again
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over the past two years working in transportation planning, the response from that “right
person” is actually extraordinary. That “right person” is a whole team of people working on
public engagement for possible future projects in a freeway corridor. And one of the goals is,
just as this woman asked for, to think about how to reconnect divided neighborhoods. In
other words, one of the explicit goals of the Rethinking 1-94 Project is to address the visions
of possible futures for which residents along the freeway hope.

Obviously — and I in no way mean to make light of how — the rural poor in Cambodia
and the neighborhood residents of Saint Paul, Minnesota have differing orientations to
community, trust, morality, and the past. In Cambodia, orientations are influenced by years
of violence at the hands of the Khmer Rouge (often their own community members) and
the decades of poverty that followed (Zucker 2007; Boua et. al 1982; Chandler 1991;
Benedict 1985, 2007, 2008; Ung 2000) while in the USA, orientations are impacted by the
process of freeway construction in the 1960s, which leveled neighborhoods and tore
communities apart. These historical contexts are an important part of each story in how they
set the stage for the cultural foundation in and on which hope exists. In this paper, however,
I will focus on the future. Specifically, I will explore the ways in which possible futures are
embodied in products, the built environment, services and people, and the ways
ethnographers find themselves as unlikely, sometimes unwelcome, and usually
uncomfortable participants in the design and/or creation of these objects and ideas
embedded with hope.

Embracing a collaborative role as ethnographer and designer creates value. The work of
applied ethnographers often does the obvious thing of helping designers build products to
transform users’ homes, cars and offices. But, what if we thought about it a bit differently? If
we understand the outcomes of ethnography and design as embodiments of people’s hopes
— not just objects that serve a users’ needs. I pose that from two different fieldwork cases we
can begin to build on existing theoretical discussions of hope.

The first fieldwork example comes from ethnographic research and service design
within a Human-Centered Design (HCD) lab in Cambodia. The lab is a part of a larger
global NGO and manages HCD projects in many of their country offices around the world.
The project involved ethnographic fieldwork with rural farmers and was centered around
drip irrigation products. What we also learned, however, was how the possible futures —
hopes — of farmers became embedded in the drip irrigation products themselves.

The second example is from a project called Rethinking 1-94 — a public engagement
design project for the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT). This project is
current and ongoing, with the purpose to both create a new model of public engagement,
and to pilot this model in both visioning and designing changes to infrastructure within the
1-94 corridor. Insight from this project shows how hopes can become embodied not only, as
in the Cambodian case, in products (in this case — roads, bridges, ramps, etc.) — but also in
the design process which leads to the creation and/or transformation of the built
environment.

Whether a drip irrigation kit that holds the hope for affluence or transportation
infrastructure that could be the future spaces of childhood memory making — what is the
place of the ethnographer in these possible futures? We work on teams designing not only
the future embodiments of people’s hopes in products, but also in the physical built
environment in which they live and the processes to design them— in the best cases, with the
actual people who will live in them. Arguing that hope is a driver of change — and can be
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embedded in things and processes, allows us to see these products of ethnography and
design in a new light — and, thus, see an opportunity for applied ethnographers and design
anthropologists to think differently about what we do. In other words, when we recognize
the ways hope is invested in the products and processes we influence and/or design, we can
also recognize and explore our role — for better or uncomfortable — as change agents.

ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELDWORK
Cambodia

Between 2013 and 2014, when I was employed as a design research fellow, the iLab in
Phnom Penh, Cambodia employed various practitioners from graphic designers to industrial
engineers, marketing professionals to anthropologists. During the ten months I spent
working for the iLab, we also conducted research from an ethnographic approach in two,
drip irrigation project-specific, fieldwork locations with rural farmers in both Siem Reap and
Oddar Meanchay provinces. One key takeaway from this project was that, as these kits were
being delivered down the last miles of dirt paths to farmers, they were purchased in hopes
that modern equipment and farming practices would lead to a future in which their children
would grow up educated and capable of jobs outside of subsistence farming. (Hitch 2017)

In Cambodia, where almost 80% of families live in rural areas, and only 36% of all rural
households who own more than 1 hectare of land are able to produce more than they need
to feed their family (UNICEF 2012), the introduction of “modern” farming products and
practices can make a big difference. Purchasing agricultural equipment — such as a drip
irrigation kit — and using it to raise a profitable vegetable garden often leads to a situation
where farmers can afford both the cash and labor costs of sending their children to
secondary school. This situation matters in a country where only 46% of males and 45% of
females attended secondary school between 2008 and 2012 (UNICEF 2012) — often brought
about because they were needed at home to wotk on the farm.

At the same time, in the cities, we witnessed a new middle class emerging. The first post-
Khmer Rouge generation of children in the city had college degrees and jobs in government
and business industries. Ex-pats called them the Khmer Riche — and consumerism was an
almost palpable characteristic of these twenty-somethings drinking lattes in western style
coffee shops and partying past dark in the few brand-new night clubs downtown which
didn’t cater to foreigners. A new, Japanese-owned, mall opened just blocks from the
traditional Cambodian house that had been my home. Cars were beginning to clog streets
once used only by bicycles, motos and pedestrian traffic, and the young, married 25-year-old
daughter of my landlady moved the furniture in the ground level living room each night so
she could pull one car into the house and the other into the driveway; there was nowhere to
park on the narrow streets outside the gate. Each time I traveled to Singapore or Hong
Kong, she sent me photos from her smartphone depicting the exact Coach handbag or item
of Chanel cosmetics — unavailable in Cambodia — that she wanted me to purchase for her at
the duty-free shops in the airports. The child of a Khmer Rouge work camp survivor (a
woman who had been a senior flight attendant for Air France before watching friends and
family members killed before her eyes), college educated, and married to a government
employee with a job so good they could own two luxury SUVs, she was the living
embodiment of a parent’s hopes fulfilled.
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In the countryside, however, in the years since the drip irrigation focused fieldwork, my
colleagues have reported their frustration in seeing little transformative change. Farmers
invest in agricultural products and adopt modern practices — and their vegetable gardens are
visible and impressive... but iLab employees say systemic improvement in the lives of rural
farmers has yet to materialize beyond some new motos parked in dirt driveways and a few
solar panels. As much as these farmers invest their hope in the products of the human-
centered design lab, and although there may be more children attending high school in the
rural areas here and there, the effects of these changes are slow. While three years ago, the
drip irrigation project team wondered, uncomfortably, what kinds of cultural change may
result from their work, they wonder now, instead, if the work made any difference at all.

Minnesota

In the 1960s, America built freeways. In many cases, these freeways were built right through
the hearts of cities and neighborhoods — neighborhoods which were often of poor
minorities. There were no permissions needed, only bulldozers and engineers. Since that
time, federal regulations have changed, such as the National Environmental Policy Act in
1970 (NEPA n.d.), and new policies and procedures have been put in place. To build a
freeway today, NEPA and other policies have ensured there are federal regulations and
mandates as to how to evaluate the impact of potential construction projects, and processes
for permissions and approvals.

These days, however, Americans are no longer building many freeways. In some places,
like San Francisco, Milwaukee and Portland (Walker 2016), decisions have been made to
actually take them down. In others, like Dallas and Seattle (Walker 2010), freeways are being
covered with land bridges, or “lids,” which reconnect the neighborhoods divided by the
1960s trough of concrete separating homes, businesses and other meaningful spaces.

Minnesotans don’t know what the future of this particular freeway, 1-94, holds. That’s
the point — there’s a whole corridor of concrete that, in the next 40 years, will need work
done on every one of the 13 miles of pavement within the project area MnDOT n.d.).
However, what makes this corridor project unique in the state, is the way the transportation
agency is approaching the freeway as not only the infrastructure carrying the lanes of traffic,
but also the neighborhoods surrounding it, which, in their words, will be “impacted” in
various ways by construction plans and projects.

The history of this particular freeway is complex. And in the past year, much of what
was invisible in that history has been illuminated by different organizations and happenings.
For example, a play was written about the building of the highway and performed by a local
theater company. The Highway Men tells the story of two possible routes for the freeway —
and the decision that was made to put the freeway through black, low-income
neighborhoods in the southern route instead of taking the costlier route to the north
(Preston 2017).

The state transportation agency itself has embraced a story of healing and rebuilding. As
the project took shape, the commissioner of transportation began to speak with members of
the communities who had been ripped apart. For the first time since the 1960s, the
transportation commissioner publicly took responsibility for the actions of that agency at the
time, recognizing wrongs and speaking to the need for healing (Constantini 2017). Mayors
and county commissioners followed suit.
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The real change brought about by the 1-94 corridor project was due to the fact that the
usual contracting became, in fact, unusual. Recognizing that public outreach and engagement
were major areas of the project needing a different approach, the agency separated out what
is usually a sub-portion of a major technical engineering contract organized to manage the
entire “study” of the corridor, and issued it in a separate Request for Proposal (RFP) for
public outreach and communications in the corridor. Their model of public engagement,
they had decided, needed a re-design. Two months later, the RFPs for Rethinking 1-94 were
released: one for the technical/engineering work, and one for engagement. The engagement
RFP included language about the agency’s desire for the awardee to use human-centered
design in learning about the multiple communities in the 23 neighborhoods on the 13-mile-
long stretch of state freeway. The learning from this “study” would, they posited, inform the
design of a public engagement plan for the corridor for the decades-long duration of the
Rethinking 1-94 initiative. In other words, MnDOT wanted to learn how to engage with the
people who live, work and drive along the corridor from the people who live, work and
drive along the corridor. To the person, each of the various organizations we contacted for
potential partnership — all of them having extensive experience working with MnDOT and
other state agencies — commented to us that they had never seen a contract written with this
sort of language, nor one with such an explicit structure dedicated to public engagement as
its own entity.

The Rethinking I-94 “study”— technical and engagement research designed to meet the
objectives of listening to technical experts and the community and stakeholders before
embarking on any constructed projects — consisted of a mixed-method approach. For the
engagement contract scope, both secondary and primary research were conducted by
consultant teams, and both qualitative and quantitative research “listening” in each of the 23
neighborhoods occurred over the course of eighteen months. In this same time-frame,
additional research and analysis was done on technical information, and fieldwork conducted
with partners and stakeholders (city and county staff, elected officials, over fifty community
organization leaders and staff, etc.).

While not a project explicitly investigating hope, per se, what the project revealed — and
is continuing to reveal — along with a landscape of values of the community members
(“ladders”), key communication methods and engagement tactics, and a vivid picture of
shifting demographics and communities of interest, is that hope for the people in the
corridor is not only embodied or invested in a tangible product, per se. It is invested in the
built environment, yes, but also in the process of designing it.

One community organizer spoke about why they thought proposed changes to this
particular freeway were so fraught. “The people here remember a different kind of life,” he
said. “A life of safety and bicycles and walking to church and their businesses in a thriving
neighborhood. And then the government people knocked on their doors in the dead of
night and told them they had to leave their houses. They had no control over their future —
no part in the decision making — no hope of doing anything themselves. The homes and
businesses were torn down, a trench was dug where bedrooms once were, could no longer
walk to their grandparents’ house just down the block. The freeway was in the way. Now,
they have a chance to change things. The future possibility of building a land bridge, or a lid,
over the freeway — and the organizations actually working toward that vision — give them
hope of living again in neighborhoods where their kids can create those childhood memories
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.... Even hearing MnDOT talk about process changes and more opportunities for public
input has given them hope.”

The components of the freeway — and, to be specific, a vision of the future freeway and
surroundings yet to be built — are embedded with hope by the people living near them in this
context where real opportunities for contribution and collaboration are being created by the
designers and decision makers. The residents of the 23 neighborhoods along the corridor
hope for a possible future where cultural and social vibrancy comes back into the urban
landscape and livable space. This corridor vision and the story of Rethinking 1-94
demonstrates a case of hope investment in process — not long ago, the vision for changes to
this corridor didn’t exist in anything other than the hopes of community members. But, that
hope has become a real driver of change.

In the past six months, an organization called the Urban Land Institute has conducted
an analysis of the feasibility of three sites for new types of built structures — such as potential
land bridges (ULI 2016). The USDOT selected Minneapolis as a site for a “Community
Design Workshop” to discuss and vision the future of two different sections of the freeway
MnDOT 2017). And from all of these separate happenings, community members and other
stakeholders met each other and created a LLC called Reconnect Rondo which is a coalition
of multiple community organizations and individuals (Reconnect Rondo n.d.), they have
secured funding for the coalition for a year, and they are working with all of the necessary
parties (legislators, state, county and city staff, business interests, artists, residents and
neighbors) to make their hope a reality.

HOPE AND THE ETHNOGRAPHER

For applied ethnographers, our work is often situated in the context of capitalist
consumerism. We investigate the things people desire, what they need, what it means to
accumulate these things... and what these accumulated things mean to people. I've thought
about why people desire hockey skates, or rifles, why they buy hay balers or fleece jackets —
and how they buy them. But, in Cambodia, with drip kits invested with hope, and in
Minnesota, where possible futures have transformed public contribution to the process of
transportation planning and design, the why is about more than just accumulation, or desire.
It is also about hope.

Vincent Crapanzano (2003) argues that the difference between the concepts of hope and
desire ultimately lands on what he calls their “agent of fulfillment.” He states that “one acts
on desire,” but that hope “depends on some other agency—a god, fate, a chance, an other—
for its fulfillment.” (2003:6) Hope is, according to Crapanzano, the “passive counterpart” to
desire. (2003:6) Hirokazo Miyazaki (2004) explores a more active concept of hope, calling it
not a category of experience but “a method.” His fieldwork on Fijian gift-giving explores the
interplay between gift-givers and receivers, and identifies therein what he calls “moments of
hope” in which people can defer “their own agency, or capacity to create effects in the
world” to others as they wait in turn for their gifts to be reciprocated. (Miyazaki 2004: 7)
Miyazaki’s hope, like Crapanzano’s, does depend on some other agency for its fulfillment,
but his concept is more active, more forward thinking. Hope, for him, is a method for future
creation — beginning with an action that places that very hope with someone, or something,
else.
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Miyazaki also explains that hope is always pregnant with a foundational understanding
that things can change. He says hope is “anchored in [an] understanding of culture as a
creative and inventive process.” (Miyazaki 2004: 7) What — or who- drives that invention and
creative powet is at the crux of that question that tends to make ethnographers and/or
designers uncomfortable. We wonder “How do we know we are doing no harm?” “What
role, in the transformation of culture, is ours?” “Is there good and bad when it comes to the
fulfillment of desire? When it comes to hope?”

With some consumer goods, this question is easier to answer. Buying a hockey skate is
about both desiring the product and hoping to win a championship. The ethnographer has
nothing to do with it. You can’t win the game without the skate, true, but, the skate isn’t
what wins the game. Hockey players can’t accumulate skates or sticks as a means to success
— they must continue to act. They have to practice and play. Hope is the driver of those
changes — changes to the routine, to the mindset, to the purchases of better and better
equipment. Act on desire — purchase. Act on hope — practice and play. Seeing that hope is a
driver of change, I disagree with Crapanzano — hope is not always passive.

Nor is it to be taken lightly. We applied anthropologists and ethnographers talk and
write endlessly about how products represent identity, status, happiness and desire... but we
rarely talk or write about hope. Crapanzano suggests we don’t talk about hope because it is
possibly at odds with “today’s aggressive individualism or to a consumerism that cultivates
instant gratification” (2003: 5). I suggest that hope and consumer culture are crucially
intertwined in the creation of long-term futures. It is in this future creation that hope can,
actually, be aggressive. No one knows this better, I think, than ethnographers. Often asked
to speak for others — whether in an “insights report” or “user-need-based design principles”
— we dance around the work delicately, referring to appropriation of voice or activism or
intervention... but one of the moments when we feel most uncomfortable is when we see a
light of hope — maybe false, maybe possible — go on in our subjects’ eyes. When we think
our very presence, even in academic research without goal of solution or design principle,
leads people to, as Miyazaki (2004) says, defer “their own agency, or capacity to create
effects in the world” to us? We reflect.

A farmer’s hope for a future in which a child goes to school, grows up, and becomes
something other than a farmer is embedded in a tangible product — a drip irrigation kit. Step
one: hope. Step two: purchase. Hope for a future in which a pedestrian bridge exists because
of public participation is embedded in a new state planning process. Step one, hope. Step
two, participate. The existence of hope drives the purchase of a product and the active
participation in a new process to fulfill it, and while neither hope can be fulfilled without
“some other agency” — in these cases, however, that agent is not a god, a fate, or a chance...
it’s an outcome of ethnography and design.

The idea that something or someone can be an agent of hope can be a weighty concept
to carry. There are many contemporary and examples of agents of hope. Presidential
campaigns are run on this concept. Nurses and doctors provide care, medicines, and
treatments that can act as agents of hope every day. The people who answer the phones at a
suicide calling center describe themselves as givers of hope, as do interns who send emails
from LGBT refugees with nowhere left to turn. Humans answer many questions with hope.
They cling to their ability to imagine possible futures. They find it in things, or turn to
receive it from others when they can no longer hope for themselves. Hope is a crucial
motivating force of social and human life.
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So then, what does applied ethnography have to do with “hope as a driver of change?”
When considering that design is essentially a practice of creating future worlds, the
opportunity for ethnographers to make meaningful contributions is obvious. Especially now.

We live in a time thick with two things — global capitalism, or “the rise of transnational
capital, a transnational capitalist class, and a transnational state,” (Robinson 2014) and
neoliberalism, where “market relations and market forces operate relatively freely and play
the predominant role in the economy” (Kotz 2015). Taken together, we can see the fading
realities of many elements of what citizens once experienced as “the nation-state.” Against
this backdrop, Ghassan Hage argues that the capacity of societies to distribute hope, to be
that other agency, has been considerably weakened (Hage 2003).

What else might have capacity to, as Hage puts it, distribute hope? Innovation?
Collaboration? Programs? People? Products? It is obvious, as many have said, that hope is
situated (and transmitted) in culture (Hage 2003; Miyazaki 2003; Bloch 1986; Toren 2003;
Fong 2004). Therefore, these emerging agents of hope must be acceptable within the culture
and context of the time. A recent book of case studies in design anthropology discusses how
we might study "ethnographies of the possible” — “the basis of which we imagine and create
possible futures.” (Smith et al. 2016: 4) The authors define the future as “a multiplicity of
ideas, critiques and potentialities that are embedded in the narratives, objects and practices of
our daily lives.” (Smith et al. 2016, 1) As I discuss in Culture Change from a Business Anthropology
Perspective (Hitch 2017), we don’t live for the future — we live with it. And we don’t just Zwe
with it — we design it. In that volume, I’ve written about hope using assemblage theory to
demonstrate how the ways “farmers act upon the world in the present depends on their
access to other agents of hope — elements in the assemblage such as designers, innovative
irrigation equipment, and teachers — to bring about a possible future.” (Hitch 2017) Piece by
piece, drip irrigation kit by drip irrigation kit, farm by farm, road by road... city by city.

In both Cambodian and Minnesotan fieldwork contexts, the designers of these possible
futures are outsiders — non-Cambodians working in international development organizations
who intervene in daily life with new products borne from “innovation,” and, in Minnesota,
non-residents to the communities along the freeway who intervene as applied ethnographers,
engineers, project managers, and city, county, state and federal stakeholders. They are all, in a
sense, designers of futures — potential drivers of change. For many of us, used to a tradition
of critique, not a tradition of intervention, it’s an uncomfortable position. What if we carve
out a little bit of that category of experience, however, and think of change through the lens
of hope as something to be invested in things?

When applied ethnographers see hope as invested in — and a driving force for — change
and know it’s being invested in things, we can add value to the design process by finding
ways to ask different and meaningful questions about the hopes yet to be invested and the
things themselves. We can reframe the investigation of desires and needs for these things,
services, and infrastructure to better represent and articulate, essentially, hope. In other
words, ethnographic exploration of the hope in things can help design processes and
outcomes to better serve the people who will live in the future worlds we design.

THE ROLE OF THE ETHNOGRAPHER

Hope and change are (obviously) not only of value to the business community. Politicians
also utilize their mechanisms, as do religious leaders. However, I think that to make a critical
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examination of change through the lens of “hope as invested in things” gives us a different
way to think about what we do as researchers and designers, and leads us to new fields in
which we come full circle to the value of long-term, ethnographic fieldwork.

Another piece of that global capitalism, neoliberalism, big picture-ism story is how the
lines between industry and government, government and NGO, for-profit and non-profit,
are blurring. As Hepworth states in a case study regarding a communications design project
to gain widespread public approval for neoliberal reforms in Australia, people are “reframing
local governments as business ventures, and their citizens as customers” (2017: 30). Further
to this idea, Bason (2014) articulates, in Design for Policy, that design “emphasizes people’s
experiences rather than the system’s priorities. Design enables collective participation in
generating and exploring new solutions” and “design for policy changes the processes of
policy-making.” (2014: 276)

Transportation planners talk often about “community before concrete” and “people
before pavement.” We hear often how the vision people have for this corridor is that it
won’t be designed with a “cars first” mentality. “Getting more cars down less streets faster
and safer” is not, actually, what people hope for. To that end, they are changing the
processes of policy-making to eatlier and more often incorporate visions for the future (the
hopes) of the people who live on and near those streets. And to figure out how to do it, they
employed an applied anthropologist.

The value of our work in applied fields is something to which multiple EPIC authors
have spoken in the past, our role and our contribution is often questionable and in question
— not only by the community, but by ourselves. As Maria Bezaitis pointed out, “we need to
be able to continuously redefine the parameters and content of [our] relationship to
industry.” (Bezaitis 2009: 154) This relationship, Gerald Lombardi reminded us in the same
yeat, is that we’re often faced with “a well-known design and engineering project triangle:
Good, Fast, Cheap: pick two.” (Lombardi 2009: 47) He argues this unwritten rule is one that
threatens the de-skilling of our work as ethnographers. In 2011 Alexandra Mack asked us to
take up Flynn and Lovejoy’s call to “redefine perceived value beyond our immediate
contexts of praxis” (as cited in Mack 2011, 18) and Stokes Jones called on a balance of
theory and ethnography — and of “putting individual performance at the center of
ethnographic practice” (Jones 2010) — to do so.

In terms of the role that we play, Merietta Baba calls on us to be collaborative (Baba
2000) and Sam Ladner explains how applied anthropology can challenge a researchet’s
essential view of themselves and turn us into purveyors of “uncomfortable knowledge” — of,
the “bearers of bad news” to established belief systems within companies and organizations
(Ladner 2015; Colson as cited in Ladner 2015). The identity of the applied ethnographer is
often challenged as well. We, depending on the day, self-define ourselves as humanists,
technologists, interpreters, truth tellers, researchers, and designers. We help to build not only
objects or products with tangible value, but also to design services, public engagement, and
other processes in the public sector which shape the world around us.

Even within many of the agencies for which we work, consultancies, advertising, design,
etc.; we see a shift from “creative” to “innovative” with strategists and developers solving
many problems once solved by copywriters and art directors. The difference in the public
sector, however, and in long-term, slow-moving contracts with government agencies, is that
ethnography is ever happening. “User research” is often conducted with stand-ins for future
customers (Cohen 2005). However, engagement research and design can happen with the
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actual people who will use the actual service, product or experience. By their mere presence
in the process, those ethnographers working in such fields help to design the world
neighborhood by neighborhood or system by system.

Reorienting our work to the hope people invest in things can show us both what is in
the “possible futures” we help to design and also the mechanisms by which people “act
upon the world” to bring them into being. When we broaden our definitions of “industry,”
“findings,” and “deliverables,” there is an opportunity for the work of the applied
ethnographer to not only share the findings we “see” in “users” standing in for later
customers, but also to be co-creators of possible futures with the people who hope to live in
them.

Designing in real-time the worlds in which we live takes design consultancies, IT
professionals, industrial designers, developers, meaning finders, and meaning makers all
together. Solving systemic and social problems (like redesigning the healthcare system),
especially amidst disintegrating nation-states and fragmenting markets stretching to meet
changing consumer desires, will take corporations, start-ups, government agencies,
technologists, designers, strategists and ethnographers. There is a need for long-term
fieldwork with application to design and other practices in real-time. It’s fieldwork as design
project, or design project as fieldwork — or both. There is, essentially, a need for participant
observation at its best.

CONCLUSION

Bronislaw Malinowski told us that anthropology is about making sense of the “hold life has”
on human beings (Malinowski 1922). The hold life has, I know, has something to do with
hope. It might actually have everything to do with hope. When we see people as beings with
agency — it’s not actually the hold life has on us, but the hold we have on life that drives us.
The hold we have on hope. When that hold becomes brittle, tenuous, distant or absent?
Well.

Ethnographers face uncomfortable moments when we realize that “the hold life has”
could have something to do with us or we could have something to do with it. We often
wonder if we are doing great work that could impact a generation or if we have no business
working where we are at all. For example, the realities and barriers of otherness between
native Cambodians and the international development community are vast and complex. For
some, the foreign aid is welcome, to others it is an imposition. And ethnographers often
have a problem with imposition. We wonder if we are doing good or doing harm and the
answer is not always clear either way.

Psychology tells us, however, that grounding our work in designing and creating agents
of hope is beneficial to people. Hope is the positive catalyst of optimism and change. It
alone does make people’s lives better regardless of whether or not it is ever fulfilled — as long
as it’s not given up. The act of hoping itself is a healthy one, and hoping is the first step to
change.

Gabriele Oettingen, a psychologist at NYU, describes throughout her work (Oettingen
2017) how “big hopes” may be difficult to fulfill, but they are “the beginning of action.”

They give action the direction, but they don't give action the necessary energy. In fact, when
we induce participants to positively fantasize, to ideally depict the positive future, then we
find that the blood pressure goes down, and then we find that the feelings of energization go
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down, and we find that people feel already accomplished. So they relax. They relax because
mentally, they're already there.

Hope is the first step, and once someone is “already there,” they can begin to think about
the obstacles in their path and the actions they will need to take to fulfill their hope. Hockey
players make practice schedules; freeway corridor residents organize, plan and participate.
Oettingen’s work provides solid empirical evidence that a process of turning hope into
action brings people closer to successfully fulfilling their dreams (Oettingen 2017).

Hope is a crucial driver of change. Of the hold we have on life. Where people invest it
and how they share it are, I think, great anthropological questions. If we, the applied
ethnographers, can see hope as a driving force for change, we can ask different and
meaningful questions about its agents. We can ask about the desires and needs for the
things, services, infrastructure and, essentially, the future wotlds we help design of the
people who will live in them. Knowing hope can be invested in “things,” we can bring this
knowledge to the designing of products and processes. By aiding in designing things well,
applied ethnographers can (or perhaps inadvertently or even unwillingly do) take on a role of
change agent, bringing to life products and processes that are more or less likely to lead to
hoping and hopes’ fulfillment. The work of transportation planning and social impact design
are complex with expectations, perceptions, injustices, and issues of equity, promises,
funding surpluses and shortages, and realities that engineers and designers work and people
live within. But this work is also hopeful.

Emilie Hitch An applied anthropologist at Rabbit and Thinkers & Makers, Emilie began her career
pioneering OLSON’s Brand Anthropology process. A graduate of Yale and the LSE with degrees in
anthropology, she also holds a master’s degree in public affairs from the University of Minnesota.
emilie@thinkersandmakers.com
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We take the polysemy at the heart of antonomy as our focus, and explore how changing notions of antonomy are
experienced and expressed by users of self-driving cars. Drawing from work-practice studies and sociomaterial approaches
to understanding technologies, we discuss how driving as a task is destabilized and reconfigured by the introduction of
increasingly antomated systems for vehicle control. We report on the findings of a hybrid ethnographic experiment
performed at Nissan Research Center — Silicon Valley, in which we video recorded interactions of 14 participants inside
a simulated antonomons vebicle, and conducted semi-structured post-interviews. We look at the responses of onr
participants in light of three different themes of autonomy, which emerged through the analysis of the study data in the
context of a broader program of ethnographically informed research: autonomy as freedom from the task of driving
antonomy as independence and individual labor; and machinic antonomy’s ironic opposite, an increasing interdependence
with human-machine systems that raises new issues of trust and control. We argue that AV development will have to
address the social dimensions of roadway experience, and that this will require a multi-perspective approach (speculative
work alongside other empirical examinations) to the specific ways human antonomy and sociality is aided, altered, or
undercut by these systems.

“Finally, when everything else has failed, the resource of fiction can bring—through the use of
counterfactual history, thought experiments, and ‘scientification’—the solid objects of today into the
fluid states where their connections with humans may make sense. Here again, sociologists have a lot
to learn from artists.” (Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social, p. 82)

INTRODUCTION

“Could you turn on the autonomy for me?” A few beats of silent confusion follow. “See the
little button on the right side of the steering wheel that says ‘CRUISE ON/OFF’? Press it
for me.” After a momen’s pause, the participant has found the button and things start to
move. The system management displays tucked behind the simulator show the little vehicle
icon beginning to glide along schematically represented streets. This being a simulator, the
car itself doesn’t go anywhere, but around it, on 360 degrees of screens, the virtual terrain
begins to shift, a little sickeningly. “Ok, press it again. Good. When I ask you to start the
experiment, just press that button again.” The simulator car’s cruise control button, made
unnecessary when the vehicle was immobilized—engine removed and wheels propped up—
has been co-opted to instead switch the software automation systems. This button, in the
lab’s patlance, turns #he autonomy on.
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But what is really being turned on and off, being enabled and disabled, in this
interaction? Autonomy is a multifaceted and complex notion. It can evoke the autonomy of
the liberal individual, the autonomy of the nation-state, and the autonomy of the self-
operating machine. The language of axtonomy is in tension between technical and colloquial
use.! Speaking of the autonomouns vebicle, then, often elides the question of “what kind of
autonomy?” Or “whose autonomy?” Autonomy from or relative to what? There is a seeming
self-evidence in the notion that the machine is autonomous because it is somehow operating
outside of human control. But we suggest that when people talk about the “autonomous
car” they do not simply mean “the car that is autonomous,” but also “the car that makes e
more autonomous.” So what needs to be asked may be less about the technical capacities of
the system, and more about its human meanings. What kinds of new interactions are being
produced? What do users give up to gain the convenience, or “autonomy,” they believe they
want? And do they really want it when they have it?

This dynamic highlights the strange polysemy at the heart of autonomy: one may be
freed from certain tasks but also further embedded in sociotechnical systems that are beyond
individual control. Here we explore this dynamic as a speculation on a future with
increasingly automated vehicles in our midst. As developers of automated vehicle systems,
we are implicated as part of the source of users’ struggles; we too are trying to come to terms
with what kind of a wotld we are involved in producing, even while we attempt to direct it
for the better. This study is an attempt to reckon with the direction of that future. First we
further develop the background and approach to our investigation, which takes the form of
a hybrid “ethnographic experiment.” Then we examine three key themes that emerged in our
research: the contingency of autonomy, the awkwardness of monitoring and being
monitored, and the difficulty of trusting in humans and machines. We argue that the price of
achieving one sort of autonomy is perhaps the sacrifice of another; and that users recognize
this, as they struggle to come to terms with the ways their existing ideas about trust, and
practices of interacting with vehicles, must shift in relation to machine autonomy. Finally, we
reflect on our use of a speculative approach to elicitation in our attempt to design new
relationships between human and machine autonomies.

BACKGROUND AND APPROACH

Our theoretical and methodological perspectives draw from literature in work-practice
ethnographies, actor-networks, sociomateriality, and grounded theory: in this tradition, we
take seriously the situatedness of human action. Ethnographies of all manner of practice
have long exposed the contextual nature of meaningful human action. What we do is
dependent on our environment. As Jean Lave desctibes in Cognition in Practice, the shopper
may not know quite what she is buying until she sees it on the shelf, and is confronted by the
options before her (Lave 1988). Or as Hutchins shows, pilots communicate and form plans,
not as individual brains with separate mental capacities, but as a “cockpit system” with
“cognitive properties” defined by social and material factors: people, radios, gauges, pips,
and paper cards (Hutchins 1995b). Technical approaches to driving split driving into
multiple kinds of tasks—e.g. Strategic, Tactical, and Operational components, that break
down the act of driving into trip planning and route selection, maneuvering, and split-second
responses (Michon 1985). In contrast, we attend to driving as a cultural and sociomaterial
practice. In other words, driving is a practice that happens in relation to others and the
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world, emerges from the interactions of social actors and material objects, and which makes
meaning as it serves practical needs. Drivers do not just perform tasks. They have bodies and
cultures. A focus on the embodiment of work likewise exposes, in what might have seemed
empty from an information-processing vision, hidden plenitudes; an ancillary activity such as
accounting (Suchman 2011), or in our case performing responsibility in mobility, may
become a key source of social meaning.

For example, Lutz and Fernandez suggest that automobiledom has become implicated
in the “myth that good parenting” in the modern cultural mode “means ferrying one’s
children in the car” (Lutz and Fernandez 2010, 26). Such ferrying is not simply operational,
getting one’s passengers from A to B, but is about caring, providing for, and performing the
role of guardian. Thus we should not expect that replacing the parental driver with an
autonomous robotic chauffeur should leave participants’ affective relationships unchanged.
Even the Vatican, hardly the first place one thinks of as a bastion of revolutionary sociology,
has identified driving as a social act: their guidelines for Pastoral Care of the Road state that
driving is “basically a way of relating with and getting closer to other people, and of
integrating within a community of people” (Lutz and Fernandez 2010, 158). The social
extends beyond the technological frame of driving as mechanical control.

Science and technology studies work has shown that supposedly autonomous systems
are rarely so in practice; “full” autonomy is a mirage, and even systems that might seem quite
outside of human control, like Mars rovers, are part of complex systems of human oversight
and joint action (Clancey 2014; Hutchins 1995a; Mindell 2011; Mindell 2015). Nissan has
taken the approach of embracing joint human machine control. One manifestation of this is
the Seamless Autonomous Mobility (SAM) concept, in which remote human vehicle
managers can step in to instruct the automated vehicle (AV) in problem situations. This
“teleoperations,” or human supervisory control, approach (Sheridan 1992; Woods and
Hollnagel 2006) keeps humans in the loop to handle edge cases and novel situations not yet
learned by the system. It also opens up all manner of new human-machine interaction
considerations. The literature in human supervisory control is likewise clear about the fact
that automation does not merely eliminate, but changes the tasks performed. But
sociomateriality extends this reductive, task-based thinking. Humans in cars do not merely
move wheels and pedals in functional ways. They negotiate and wayfind (Brown and Laurier
2005; Keisanen 2012; Laurier, Brown and Lorimer 2012). They express their autonomy as
mobile subjects (Bishara 2015). Humans in automated cars will share many of these
practices. And these practices matter for how vehicles will be thought about and used.

The characteristic elision of sociomaterial complexity that underlies “autonomy” is not
unique to automated vehicles. It appears across modern design and engineering practice.
Any organization that tries to make a product or service better, easier, faster, or more
efficient for the user inevitably faces the question of who their user really zs (Cohen 2005),
and what their disruptive innovation really does. For whom, and from what perspective, do
things become easier? Or more difficult? Ethnographic studies of collaborative work practice
(Cefkin 2014; Cefkin, Thomas and Blomberg 2007; Suchman 1998), and sociomaterial
approaches to technology (Orlikowski and Scott 2008; Scott and Wagner 2003; Suchman
2007), have exposed the complexities of these kinds of questions. Technical interventions
reconfigure existing ways of doing things that have developed through intermeshing of
human needs and technical affordances. The social and material develop together, and
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change each other; but sharp breaks in the material properties of work systems force
corresponding restructurings of social processes.

For example, Suchman and Jordan (1989) argue that information processing tasks in the
workplace are often automated without attention to real complexities, focusing instead on
the small task components that are amenable to ICT-based approaches. The resulting tools,
awkward and often ill-fitting prosthetics for labor, require new adaptations by remaining
workers. This pattern of “appropriation” (Suchman and Jordan 1989) applies equally to the
automation of driving. Since the task of driving is more than rule following—staying in the
lane, obeying lights and signs—to drive is not only to navigate through physical space, but
through a social space of symbols and cultural signals (Bishara 2015; see also Goffman
1963). When one extracts the mechanical components of driving and replaces them with a
new sociotechnical system of automation or “heteromation” (Ekbia and Nardi 2014), one
gets the sense that automation could proceed from partial to complete in a piecewise
fashion. But this is an illusion: the task of driving, and its social meanings, would not remain
fixed in this transition.? Practices are moving targets.

Appropriations in design are always partial. What tasks can be productively automated,
and how, is a constant problem for the development of automated systems—and a key issue
for us as autonomous vehicle designers. Many questions emerged for us in thinking about
the human side of supervised autonomous control: How would human passengers respond
to oversight or intervention by remote human beings? How long would they wait at an
obstruction for a vehicle manager to bail them out? And how comfortable would they be
about that interaction? How would they perceive their new relationship to the vehicle
system? Adding autonomy to vehicles is a moment in which we must ask how the rest of
driving practice, cultural and psychological, will respond. But we face the difficulty of how
this can be investigated empirically.

These changes are still speculative ones, as the systems that stand to precipitate this
restructuring are still in development. Building on critiques of the doctrine of studying the
“out there” and in the spirit of anticipatory or speculative ethnography (Halse and Clarke
2008; Lindley, Sharma, and Potts 2015; Nafus and Anderson 2006; Venkataramani and
Avery 2012), we have had to make our own microworld in which to observe these
phenomena.

This paper draws especially from data gathered during a simulator experiment
performed by social science researchers at Nissan Research Center — Silicon Valley. On first
glance, our materials are not particularly ethnographic. Participants experienced a series of
interactions as if they were in an autonomous vehicle that was driving them to a meeting on
NASA Ames campus. The simulator used had 360-degrees of screens around a real vehicle
at its center. Each participant experienced two short drives in which events in the simulated
wortld required the vehicle to come to a halt. We video recorded their responses to these
situations, and performed post-interviews. We gathered approximately 7 hours of relevant
video data, and 7 hours of interview data, from a total of 14 people. However, we did not
approach this data from a functionalist, experimental perspective (for example, one
interested in measuring reaction times, or quantifying the uset’s gaze). Instead, we examined
the data anthropologically, looking at users’ interactions with the system as material that
expressed their perspectives on the system, their beliefs about it, their comfort or discomfort
with it, and their needs, wants, desires, and systems of meaning and interpretation. This
experiment was one of several elements of a broader program of reseatrch into the social
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implications of autonomous vehicles (Vinkhuyzen and Cefkin 2016), which also included
field observations, interviews, and other ethnographically informed approaches.

In this particular study we observed participants as they encountered two kinds of
obstacles in their autonomous vehicle, a construction zone and an accident. In real life
navigating such instances requires drivers to assess the appropriate maneuver—to wait (and
for how long) or to go around (when it is appropriate to do so)—and to make a potentially
illegal move that is nonetheless consistent with the expected rules of the road in this
instance: crossing a no-crossing line (in the United States, a double yellow line) and passing
on the wrong side of the road. The AV would require a new path to pass the scene, and it
was here that a remote supervisor was available to assist. Using the on-board sensors, the
remote supervisor could assess the situation and send the AV new instructions. Our
question was whether participants would take over for themselves—they were free to take
over manual control at any time, though they also had secondary tasks to perform on their
devices—or let the remote supervisor do so. We also wished to identify when additional
information or status from the remote supervisor would be sought by the participant.

After participants experienced the two drives, we performed semi-structured interviews
with an eye toward eliciting why participants chose to preempt or wait for the automation
system at various points. And we sought to identify what aspects made them comfortable or
uncomfortable, how they made sense of these issues, and how they would feel about using a
similar system in the real world. This hybrid mode of investigation, building from design
anthropology, is a way for us to overcome the difficulties in studying speculative objects.
Technologies that do not yet exist must be imagined or brought into being as they are
investigated. We undertook this study with an ethnographic sensibility, intending to examine
the patterns of life that would emerge in the day-to-day interaction with the technology.

This investigation exposed a variety of fascinating responses to the experience of being
conveyed around by an automated vehicle in a simulated world. Autonomy, as our
participants describe, is a partial and contextual thing, which must be negotiated between
humans and machines. It also implies a freedom from restraint that conflicts with, and must
be rethought in light of, remote human monitoring. And it demands a level of trust in
human-machine systems that brings with it concerns about privacy and surveillance. These
multiple autonomies (from labor, from others, from oversight) are the stage for coming
conflicts about the value and purpose of mechanical automation, on and off the road.

WHEN IS MACHINE AUTONOMY DESIRED?

The automobile, as perhaps the ultimate tool for individual mobility, is intended to be
convenient. Buses and trains run on schedules. They require waiting at stations, and
transferring from one to another means even more waiting (or, even worse, missing
connections entirely). A person who hops on the train cannot simply go where she wants—
the train traveler, as in The Practice of Everyday Life, is regulated and immobilized by the chiasm
of the window and the rail, which makes change visible but prevents the subversion of
motion (de Certeau 1984). The car, by contrast, is the choice of the liberated individual who
wants to move on demand: where she wants, when she wants. Automobiledom promises
“independence from reliance on the schedules and desires of others” (Lutz and Fernandez
2010). Our participants revealed to us that vehicle autonomy is indeed desired when it adds
to human autonomy, and when it frees people from tasks they dislike, but not necessarily
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when it limits their perceived freedom. Machine autonomy is contextually, not universally,
good.

This whole notion of car-based freedom is, as Fernandez and Lutz point out in
Carjacked, a pleasing and socially costly illusion. The automobile as a tool of individual
mobility has been historically inseparable from a new kind of experiential imprisonment. Car
travel is in its own ways profoundly constrained and inconvenient. The traveler finds that the
roads are never clear just for her. Other people get in the way. Highway hypnosis, road rage,
headaches; accidents, traffic jams, finding parking; wide avenues and suburban sprawl;
breakdowns, maintenance, repair; even smog and pollution: these are the costs of the
automobile. So the autonomy of automobility brings with it the convenience of going where
one wants to go, but also the inconveniences of traffic, risk, and mental and physical labor.
And these are among the problems the automated car seems poised, perhaps, to solve. The
cart, as a latent space of inefficiency and un-productivity, is perhaps ready to be “reclaimed”
for sleeping, reading, eating, or most ironically for many of us, “productive” labor. (We
would challenge the notion that time spent in the car, thinking, seeing, listening, and
experiencing, is truly waste, but no matter.)

The participants in our simulator received a taste of this life of mobile leisure: whisked
around a virtual map of NASA Ames, from one imagined “meeting” to another, they were
free (and encouraged) to be on their laptops or phones as long as they were comfortable that
the vehicle was operating safely. And most at least seemed to be. They glanced up a lot,
especially at first, and a couple spent enough time looking out front that they did not finish
the preparatory tasks we set them (fictional preparations to make for their meetings). But
most were eventually engrossed in their devices. This level of focus sometimes produced
amusing results. Nate, a 22 year old intern, suffered a simulator glitch that teleported him
inside a truck—his simulated AV instantly jumped 25 feet down the road due to a human
error in our configuration of the test. As the screens around him went entirely white, he
looked up, shocked and confused, unsure of whether the vehicle had crashed into something
while his attention was elsewhere.

In general, passengers possessed a marked ambivalence toward machine autonomy. It
was convenient, to be sure. Though participants’ responses were clearly colored by knowing
they were safely ensconced in a simulator, they reported enjoying the freedom to surf the
web, write emails, and even to take in the simulated scenery without concern for crashing.
But different participants displayed different levels of comfort with the operation of the
system in the test, and imagined different responses to it on real roads. What is most
surprising is that these responses were not binary, yes or no, “I would use it” or “I would
not.” The context of use mattered significantly. Our post interviews exposed that
participants perceived commuting to work or going to a meeting as qualitatively differently
acts of driving than driving with one’s children or on weekends. These are different
sociomaterial practices, and put the driver (or erstwhile driver) in a different relationship to
safety, risk, and responsibility by virtue of their social relation to others in the vehicle, and
their reasons for travel. Multiple passengers suggested that they would be more willing to
entrust their oz safety to the system than that of friends, coworkers, or family members.
Responsibility to others in the car would be performed, our participants’ responses suggest,
by taking over. If his partner was in the car, one said, he would turn the automation off.
Exposure to quantitative measures of risk and safety—reduced accident rates—and more
experience with the vehicle might alter these responses over time. But these responses show
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that the quantitative measures of risk that dominate the discussion of AV development and
AV ethics are disjoint from the actual experience of responsibility. Being responsible means
more than being numerically safe. It means being accountable, acting, being in command.

By virtue of our working in a car company in Silicon Valley, many of our coworkers are
white-collar “gearheads” (one author included). And so our population of internal testers
skews toward this demographic. They are information workers with long commutes, for
whom an automated car really could be an office on wheels. And yet many of them love to
drive. As such, they might seem to embody a contradiction as they work to automate away
something they love to do. Indeed, many of our passengers suggested they would override
the autonomy in real life, or might turn it off in particular circumstances, relying on their
own skills instead of programmatic ones. But even the car enthusiasts among them
expressed contextual preferences rather than flatly opposing the use of vehicle autonomy.
Not everyone who is excited about driving and motorsports is interested in always
controlling their vehicle. Emily, an administrative assistant, declared that she looks forward
to being able to be on the phone in her car, despite also being an avid motorcyclist. When
asked if she wanted a self-driving motorcycle, she denied this vehemently. She replied: “I
want to drive when it’s fun to drive and I’m in the mood” and not have to drive when tired,
in traffic, or when the drive is otherwise “uninteresting.” Questions about comfort with
autonomy have no blanket answer; participants generally differentiated situations in which
they would comfortably use autonomy and situations in which they would not. So whether
or not to use vehicle autonomy is a choice that is made and remade, not a single binary
decision.

This feedback suggests that any solutions for teleoperated remote control of a vehicle
must also be sensitive to contextual preferences. Its efficacy may vary depending on the
passengers present, the purpose of the trip, and the conditions on the road. Humans inside
the vehicle may wish to interact with the autonomy and supervisory systems in different
ways. Where these lines are drawn may be deeply personal, and we have no general answer—
though Emily’s response distinguished the city from the mountains, and traffic jams from
the open road, others might cut up their wotld through a different sort of analytic. Driving is
a social act in the quotidian sense of interacting with others in shared spaces, but as Bishara
points out, driving also produces special kinds of socialities within the vehicle and between
those in the vehicle and their environment (Bishara 2015). The road may be subverted,
experimented with, made into a field for the construction of a driverly identity; particular
roads or locations may be haunted by past events—accidents or breakdowns—and thereby
require special attentiveness (Verrips and Meyer 2001). And car ownership and use itself may
be a medium for social ties of responsibility to others (Myers 2017). Driving is a “technique
of the body” (Bishara 2015, 36), and autonomy destabilizes its practices. Machine autonomy
is not a natural good for people in cars, always, all the time. It is another thing that people
may wish to turn on and off, something that must be made sensitive to the needs and desires
of passengers on a particular trip.

THE AWKWARDNESS OF HUMAN MONITORING

The American imaginary of the automobile puts the lone individual on the road facing off
singlehandedly against the wilderness. One need look no further than automobile marketing
to see the preeminence of this idea. Across deserts, through green forests and urban jungles,
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up and down mountainsides, our objects of automotive desire are flaunted before us as
things untethered from the strictures of daily life. Though this image is always beyond our
reach as the product of a carefully produced mediated fantasy—as the tiny white text on
these advertisements often says: Professional driver. Closed course. Do not attempt.—it still
manages to compel. But the autonomous car, whatever its name, will never be “fully”
autonomous. The automated car is a networked device, dependent on interactions with
global information networks for everything from maps to traffic data to vehicle-to-vehicle or
vehicle-to-infrastructure communications, so it is likely these vehicles will never be able to be
unplugged (Stayton 2015). They will be, like our phones, connected devices; and, like
aircraft, trucks, buses, and other fleets of vehicles, they will be remotely monitored and
managed. Passengers may well become accustomed to this kind of connected experience, but
the responses of our participants suggested this will be no easy or simple transition. Being
monitored by a remote supervisors involves a distinct kind of driving experience.

Nissan’s SAM concept in particular puts remote human managers in charge of helping
AVs through difficult situations. And the experience of this kind of remote management is
fundamentally new to the average driver. Assistance services like OnStar exist, and already
provide a significant amount of information to the personnel who manage the vehicles, but
they do not yet direct the path of the car. Remote starter interrupt devices—installed for
example by “Buy Here, Pay Here” used car dealerships to disable the cars of borrowers who
get behind on their payments—get closer to the phenomenology of the remotely managed
car. But these can only stop vehicles rather than making them move (Hill 2014). For all our
participants, their simulated drive was the first in which they had been told that a human
vehicle manager, located remotely, would be monitoring their vehicle’s progress and
intervening if the vehicle came to a stop at an obstacle that the autonomy could not handle
on its own.

Participants were told at the start of the experiment that there was a human teleoperator
who would be monitoring and could provide assistance. In addition, passengers were always
notified of the human teleoperator’s engagement. A display in the dashboard provided the
cat's status: “Waiting for Supervisor,” “Supervisor Engaged,” “Following Supervised Path,”
as the vehicle waited for assistance, registered its connection to a remote manager, and then
carried out that manager’s instructions. This low-impact approach meant that for many
participants, the supervisor faded into the background even to the point of invisibility. When
they had to wait, they were waiting to see if “the car” could “figure things out.” Several,
including Chatlize, a 25 year old analyst working in human resources, reported that they did
not think about the involvement of the remote human until they had been stopped for some
time—agitated, looking ahead at the construction zone in front of her, she touched the
wheel to take control just as the supervisor’s instructions made it to the car, some time after
her vehicle had reached the scene; “Okay then” she muttered under her breath, her tone
conveying surprise mixed with some annoyance. A rare few, like Emily, never thought about
the supervisor at all.

But when they did think about her—when pausing caused participants to reflect on the
nature of their relationship to that remotely located human they had potentially never met
who was about to take control of their vehicle—responses turned to interesting directions.
Nanak, a summer intern working on vehicle simulation, said he did not try to contact the
human operator because he did not want to “bother” her. He explained that he could clearly
see and handle this situation himself. So why would he involve a skilled operator whose
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services might be needed elsewhere? The assumption that the operator was busy dealing
with more complicated tasks than his led him to try to handle the situations alone: had
something very complicated, difficult, or confusing come up, he suggested, he might have
preferred to trust this professional to handle it. The teleoperator in Nanak’s vision was an
expert resource for extraordinarily difficult or challenging situations, not simply an effector
for routine maneuvers that are still beyond the capabilities of the autonomy alone.
Passengers using their vehicles day-to-day would certainly have greater opportunity to
become accustomed to teleoperation, and evaluate when it is helpful to have a remote
vehicle manager involved in operations, but this passenger’s comments suggest that the use-
cases for human supervision are open to individual interpretation. And the presence of that
supervisor brought a new social politics into the equation of driving: that of the value or
sanctity of the individual’s labor. Another participant suggested that the mere presence of a
human supervisor somewhere in the system acted to prevent his own overriding of the
vehicle. He reported an awkwardness around “taking away their job,” a feeling that would
not have been present had the system been a fully computerized one. The remote human,
unlike the machine, still has a certain dignity, and one may feel the need to respect her time,
skills, and execution of her tasks. Being in a supervised vehicle presents complicated
questions about the social mores of intervening with the work of people located elsewhere,
mores that are not yet set and therefore likely all the more awkward to negotiate for the first
time.

But this awkwardness was apparently a mixed experience. On the one hand, this
participant reported reluctance to interfere with the human-machine system of autonomy: “I
don’t know if I can” take over, he said in our interview, recapitulating his previous thought
process, because “somebody else is in charge of my cat.” His affect, delivering these lines,
evoked concern. He seemed troubled. But he also experienced what he described as “a little
relaxation that happens” on seeing someone else in control of a situation. He phrased this
relaxation as a general principle, a lay theory about concern and responsibility: obviously,
someone else being responsible would make you feel at ease. But this lay theory did not hold
universally. The status of the supervisor as a component in the system—what that supervisor
was presumed to be there to do, and how much information he or she was presumed to
have—seemed to have much to do with participants’ varied concerns about their
interactions. Joshua, a summer intern working on connected vehicle systems, trusted the
operator more than he trusted himself: the sensors would be better than his eyes. He
explained that he assumed that operator would have sensor feeds from multiple cars, and
would therefore know more about the situation than one human’s first-person view could
ever show. This utopian human-machine system made him more comfortable than he would
have been in a cab: it, unlike a cab driver, was “programmed” to keep him safe. His
increased comfort, however, does not negate the potentially awkward aspects of now being
under the authority of some remote and unknown person. And Joshua’s comments cut
against the grain of statements by many other passengers who wondered how a remote
supervisor could ever react as competently as they could, with their own first-hand
knowledge. For these passengers, contending with this remote human agency was
uncomfortable and destabilizing, a new practice of negotiating conflicting desires (to take
over) and responsibilities (am I allowed to take over?). These different views, and their
different affects, suggest different assumptions about the technical capabilities of both
vehicle and vehicle management center: Joshua was working on a project to collect vehicle
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data from On-Board Diagnostics (OBDII) ports, and centralize it on a cloud data platform.
His assumptions about connected vehicles and their capabilities are perhaps more reflective
of his own work than the simulated drives he experienced. This exposes an important point
about mental models of supervised operations: what passengers be/ieve will be formative for
their interactions with the system.

Interactions with remote vehicle supervision systems require passengers to remake
assumptions about the individuated driver cocooned away from the rest of the world.
Participants were called to reckon with their new interrelationship with another human being
capable of controlling their vehicle. And this relationship could be an awkward one; for
some it brought to attention the expertise and status of the remote operator: What sort of
tasks ought she be called to attend to? Is it rude to preempt her labor? For some, supervisors
seemed remote, in knowledge as well as location; for others they were more present and
capable than someone actually on the scene. But all these questions of authority, comfort,
trust, and jurisdiction are embedded not only in the issue of capability, but that of
responsibility. The interjection of autonomy and a remote supervisor into the car changes
the sociomaterial practices of driving responsibly. Driving does not remain the same when
the driver’s individual agency—albeit mediated and constrained by law and custom—is no
longer wholly in charge. Old assumptions no longer hold. Who should do what, and whether
new parts of the system have responsibility to us (or whether we have responsibilities to
them) must be determined anew. And drivers express their experiences of figuring this out
with an affect of concern and discomfort.

TRUSTING IN HUMANS AND MACHINES

The central irony of the development of automated systems is that, at least in some ways, the
morte automated the system is, the mote interconnected it must be with vast networks of
humans and machines outside the individual vehicle, which must be trusted to operate
appropriately. The individual human in a truly manual vehicle can navigate the world. They
cannot do this entirely autonomously—bound by social systems, by law and custom, by
prior knowledge of the environment, by past experience and sensorimotor capability—but
they can at least convincingly mime that autonomy. The autonomous vehicle must be bound
and controlled by code, and so can never be so free. This means that passengers within are
forced to contend with new networks of control: human supervisors can be directly
compared to the computer systems delegated to perform the watching-over on a moment-
by-moment basis. We asked our participants to trust this system, to leave it on as much as
they felt comfortable. Though they were able at all times to take over and drive manually,
none did unless the car was headed for one of the obstacles we had set up to provide
reasons for human intervention. When participants encountered these situations, responses
varied widely. Some took preemptive control to bring the vehicle to a stop and then turned
autonomy back on; others took over only after the vehicle had been stopped for some time;
and still others left the vehicle to its own devices throughout the entire situation. But leaving
autonomy engaged was not a sign of complete trust. Both taking control, and monitoring the
progress of the system while leaving it in control, are ways to moderate a distrust in its
capabilities. And issues of trust were not limited to mechanical, operational parameters.
What the system &zows may be just as important as what it does. This trust has gradations, and
treats humans and machines in different ways.
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Participants had diverse feelings about placing trust in a human operator. Mark, an
intern with the vehicle autonomy team, felt the remote supervisor, “in [his] book, could do
no wrong.” Obviously a professional, this supervisor would be able to handle issues without
difficulty. Doatea, who spent several years working in India where she was chauffeured
around every day, recognized no meaningful difference between a driver in the car, and a
supervisor outside of it. But many participants seemed less willing to trust a human than a
machine. As Emily put it, she would rather trust software “that’s been created to make this
work,” by “hundreds of engineers spending hundreds, or thousands of hours,” than trust a
human of unknown skill and professionalism. Jean Loup, an intern with Renault and co-
worker of Nanak’s, described that with a computer, “you trust software, secutity,
encryption,” but how can you be sure you can trust the remote human? This sort of thinking
was a common refrain, though most who felt this way came to see the situation more
positively when they were informed that the supervisor was not “joysticking” the vehicle
(taking direct control of the wheel and pedals from afar), but was instead just plotting a path
for the autonomy to follow.

The standards for performance between human and machine could go either way: James
would allow some “delta to |his] expectation” before intervening with a taxi driver, but
supposed his tolerance was less here; Nate, when he found out a human error had caused
him to go over a curb, was less forgiving than he would have been to the machine: “You
could have done a better job! . .. You are a human, so that’s different.” But in any case, the
automated safeguards that were operating at all times seemingly provided a reasonable basis
for trust, as they meant the unknown vehicle manager could not, presumably, cause the
passengers harm. Many passengers still had trouble conceptualizing why a human was
important to the system at all, but felt safer knowing the autonomy still handled moment-by-
moment decision making. This privileging of machinic reliability over human caprice is
widely recognized, in various ways, across studies of information technologies. The 2016
revelations about Facebook’s trending topics (Nunez 2016), for example, dramatize the
collision of algorithms’ putative mechanical objectivity and humans’ putative biases: it was
shocking and controversial that these trends, supposedly representing major discussion
topics on Facebook, were curated by human analysts rather than being generated by a
presumably “neutral” computer model. This tendency toward Latourian disciplining and
delegation—“never rely on undisciplined men, but always on safe delegated nonhumans”
(Latour 1988, 305)—assumes that nonhumans czz be made safe and dependable, moreso in
the absence of human inputs. It is a belief system, not a statement about reality, which has
more to do with cultural preconceptions about the properties of the organic (creative,
capricious) and the machinic (predictable, dependable) than it does about their actual
operation. Human involvement appears as risk in part because we are not accustomed to
thinking about its ubiquity. The value of joint human-machine systems is difficult to parse
from a perspective that trusts the reified technical object, and does not attend to the
continued human effort that is asways required, in some form, to get such systems to behave
propetly. When joint-ness is seen as a weakness, rather than a strength, trust in the system
decreases with human involvement.

That is not to say that our participants were ignorant. Far from it. The virtues of humans
and machines are up for debate, and we did not select for expertise in human-machine
systems engineering. However, our participants were measured in their preferences, and
subtle in their critiques. Charlize explained to us: “I think the remote supervisor does make
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me more confident in it [the car], but what if they aren’t paying attention?” In this view, the
unreliability of algorithmic responses can be compensated for by the joint involvement of
people. But those people remain at least potentially untrustworthy. Many participants
expressed such lay theories about trust and its distribution. A few made interesting
suggestions about how to heighten a feeling of trust: Jesse, a visitor from another Nissan lab,
wanted to know “the name of [his] guardian angel, even if [the system] lied to [him].” The
simple touch of seeing a human name would have made him feel better, more connected to
the person partially in control of his fate. Another participant, Marianne, stated a preference
for an “Uber-like” star rating of the vehicle supervisor, so the passenger could have a sense
for the skill and training that the supervisor possessed. It is unclear how a passenger would
respond to an unrated or low-rated operator (one assumes not well). But these comments,
taken together, seem to suggest that human-ness is not a one-way street: it does not
monotonically decrease trust.

Putting a more human face on the supervisor might help some people get comfortable
with a remote human role in vehicle operations. The skill, professionalism, and training of
remote supervisors, and how the vehicle users are made aware of these qualities, may be
critical to the acceptance of teleoperation as part of a new practice of driving. The
association of remote teleoperators with call-center customer support representatives,
explicitly made by several passengers during our interviews, invoked serious doubts about
the capabilities and motivations of the human components in the vehicle management
system. Emphasizing an appropriately professional work culture among teleoperators might
go a long way to addressing these types of concerns. These findings should not be that much
of a surprise, in the context of our prior discussion, as they lead back to the issue of
responsibility, and the social contract between driver and passengers. The unknown and
remote person cannot be trusted because their relationship as a responsible party is not clear.
They cannot be held to account. Making that supervisor somehow known starts to engage
them again with preexisting expectations for delivering care—the apex of that responsibility
being that of one family member to another.

While the operational integrity of vehicle managers might be more positively framed by
association with air-traffic control than with customer support, issues of trust that fall
outside of the operational, into realms of security and privacy, may be more difficult to
solve. While some passengers felt that a human operator made the system “friendlier,” this
was generally interpreted as coming at an inherent cost to privacy. Recognition that other
services like OnStar already involve vehicle tracking made the teleoperator more palatable to
Jean Loup. But he still wanted to be able to turn supetvision off in order to drive
unmonitored. Ling, a design intern working on vehicle interfaces, expressed in his interview
that if there were a human supervisor with knowledge of his location, he would feel as if
someone were “stalking” him. His use of this particular term conveys a personalized
dimension to this kind of monitoring. Surveillance is an impersonal thing, doubly so the
notion of “mass surveillance.” But sta/king is personal, human-to-human, a direct invasion of
expectations of privacy. Talking to a virtual agent instead of a person would, Ling suggested,
solve this affective problem for him, even if the data collected by the system was the same.
But if there were ultimately a human pulling the strings of that agent, some of his privacy
concerns would remain. And as Marianne, a service designer, was quick to point out, it
would be inappropriate to hide the level of human involvement. People have a right to
“know what is real” behind the operation of the system, she urged. While a more human
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face to remote vehicle operations seems likely to help some people trust those involved in
vehicle control, it may make the privacy risks more obvious to others. And at the heart of all
these comments lies a paradox worthy of further study: if the information collected is the
same, why did participants’ lay theories consistently lead them to be more concerned about a
human than a machine having access to that information? It is not necessarily true that the
engagement of humans really makes one’s information more vulnerable than if data is only
being mined by automatic scripts! This is a complicated question with many possible answers
depending on how data is stored and used. But if these participants’ responses are indicative
of a generally held perception, they represent a challenge to the involvement of a human
operator in the supervision of vehicles on the road.

The issue of how human the operator should seem is therefore a tricky one. Having the
supervisors speak in their own voice could make them more human, but participants were
not convinced they would enjoy that kind of experience. Ameila, a developer working on
connected vehicles, expressed this as pushing up against the notion of the car as a private
space, “my personal space”—which recalls responses to the telephone more generally, in its
eatly days, when it was a site of potential transgression by outsiders into the sanctity of the
domestic sphere (Marvin 1990, 64, 85). Many passengers preferred the idea of a Virtual
Personal Assistant (VPA), or a human who spoke in the consistent voice of a VPA, to
reduce the strangeness of an unknown person taking over their car’s aural space. One
suggested that such a computerized voice would allow her to develop a relationship with her
vehicle, rather than feeling like others kept intervening, entering the private space of the
vehicle cabin. But the idea of a VPA does not work for everyone—notwithstanding that
VPAs often work better in theory than they do in practice. Ameila reported that she would
still prefer a conversation with a person as opposed to one with a machine that tries to
“translate what you say” and “Google the answers, Googles the wrong thing,” etc. She has
had bad experiences with Siri and Google Now not being able to understand her voice, and
being otherwise unreliable even when they atre able to correctly interpret her words. While
technical progress may ease some voice interface issues, the operation of a motor vehicle is a
sufficiently high-stress area that any communicative difficulties may be exceedingly
detrimental to the passenger’s experience. Moderating privacy concerns or feelings of unease
by the use of a computerized voice may be a useful technique, but even its supporters agreed
it risks treading into ethically worrisome waters if the role of the human being is too
obscured. The imposition of unbidden voices on the personal sphere of the cabin is exposed
here as a potentially fraught enterprise.

This leads to the third sense of our autonomy, and its opposite, the further imbrication
of human action and its dependence on new technical systems. For humans to work,
machines must work too. For automated cars, and particularly teleoperation systems, to
work, data must flow out to remote locations, to be operated on by unknown combinations
of humans and machines. Commands and queries must flow back, and become part of a
new sociomaterial space for the vehicle’s passengers. The autonomy of the human driver is
complicated and impinged upon by these networks, which make possible the autonomy of
the machine. What information a passenger is willing to divulge likely depends on a wide
variety of factors—akin to those we have seen previously, related to safety and risk: Who is
in the car? Where is the vehicle going? What is the purpose of the trip? The threat of the
remote and unaccountable observer is very present for these commentators, though it is
curious that this threat seems to be more alive in humans than machines. This sense of
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threat goes hand-in-hand with the privileging of computational rules over bureaucratic
structures of responsibility: the system has been programmed to “keep me safe,” but the cab
driver, whose performance is still monitored, managed, and constrained by social, legal, and
bureaucratic systems, has somehow not. Reckoning with these new sources of trust and
distrust will be a key part of learning to live with automated cars in the real world.

CONCLUSION: AUTONOMOUS DRIVING AS A SOCIAL PRACTICE

The autonomous car that participants experienced is not axtonomons in the most obvious
sense: naively free from human engagement. It is and must be an arrangement of humans
and machines working together, with all the challenges that implies (Bainbridge 1997;
Casner, Hutchins and Norman 2015). As machines threaten to exhibit their true autonomy,
the freedom and indeed propensity to errt, to do things we do not want them to do, they are
always at the boundary of struggles between human wills and material obduracy, mediated
through systems of control that are neither clearly human or clearly machine: they are
sociomaterial. The autonomies that were involved in this delicate dance were not restricted
to those of a machine operating on its own. Our participants encountered aspects of
machine autonomy that were experientially new to them in this context—assumption of risk,
remote management, data collection—that they had to square with their own positions: as
individuals responsible to others through their embodied skills; as independent decision-
makers free from oversight; and as drivers valuing safety, personal space, data, and privacy
both for themselves and others in their vehicles. The latent visions of driving that are
explored here are not the same as driving today, nor are they the same as each other.
Different participants’ lay theories about trust and responsibility colored their responses to
the system that they experienced. The driver who no longer controls the car does not simply
sit there with mind, hand, and feet newly freed; these all become occupied by new tasks, new
potentials, and new concerns. Can I take over now? Should I? Do I need to brace myself? Is
it safe for me to let the system run? What 7s that system anyway?

These details could not have been seen so clearly without putting patticipants in a
position where the autonomy theater that they experienced was convincing enough to
destabilize their notions of their own role. But without some theater, it could not have been
seen at all. Our hybrid ethnographic-experiment reinterpreted the traditional tools of a
laboratory user-study through an ethnographic lens in order to combine the unique strengths
and perspectives of these two fields of endeavor. To do certain kinds of research, we need
new vantage points. We need to be able to produce new interactions, knowing full well that
what is produced is partly artificial and must be approached with cate to the claims that can
be made. Such issues are not new to design anthropology (Gunn, Otto and Smith 2013) nor
to anthropology as a whole, as it has long examined people’s other worldly and future-
oriented hopes and expectations.

We see simulation as a viable means to produce new ethnographic knowledge, though
we recognize as others have in various contexts that the knowledge and experience produced
by simulation is not going to be quite the same as the “real world” (e.g. Turkle 2009). All
speculations are in a sense contrived, but simulation provides one way to get a glimpse into a
possible future. Participants in simulated interactions get to experience, even if only briefly, a
different set of sociomaterial relations. And these experiences can then be investigated with
other methods of elicitation. We resist the idea that findings can be wholly prescriptive, that
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they can tell us how to produce new systems whole cloth. But they highlight new questions,
new lacunae that require further investigation And these experiences can open up the
participants themselves to new ideas: James, who hadn’t thought that a supervisor would
make him feel uncomfortable about taking over; or Joshua, whose assumptions about the
supervisor’s knowledge were challenged by his experience, have new ways to think about
human autonomy in their own work as developers.

We do not find it sufficient for our purposes to engage in only this kind of research. An
anthropological investigation into a speculative future, without sufficient grounding in the
present, is at risk of becoming unmoored from any semblance of reality; and applying the
fruits of this investigation in a principled way requires careful explorations of its foundations.
It is therefore important to us that our experiments in simulation are only part of a
multifaceted study of road-use behavior, from focused roadway studies using close readings
of video data, to more traditional industry anthropology fieldwork within transit
organizations, which in their own ways inform our treatment of the questions here. If the
practice of ethnography is of a sort of apprenticeship into existing culture, this speculative
ethnography is apprenticeship into new kinds of destabilization. But in our joint roles as
social scientists, developers of AV technologies, and designers interested in producing a
better future, we sometimes encounter questions to which the world “out there” is incapable
of providing all the necessary insight. At least to open questions, if not to close them,
simulation as a playground for experiences can provide access to new sociomaterial practices
that can then bound and shape development.

In light of this, we end with some of the questions opened by our investigation. Key
among the questions for developing socially acceptable autonomous vehicle systems is this:
Whose autonomy, or what autonomy, matters? Does a loss of autonomy from supervision
always accompany a new freedom from labor? Or how would this be balanced in practice?
Do some of these autonomies impose limits on how the technology operates, which might
well change the functioning of the resulting systems and their effects on things like accident
rates? The answers to these questions are not obvious. Fundamental values are being
negotiated here, about what aspects of technology are important. An intervention that favors
certain aspects will look very different than one that favors others. And what new
sociomaterial practices would emerge out of these varied interventions? We do not yet know.
But as designers of new technological systems, we need to keep these changes to practice in
the forefront of our minds. Thinking in this way about driving practice opens up the space
for different interventions, besides the obvious technical ones of better sensors, better
algorithms, better physical infrastructures. Engineers, in our experience, too easily assume
that these alone will make AVs possible, pleasurable, and valuable. But we suggest that much
of the problem and promise of automation lies outside the technical frame, in the social
realm. Driving is a cultural practice. Mobility is not just about getting from A to B, but about
when and how and why one moves. The sociomaterial lens applied here is a call for further
engagement with the social and cultural dimensions of transportation systems, as these
systems inevitably affect essentially everyone in some way, through direct use or through
coexistence in shared space. And these people are remade—human autonomies are
remade—by our machine interventions. Not causing accidents is not sufficient. We, both as
developers and ethnographers of technology, must attend to the ways that practices will
change, and the shifts in the personal and cultural significance of meaningful action that will
follow.

106 Autonomous Individuals in Autonomous Vehicles — Stayton, Cefkin, and Zhang



Erik Stayton is a PhD student in the Program in History, Anthropology, and Science, Technology
and Society at MIT. He investigates human interactions with Al systems, and currently studies the
values implicated in the design, regulation, and use of automated vehicle systems. He also interns at
the Nissan Research Center.

Melissa Cefkin is Principal Researcher and Senior Manager of the Human Centered Systems group
at the Nissan Research Center in Silicon Valley. She has had a long career as an anthropologist in
industry, including time at the Institute for Research on Learning, Sapient, and IBM Research.

Jingyi Zhang is a human factors researcher at the Nissan Research Center in Silicon Valley. She has
spent years working in the fields of Transportation Safety and Human Factors. She holds an M.S. in
Industrial Engineering & Operations Research from University of Massachusetts, Amherst.

NOTES

Acknowledgments — The research that produced this paper was performed while Erik Stayton was a summer
intern at the Nissan Research Center in Silicon Valley, and is not part of his research at MIT. We offer sincere
thanks to all those who read and commented on drafts of this paper, including our anonymous reviewers. We
wish to give particular thanks to Graham Jones and Crystal Lee, and our session curators Jamie Sherman and
Tiffany Romain, for their detailed edits and suggestions. We also appreciate the time and energy of all our
participants and interviewees, including those who tried but were unable to complete the simulator test. Sorry if
we made you feel ill!

1. The authors recognize that autonomy is a fraught term, often used very loosely in talking about robotic systems.
In prior work, Stayton has preferred to use “automated,” which does not imply the same complete disjunction
from human control. But autonomous (ot, colloquially, driverless or self-driving) remains a common way to
describe highly automated vehicles. Our point in this paper is not to argue for whether or not it is right to refer to
these vehicles as autonomous vehicles. Instead, we take a different approach and ask: since people do apply this
term, what does it mean to them when they do?

2. This is not just an attempt to make the point that automation is always partial. Nor do we wish to sanctify
“driving” as some sort of ineffable practice. Our point is simply that automation is not the movement of
particular sections of an activity from one bin (the human one) into another (the machine one). It ends up
reshaping, even if subtly, the entire activity, and thereby changes its meanings to those who engage in it and
interact with it.
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PAPER SESSION 2
Shifting the Discipline

Curators: JULIA HAINES, Google & MICHAEL POWELL, Shook Kelley

Members of the EPIC community often find themselves working on projects in unique situations. In
order to achieve their goals and consider the larger vision or scope of their work, ethnographers
have explored new ways of thinking and working. The papers in this session use these experiences
as an opportunity to consider ways of changing or shifting ethnographic praxis.

The authors ask us to consider recasting our practices and rethinking our traditional perspectives.
Some offer different approaches to conceptualize ethnographic research. This may require
incorporating other disciplines into ethnographic work, employing new conceptual or tangible tools
or even exploring other dimensions in our approach. These papers also disrupt simple definitions of
the ethnographer and ethnography, not to mention the accepted boundaries between
ethnographers and adjacent disciplines. Some consider the tools of design to recontextualize their
object of study or to allow new objects to emerge. Others insist on exploring an even wider range of
potential inputs.

As a result, in these papers we see ethnographers exploring new pathways for intervention with the

organizations they work for, with the potential to imagine new types of strategic partnerships and
relationship forms.
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Papers 2 - Shifting the Disciplines

Situated: Reconsidering Context in the Creation and Interpretation of
Design Fictions

MARTA CUCIUREAN-ZAPAN
IDEO

Design fiction and ethnographic methods strengthen each other by creating a creative but rigorous scaffolding
Jor interrogating expectations and reactions to the futnre. Design fiction can influence the activities, people,
and places in which ethnography is done, and ethnography can create design fictions. Viewers and creators
populate design fictions with their own past, present, and hoped for future. The intersection of these methods
push ethnography beyond the edges of its thoughtful consideration of the present moment, in order to begin
investigating the future.

INTRODUCTION

The uncertainties of the future confront communities, organizations, and businesses. Since
the 1960s, they have turned to studying the future with the hope of effecting change by
acting towards preferred outcomes. Expanding a time horizon is a perspective shift used to
spur action on pressing issues such as technological change and resource shortages. Futurists
are fond of Eliel Saarinen’s reminder that one should, "Always design a thing by considering
it in its next larger context—a chair in a room, a room in a house, a house in an
environment, an environment in a city plan," (Keller 2015). The future and the past offer the
next larger context to the present. By contrasting the environment, behaviors, and attitudes
of the design fiction with those of the real world it is revealed in, project themes and goals
are re-contextualized and therefore better understood. For applied professionals, the fusion
of futures thinking and ethnography also offers the tacit allure of growing the scope and
impact of the design process beyond the typical product or service development cycle.
Future oriented approaches are increasingly branded and marketed by design firms
and other agencies.! The US military and think tanks like the RAND corporation began to
deploy these methods at the mid-century (Bell 1996). Shell Oil used scenario planning in the
1970s to evaluate long term decisions. “The scenario planning exercise led Shell to adjust its
business management practices to hedge against the potential for high oil prices by
increasing the efficiency of its refining and shipping operations” (Peterson, G. D. et al. 2003:
363). The company’s performance during the oil crisis endorsed the method in corporate
settings. In the 1980s and 90s, scholars and designers formalized anticipatory anthropology
and futures studies methodologies. These included design fictions, the idea of “designing
with stoties, ot within the world of a story” (Lindley, J. et al. 2014: 241). The value of futures
perspectives is a call to action, and design fictions are the means by which to induce the first
steps. Robert Textor, an anthropologist who pioneered the fusion of futures thinking and
ethnography, argued that “Systematic anticipation can thus serve as a powerful means for

1 As covered in industry-oriented online publications such as Fast Company and The Verge.

2017 Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings, ISSN 1559-8918, epicpeople.org/intelligences



clarifying and prioritizing the values held by an individual, a community or a society” (Textor
in Mead 2005: 20). However, literature indicates a need to theorize and populate with
examples the intersection of ethnographic and future studies methods in applied settings.?

This paper argues that in order to diversify the design process, the perspectives of
stakeholders should be compared and contrasted among themselves, as well as that of the
internal world of the design fiction. Supporting examples include original research
commissioned by clients and first-hand experience in a community workshop series. Textor
reminds us that, "There are no future facts. There are only facts about the past or present
that a researcher... regards as relevant to the future" (In Mead 2005: 19). The facts deemed
relevant by viewers in these case studies, even if inconsistent or extraneous to the design
fiction, are necessary and relevant to its application. Design fictions do not have to be
interpreted as a standalone world. The real world context influences the interpretation and
reception of the narrative. This can include aspects of the environment like the informal
economy and condition of infrastructure, or the behaviors and attitudes for which
participants were screened for. In other words, ethnographic methods recontextualize the
scenario described by the design fiction artifacts. For example, exploring a resource short,
population dense scenario in urban China allowed a turning inside out of the design fiction
into the ethnographic present context. This allowed a team working on a mobility project to
amplify signals of the future that were weak in the present. Analysis of team, client, and
participant reactions led to insights and final recommendations.

Because ethnography treats context as an inductive and guiding source of
knowledge, design fictions activate and are activated by ethnographic methods. The use of
the methods in combination explores assumptions by highlighting differences and
similarities in the context of the real and design fiction world, including in the surrounding
environment, structural factors, and positionality of the researcher and participants. An
ethnographic approach can be influenced at different phases by the creation, selection, and
interpretation of design fiction. First, the design fiction can inform the questions and
activities in a research plan, including participant and site selection. Second, ethnography can
help frame and illustrate a range of design fictions. Granularity, texture, and stories from the
field can be adapted into the design fiction and then interpreted back out. In this case, the
design fiction is a time machine that represents present expectations and desires for the
future. Third, the design fiction serves as a scaffolding for analysis and synthesis, through
which to compare and contrast observations and interpretations among team members. It
focuses interpretation efforts and insists on a question that must be acknowledged by the

group.

OVERVIEW OF APPLIED FUTURE-ORIENTED APPROACHES

Design is a forward-looking and optimistic process, particularly when considered through a
capitalist lens. Brown and Wyatt describe this as: “Design thinking—inherently optimistic,
constructive, and experiential—addresses the needs of the people who will consume a
product or service and the infrastructure that enables it” (2010). Incorporating futures
perspectives in design ethnographies expands the scope of impact beyond typical product

2 Lindley, J. et al. 2014 on design ethnography approaches and Greenman, A. et al. 2006 on an “ethnographic
walking tour” to enhance foresight exercises.
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cycle timeframes and avoids “tempocentrism” in resulting recommendations. 3 In consulting
and corporate strategy, companies seeking to establish multi-year visions have engendered an
interest in forward-looking but predictive methods such as forecasting and trend research.*
Anticipatory ethnography provides an alternative to singular predictions by embedding the
generative potential of multiple futures within organizational decision-making.

The design field’s focus on problem-solving assumes that market-based solutions
can and will be found. Critical design, which emerged in the 1960s in relation to avant-garde
art, began questioning practitioners’ relationship to their discipline and the larger economic
system. Emerging out of this movement, speculative design holds that traditional design
supports the status quo by introducing new products to resolve “‘problem’ of technological
alienation” (Mitrovi | 2015). Practitioners like Mitrovi believe that, “speculative design
envisages and anticipates the future, at the same time helping us to understand and re-think
the world of today.” The corporate adaptation of speculative design, which can represent
market-neutral or market-agnostic worlds, provides an opportunity to examine how the
methods express themselves in applied settings.

Design fictions are a type or subgenre of speculative design, often in the form of
videos, installations, magazines, or other mediums, which imply an internally consistent
world story. For example, the firm Superflux produced a video featuring lime green colored
smart objects like a fork and a cane that illustrates how these objects might control the
behavior of an eldetly man (2015). The video implies the world that these objects belong to,
as well as its social and political dimensions, without overtly explaining the designed objects
and their function. In another example, the Near Future Laboratory produced their own
version of an IKEA catalog. The catalog uses images and descriptions that reflect the
economic and technological forces that inform the everyday by featuring “self-subscribing”
products and services (ikea.nearfuturelaboratory.com). “While both design fiction and
speculative design operate around the basis of some form of prototype, speculative design
typically creates objects outside of a defined future context, and doesn’t include an
accompanying narrative” (Dunne and Raby 2014 cited in medium.com). Futurist Bruce
Stetling is a main proponent of design fictions as “diegetic prototypes,” primarily objects but
even services and interactions that are taken for granted as functional and native to the
wortld around them (slate.com). He cites the iPad-like object in Space Odyssey 2001 as one
of the best design fictions in a science fiction movie because, “You see an iPad in this movie
and your response is not just, ‘Oh, what’s that’s that?” But “That would be cool if it existed.”
A design fiction includes its own context: the environmental, behavioral, and attitudinal
factors that impact the interaction between human and object or system. It allows us to
wonder how the world might evolve from the present context to the one it portrays.

While speculative design combines commercial and artistic practice, futures
perspectives have a similar mixed background of military and corporate strategy, social
science, and other fields. Futures perspectives developed through applied approaches by the
military and think tanks like the RAND corporation (Bell 1996). As described earlier, “In the
early 1970s, Shell Oil used scenario policy planning to evaluate long-term decisions”
(Peterson, G. D. et al. 2003: 363). Jim Dator, a political scientist at the forefront of
developing future studies, describes it as a field that “is interested not in itself furthering any

3 Textor describes tempocentrism as akin to ethnocentrism, in which we take for granted the situations and
values of our own time frame (2005:17).
4 See profile on Tellart in The Verge, an online tech-oriented publication (Chayka 2017).
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particular view of the future, but rather in furthering both narrowly professional as well as
broadly participative inquiry into the future” (1998). Others like Robert Textor merged
future studies with anthropology through methods such as the Ethnographic Futures
Research interview protocol, which focuses on participant expectations for optimistic,
pessimistic, and probable scenarios of the future. “EFR aims to produce meaningful
anticipations of the future grounded in a specific sociocultural context,” (Ketudat, S., &
Textor, R. B. 1990). EPIC papers such as Lindley, . et al. (2014) on “Anticipatory
Ethnography” have considered “connecting the dots” between design ethnography and
design fictions, though indicate a need for practical examples to advance the theory. These
approaches are branded by design firms and other agencies, including in projects like the
Museum of the Future in Dubai. “In Tellart’s imagined future, the UAE of 2050 has it
covered. In the projection, Emirati scientists combine the genes of jellyfish with mangrove
roots, one of nature’s best desalinators, to create an ‘organic filtration plant that allows you
to produce drinkable water out of the ocean,” Scappaticci explains” (The Verge 2017).
Expanding a time horizon is a perspective shift used to increase awareness of pressing issues
such as technological change and resource shortages.

Anthropology and future studies intersect at a desire to affect positive change.
Textor argued that, “The proposal is made that an anticipatory dimension to anthropology
should be developed for the purposes of increasing anthropology's capacity to: (1) explain
sociocultural change, and (2) contribute to the making of effective proactive public policy”
(1985). Hybrid techniques® have shown potential to engage communities in conversation and
action around the future. Lindley, J. et al. argue that “We believe design ethnography and
design fiction can be configured to work together so that the problems of one are solved by
the strengths of the other, and vice versa” (2014: 238). Past work describes these techniques
as a catalyst for participatory conversation that can lead people to take action towards
preferred outcomes. For example, Stuart Candy describes working on an installation with the
University of Hawaii around the four future scenarios of Hawaii in 2050: “None of these
was intended to be taken as either advocating or predicting a particular path; the aim was
instead to promote a broadened sense of what the possibilities could be” (2008). The
artifacts that design fictions produce — objects, sketches, and spaces — are the primary stimuli
for discussion of the potential futures of a place, community, or topic.® The AAA awards
the Robert B Textor and Family Prize for Excellence in Anticipatory Anthropology. 7 The
hope is that this type of work will result in structural or individual change like policy
decisions or consumption choices. For corporate organizations, design fictions can serve as a
generative tool of design that also provide organizational benefits, such as cross-disciplinary
collaboration and alignhment on strategy.

INTERSECTING DESIGN FICTION AND ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS

The benefits of integrating design fiction into an organization’s research and design toolkit

5> Including anticipatory anthropology, anticipatory ethnography and speculative design

6 At the launch of the speculative design major at the University of California, San Diego, Benjamin Bratton
argues that these objects pose an alternative to the mainstream (2016).

7 “Such contributions will allow citizens, leaders and governments to make informed policy choices, and thereby

improve their society's or community's chances for realizing preferred futures and avoiding unwanted ones.”
(AAA website)
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include minimizing organizational risks, catalyzing cross-disciplinary collaboration, and
creating a more holistic understanding of the experience surrounding a potential product.
Combined with futures perspectives, as in scenario planning or critical uncertainties
exercises, the navigation of multiple potential futures is an input into organizational strategy
decisions. These methods can account for tempocentrism by expanding to a time frame that
encourages teams to think beyond the next product development cycle. Like speculative
design, design fiction can spur discussion and action. To go back to the Hawaii 2050 event,
Candy described that, “It is planned as a kickoff for a series of community discussions about
what I and my futures colleagues describe as possible, probable and preferable futures for
the islands, all of which should culminate in A Sustainability Plan for Hawaii” (2008).

Intersecting design fiction with ethnographic and qualitative research provides more
specific benefits. First, defining what the team hopes to learn and how the design fiction
relates to these goals begins the work of team alignment and rapport. Second, the design
fictions and their artifacts function as boundary objects, allowing interpretation by different
communities and introducing non-verbal questions that we may not know how to ask
(Cooper-Wright 2012). Third, design fictions as a tool for participant feedback offers a
defined means of input for the conversations design fictions claim to create. Fourth, the
methods and tools of design fictions become a mode of inquiry in and of themselves. One
can as easily explore an element of the design fiction with participants as the fiction itself. In
other words, the scaffolding of the fiction is as generative as the self-contained artifact.

This paper focuses on ethnography with and around design fictions — the world
around the concept or idea — as a process to generate and diversify design solutions. This
stands in contrast to the high-production installations produced to communicate an
organization vision (Chayka 2017). Previous work argues that situating a design fiction by
providing the context that makes it a standalone and believable world is key to its
interpretation. “A healthy design fiction ‘situates’ the viewer in a prospective future so they
can envision it in a meaningful way” (Lindley, J. et al. 2014: 241). This paper responds that
comparing and contrasting the real context of the viewer to that of the internal world of the
design fiction is a relevant and effective means of interpretation. Contextual factors may
include but are not limited to the environmental factors around the viewer, or their
behaviors, attitudes, and demographic criteria. Differing perspectives among audiences —
research participants, design team members, and clients — recontextualize the design fiction
and generate additional insight and ideas. Unlike linear or even iterative product
development, this process introduces multiplicity and branches within the development
process that may mitigate risk by preparing the organization for multiple outcomes.

CASE STUDIES

This paper considers examples from three case studies to argue for a fusion of design
ethnography and futures approaches which foregrounds context as a site of contestation by
multiple perspectives. Two examples are on the topics of personal mobility and home
kitchens, and use ethnographic methods such as in-context interviews, participant
observation, and open-ended concept feedback. The third is a community-based workshop
series on the social impact of augmented and virtual reality technologies. The creation and
debate around the potential futures is examined, including the analysis and synthesis of these
perspectives alongside the creation of the potential futures into actionable outcomes.
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The case studies below represent three different ways in which speculative design
has been adapted as a generative tool. By having the methods of design fictions become a
site of discussion, production, and contestation, the design fiction itself is not the only
provocation. Specifically, the world of the design fiction becomes a research tool, rather than
a finished communication. Design fictions shift the uses of ethnography in several ways: 1)
by influencing the questions, activities, and participants that are included in the project, 2)
populating design fictions with stories and characters, 3) providing a prototype that serves as
a tangible prompt around a key project theme, throughout research, analysis, and synthesis.

Concept Kitchen 2025

Concept Kitchen 2025 is a collaboration between IKEA, IDEO, and students from Lund
and Eindhoven universities “to explore the social, technological, and demographic forces
that will impact how we behave around food in 2025” (2015). Based on the students’
research into attitudes and perceptions around cooking and eating, concept products were
built with guidance from IDEO designers. In 2015, a full-sized kitchen was built with IKEA,
exhibited at the Salone Del Mobile in Milan and EXPO Milano (see Figure 1). The kitchen
represents an assemblage of speculative design objects, but the collaging of products and the
common themes across design principles can be argued to form a design fiction. The
research process began with ethnographic interviews with participants such as utensil makers
and sustainable architect, selected in order to glean insight into what the future of food,
family, and home might bring. Secondary research included in the brief to students filled out
STEEP-like details (social, technological, environmental, ecological, and political signals).
Students then conducted individual and group explorations into topics such as food and
water waste.

During the second phase, extreme users such as an arctic explorer and insect diet
proponent helped explore the changing relationships with food. In combination with
observation and in-context interviews, boundary objects focused discussion on key project
themes such as avoiding waste. This primary research, combined with trends and drivers,
helped the team design with the implications of the future in mind. For example, what
happens when drones make shopping easy and delivery almost instantaneous? (See Figure 2
induction cooling shelf, which creates visible storage to encourages the preparation of fresh
food). The students’ ideas were synthesized into principles that structured the final kitchen,
such as Mindful Design: “Crucial to the success of the project was preserving the tactile
creative pleasure of the kitchen. Technology could easily make the space feel robotic and
sterile, but this project was guided by the need to use tech to enhance the kitchen’s warmth.”

The resulting exhibit and the interactions it implied was a “tangible communication
of the behaviors of the future,” in the words of one of the IKEA team members. An IDEO
designer described how having subtle behavior changes come across in an exhibition was
particularly challenging. For example, “The Mindful Sink pushes us to be more conscious of
our water consumption with a basin that pivots left and right. It must be tipped to one side
to drain toxic, or ‘black’ water, and the other for safe ‘grey’ water, which can be filtered and
used in a dishwasher or as nourishment for the cooking herbs that grow above the sink” (see
Figure 3.) Blecker writes that, ““A narrative that focuses too much on the technological
gadgetry quickly loses its critical value by no longer providing the provocations that design
fiction can offer” (2009: 27 cited in Levine 2016). The Concept Kitchen 2025, its name
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recalling concept cars, some of the original speculative design objects, lives closer to a design
fiction by uniting the concepts through human centered but future oriented design principles
such as Mindful Design.

Figure 1. Concept Kitchen 2025 website imagery

Figure 2. Concept Kitchen 2025 induction cold storage concept
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Figure 3. Mindful Sink concept
Augmented Realities Workshops

The second example is a series of workshops with design and social impact community
members in Chicago, which pivoted around “critical uncertainties” and visual prompts in
order to have participants create their own design fictions. The workshop asked participants
questions to probe on the potential of augmenting social impact through VR / AR / MR
technology. In order to situate the technology in social, economic, or other contextual
factors, a 2x2 was drawn around the critical uncertainties selected. The first critical
uncertainty was whether individual or collective action is key, and the second if technology
becomes more immersive or more augmenting of the real world. A demo of Google
Tiltbrush was available so that participants could experience the technology first-hand.
Prompts in the form of images and a set of cards with emotions and activities were made
available to the group (see Figures 4 and 5). After small group activities, a facilitated
conversation took place. Key questions surfaced included:

*  How might experiences of different bodies and genders inform social impact work?

*  How might experiences that substitute for the real address or exacerbate inequality?
e.g. VR travel for those who can’t afford it in real life

*  When and how does the experience begin and end? Why does it matter?

The participants were given the raw materials to form a design fiction, and began taking
the first steps in delineating those worlds. Ideas included time limits and immersion rooms
that would help future users control the amount of spent plugged in. These got as detailed as
patticular interactions regarding how one begins a non-gendered interaction ina VR / AR /
MR experience, by perhaps molding one’s own body out of a clay-like substance. By giving
participants with related work and life experience the elements of a design fiction — technical
as well as social contexts, immersive prompts, and a space to debate — new forms of the
technology began taking shape based on the issues these worlds would confront. The
context of their lives as designers and activists was funneled into these potential futures.

2017 EPIC Proceedings 119



Figure 4. Augmented Realities workshop image

Figure 5. Augmented Realities workshop cards as prompts

While the Augmented Realities workshop was not an ethnographic research
interaction, it does suggest other uses of the method in more structured projects. Having the
raw materials of a design fiction available on hand, in this case VR, images, and card
prompts, encourages investment by the group in their feedback. During research, these
materials create a tangible reminder of what we need to learn, and encourage the team to
engage in framing the problem space. Like Concept Kitchen above and the personal mobility
case study below, there are also implications for participant and site selection. We can
consider the environmental, behavioral, demographic, or other criteria that signals indicate
may play a significant role in future worlds. Finally, people populate design fictions with their
own past, present, and hoped for future. These methods push ethnography beyond its
thoughtful consideration of the present moment, in order to begin investigating the future.
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The Future of Personal Mobility

The third example demonstrates the benefits of this approach in a multi-phase program, in
which the design fictions were able to inform not only prompts but also participant and site
selection. This is the turning inside out of the context — the story of the design fiction into
the stories of the real world - that allows the design fiction to be a tool for inquiry as well as
a final product. This project dealt with personal mobility within a 15-year time horizon.
Methods were informed by an anticipatory anthropology protocol, elements of scenario
planning, speculative design, and ethnographic futures research (based on Textor’s work).
The first phase used secondary and ethnographic research to create a set of four potential
futures around mobility. For each of these futures, an animated narrative around a central
character described their mobility story. For example, one narrative followed the lives of a
family in a resource short, informal settlements. Communal bonds and technological
changes like cryptocurrency and 3D printing allowed for the adaptation of community
resources to move goods, create work, and stimulate the informal economy. This design
fiction included the product ecosystem, but did not highlight it as the central element.

Figure 6. Two cardboard circles with removable stars on them that represent a user’s profile rank based on data such as social media,
Job reviews, and operation history. Higher rank gives yon more access to tools, job offers, and other rewards. In the activity, the
participant was asked to share their status with the interviewer, and in what situations they would or would not do so.

The four potential futures were then used to select locations and participants for
additional ethnographic research. Essentially, the team scanned the world for a divergent set
of environments, behaviors, and attitudes highlighted in the design fictions. The design
fictions were also used as prompts in the field, particularly with subject matter experts.
Informed by Textor’s EFR protocol, discussion questions included participants’ reactions to
the fictions — the optimistic, pessimistic, and likely implications of such a future. For
example, Nairobi represented a location with a high rate of informal settlements and
informal economy. Infrastructure barriers encouraged technological leapfrogging like mobile
payments, the design fiction turned inside out into a best guess current context. The
overarching narrative, and ideas linked with these worlds, allowed participants to project
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their reaction to the underlying assumptions that informed the idea. On the surface, this
looked and sounded like concept feedback. In the background, this allowed the team to
tangibly explore the assumptions of the design fictions. Opportunity areas for the long-term
emerged, as well as near-term designs representing the first step in these directions.

IMPLICATIONS

Looking across these case studies, implications emerge for the creation and interrogation of
design fictions as a qualitative research tool. Rather than a finished provocation expressing
the outcomes of a process, making and sharing a design fiction can be a valuable tool for
generating insight and ideas. In particular, design fictions and ethnographic methodology
shape each other through 1) influencing the selection of research sites and participants with
the expertise and experience that provide analogies to the world of the design fiction, 2)
using ethnography as a source to create design fictions, 3) introducing an ethnographic
approach to analysis by comparing and contrasting the reactions of different viewers who
co-create the design fiction, and 4) instilling branching, tension, and contradiction into the
design process (as opposed to linear or even iterative processes).

The first productive intersection in these projects came from using elements of the
design fiction to select locations and participants for ethnographic research, in order to
respond to the challenge of researching future implications in the present context. In the
language of futures thinking, this helped amplify the signals of the future that may be weak
in the present, whether those signals take the form of technologies like cryptocurrency,
attitudes around sharing and self-sufficiency, or a fragmented geopolitical system. The
mobility project was able to investigate the assumptions of the design fictions through the
context of participants’ experiences. For example, this included finding subject matter
experts working in relevant contexts, such as fintech in Kenya and energy in Korea. The
team also drew on the context of participants’ lives to explore the shape mobility might take.
For example, shipping and delivery in Seoul, the capital city of Korea, a country recognized
for infrastructure investments and high R&D spending. For the Augmented Realities
workshop, participants with a background in social impact were invited for the expertise they
had based on the context of their work. By reflecting on images and a set of cards listing
emotions and activities, they began to infuse the space around the technology with narratives
from their own lives. Concept Kitchen 2025 did not fully explore this territory, but revisiting
the project might suggest setting up the kitchen in contexts suggested by the themes it
explored, such as mindful consumption and multipurpose environments. For example,
installing it in a co-op, utopian community, or dormitory and letting residents interact with it
there. An EFR-oriented discussion guide could explore its applications: what would people
do, store, prepare, and eat in this space? Who would be with them? What are the
implications, benefits, or drawbacks of this speculative object assemblage in comparison to
how they currently do things? By drawing on the contexts of selected people in selected
environments, the narrative is catalyzed as though an additional character has arrived.

Ethnography is also a rich source for creating and populating the narrative of a
design fiction. For example, in Concept Kitchen 2025 the student’s and participants’
aversion to food waste highlighted an emotion centered benefit of just-in-time and on-
demand delivery by drones. Stories of political and economic instability in the mobility
project played a role in giving the background of self-sufficient adaptations in one of the
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future worlds. This made the use of technology such as 3D printing self-evident, rather than
the center of the narrative. The creation of the design fictions, telling the story of the world
and why people behave the way they do, incidentally turned out to be a powerful tool for
analysis. Rethinking patterns or contradictions as a person navigating them in that world
helped sensemaking as much as identifying themes and experience mapping.

Speculative design practice and futures perspectives share the hope of provoking
people to action. At the intersection of design fiction as a subgenre and applied ethnographic
methods, comparing and contrasting individual reactions is a source of analysis and growth
for the project. Lindley, J. et al. (2014) suggest studying the process, the audience, or the
content of a design fiction. Following their suggestions, the team is part of the process of
creating the design fiction. The audience includes other team members, research participants,
and the client. During the Augmented Realities workshop, debate arose around whether
replicating travel experiences for low income communities who otherwise couldn’t afford to
travel would alleviate or exacerbate inequality. How would status, such as the social capital of
having travelled to an exotic locale, translate to a virtual experience of a place? Is travel or
movement in general a right or benefit? Would proposing a virtual alternative treat a
symptom, rather than a cause, of economic and social inequality? Would this technology act
as an opiate in a future world? Depending on their own class, race, and gender background,
participants debated each side. In a next iteration, the values drawn from the present
context, could inform a more preferable design fiction. During the mobility project, the
design fictions assumed a particular role for the client’s product ecosystem. The narrative
form allowed an exploration of the team members’ personal and professional history: what
did they consider the socioeconomic class of their audience in comparison to regional
demographic figures? Was this who they wanted to reach in the future and why? The
animated, story-based narrative of a future user created just enough distance between the
current state and future directions for these conversations. By comparing and contrasting the
reactions of different creators and viewers of the design fiction, the inconsistencies and
contradictions among their present contexts emerge. Whether a design fiction seems
inevitable, preposterous, or desirable in the viewers’ eyes is as useful to a project team as the
internal consistencies of the design fiction.

Design fictions encourage multiple viewpoints in their creation and interpretations.
The openness of the form invites exploration and experimentation. In the projects above,
teams co-created design fictions in the mobility project and the Concept Kitchen work. This
required a consensus around what moments and themes were important to highlight in the
worlds of each projects. The narrative form provides an alternative to analysis and synthesis
methods such as pattern recognition, affinity mapping, and customer journeys. In the
mobility project, having to write the narratives forced the team to consider what the most
important elements were, what tone to take, and the background context such as social or
economic signals. In the Concept Kitchen project, individual explorations by the students
were a source of information for synthesis along with the primary research. The explorations
revealed additional knowledge. For example, the Mindful Sink (Figure 3) offered different
interactions to control intensity and temperature of faucet water flow. Design fictions used
to illustrate multiple potential futures also provide a framework for analogous research done
for inspiration, as well as multiple types of data like primary and secondary research and
client documents. In applied settings such as product development, it can introduce
branches in the design process. For example, self-sufficiency may mean a product that 3D
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prints its own parts and books maintenance appointments in one world and one that locates
gig jobs for the user based on location in another. Varying interpretations inform analysis
and synthesis, including which design directions to pursue.

The intersection of design fiction and ethnographic methods has limitations,
primarily around subjectivity and strategy. Because the design fictions emerge from the
team’s choices and fascinations, they are likely to include bias and assumptions that should
be stated and accounted for during the interview and interpretation process. The design
fictions should not be conflated with the strategy, rather the strategy emerges from the
organization’s negotiating amongst multiple potential futures (Stuart Candy, personal
communication). Finally, participant and site selection must be refined so that participant’s
experience and expertise allows them to meaningfully absorb and react to the content of the
design fiction. For example, if a narrative includes on the effects of Al the participant must
be familiar with or prompted with additional content within or alongside the design fiction
so they can respond to the positive, negative, and likely implications of the fiction.

CONCLUSION

Design fictions could become a ubiquitous research tool beyond provocations or high
fidelity deliverables of a future vision. By definition fictional, their openness invites creation,
interpretation, and discussion. Design fiction and ethnographic methods together can push
and strengthen each other by creating a creative but rigorous scaffolding for interrogating
expectations and reactions to the future. Design fiction can influence the activities, people,
and places in which ethnography is done, and ethnography can create design fictions. While
a design fiction depends on a self-contained world that makes the products, services, and
interactions featured recede to allow a viewer’s contemplation of that world, its connection
to present context is relevant and useful for the applied design process. Drawing
connections and comparisons between the context of the design fiction world and that of
the creator, viewer, or participant allows ethnography to generate new knowledge and bridge
the gap between interrogating the future from the present.

Marta Cuciurean-Zapan applies her background in social science and visual art to inspire and
change products and experience. She works with multi-disciplinary teams on projects which create
new and meaningful connections to their customers, and to each other. She received her Master's in
Cultural Anthropology from Temple University in Philadelphia. She has a B.A. in Anthropology and
Art Theory and Practice from Northwestern University. Marta is currently a design researcher and
Design Lead at IDEO. marta.cx(@gmail.com
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Papers 2 - Shifting the Disciplines

Towards Multi-Dimensional Ethnography

JULIA KATHERINE HAINES
Google, Inc.

In this paper, I argue for the value of multi-dimensional ethnography. I explore the potential for ethnography
to venture beyond sites, into different dimensions. As an example of work moving in this direction, 1 present a
new approach, dubbed TRACES, which emphasizes the assemblages that constitute our lives, interweaving
digital, embodied, and internal excperiences. Various data streams and sources provide different vantage points
Jfor analysis and synthesis. 1 illustrate how we bave used these to gain greater insight into the human lives we
study, with different data sources providing different perspectives on a world, then delve into our use of tools,
data sources, and methods from other traditions and other fields, which, combined, give us not only a more
holistic picture, but a truer one, which refutes the false dichotomy of the digital and the real. 1 argue that we
must continue to adapt and extend ethnography foday into such spaces, and that reformulating the sites of
ethnography as dimensions enables us to envision future subjects and objects of study in different ways.

INTRODUCTION: A CALL FOR MULTI-DIMENSIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY

The spaces we study are changing. At EPIC 2016, a conversation arose around the “flatness
of the world” in current ethnography. Some EPIC attendees pondered whether
ethnographic work is less exciting nowadays, because often our participants are staring at
“little screens,” thus rendering our work less experiential, less action-filled. The assumption
was that we, as ethnographers, only study the embodied interaction with such a device, with
no insight into the world of that interaction happening beyond. Counter to this perspective,
I argue that not only is the world more action-filled with the extensions made possible by the
little screens of our digital worlds, but it makes our work that much more exciting because it
adds dimensions of exploration and understanding not possible before-- richer perspectives,
and new opportunities for extending our practice.

The notion I present of multi-dimensional ethnography builds upon Marcus’s arguments
decades ago around the need for multi-sited ethnography. Much as he argued “why this
locale, rather than another” (Marcus, 1995), I argue that the embodied, physical dimension
need not be the privileged one. Experiential spaces are not always physical places; they are
also virtual, ephemeral. The notion of dimensions allows us to consider these spaces. And
notably, while accounting for spaces is the primary way in which the word dimension is used,
one of its less frequently used meanings is: “the elements or factors making up a complete
personality or entity!.” So, by taking a multi-dimensional perspective, we take into
consideration both a variety of experiential spaces and how those spaces are integrated into
the lives of those we study. Accounting for multiple dimensions of experience and utilizing
different data sources provide us with different vantage points and a richer picture. And, as I
will delve into later, it allows us to explore human experience and action while also
accounting for machine agency and action.

There is a rich tradition of work that explores these realms, including Hine’s (2000)
research on virtual ethnography, Nardi’s (2010) digital ethnography, Geiger and Ribes’s
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(2011) approach vis-a-vis trace ethnography, and other work on cyberethnography,
ethnomining, etc. I rely on, and aim to build upon these approaches in this work, also
integrating traditions, data streams, and methods from other fields and using a variety of
tools, such as Paco (Evans, 2016). I present this approach, which is manifest in a series of
studies dubbed TRACES. This approach has allowed my colleagues and I to investigate our
ever-evolving and creative assembly of a life through engagements with constellations of
devices and apps, services and agents across different dimensions. Combining these
dimensions and different streams of data has provided us with insights we could not have
achieved with other methods or singular approaches. Practically, this has helped us to
understand the assemblages that constitute our lives and given us a richer understanding.
Philosophically, I believe it has moved us toward a reconceptualization of who and what we
study.

As Boellstorff (2016) and many others have noted, both the digital and the embodied atre
“real”; separating them is a false dichotomy. Multi-dimensional ethnography provides us not
only with a richer picture, but a truer one. Resituating subject-object across dimensions also
highlights the agency of machine systems as social actors. In continuing to adapt and extend
ethnography for the spaces and expetiences we study today, we need to consider the
significance of such actors. Reformulating the sites of ethnography to dimensions enables us
to envision future subjects and objects of study in a different way. For instance, what would
an ethnography focused on an Al perspective look like, as opposed to taking a human user
perspective? It is not hard to imagine that in the future, we could reformulate the subjects
and objects of study in ethnographic praxis in the technology industry to conduct research
not just on the experiences of people interacting with systems, but on the experiences of
intelligent systems interacting with people. What new insights would this approach glean?
What assumptions would it expose? In the sections that follow, I provide an overview of
ethnographic approaches that this work builds upon, highlight how we ate thinking about
and conducting this type of work in practice, and then explore the theoretical and
philosophical implications of such an approach.

PRIOR APPROACHES TO INCORPORATING OTHER DIMENSIONS

The notion of exploring the digital, alongside the embodied is not new. Immersing ourselves
in the media world of those we study has been done for years. Since the advent of the World
Wide Web in the 1990’s, ethnographers have been looking to digital sources of data and
digital aspects of people’s lives. As Hsu (2014) explores in her work on digital ethnography,
there have been a whole host of researchers who have brought the digital into focus in their
work. As she notes, most have either focused on the role of digital media in today’s world,
conducted “virtual ethnography” in digital social environments, or considered digital
methods or tools to extend participant observation. I highlight a number of approaches that
have considered a focus on these ateas in one way or another—either as a subject of
research, a site of research, or as a tool or method of data gathering (Figure 1). These are all
important topics and useful approaches, but we must continue to expand on them as we
move into an age with even greater technological capabilities and pervasiveness. My aim is to
build upon these approaches by focusing on dimensional qualities and illustrate how we are
attempting to surface such through the TRACES methodological approach.
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Figure 1. Approaches to digital ethnography over time.

In the first vein are approaches like Christine Hine’s (2000) virtual ethnography and
Kozinets’ (2010) netnography work. Both emerging in the late 1990’s, these approaches were
prompted by the rise of online communities and “net life.” They both focused on the need
for new forms of research to understand the Internet and to explore how it fit into people’s
lives. These approaches took ethnography into digital spaces and are very much still used
today to understand current online media and communities. More recently, Coleman (2010)
has delineated different approaches taken the ethnographic bodies of work on digital media,
separating them into overlapping categories including cultural politics, vernacular cultures,
and prosaics of digital media. While providing rich perspectives, these approaches are still
very one-dimensional in focus within the scope of where technology and artificial
intelligence (Al) are headed today. They are observing social networks or online media as the
focus of study, with a particular focus on the role of those media in today’s world. For all
intents and purposes, these explore a very embodied experience, not other dimensions of
reality in which identities are formulated and reshaped; where actors - both human and
algorithmic - interact and engage beyond the individual subject.

A second approach to virtual ethnography focuses less on the digital media as subject,
and instead looks more deeply at how people engage in virtual worlds. Both Nardi’s (2010)
and Boellstorff’s (2008) work fit within this area of focus. Nardi’s exploration of World of
Warcraft and Boellstorff’s examination of Second Life study the lives that are lived within
these virtual worlds. Compated to the virtual ethnography/netnography approaches that
came before, they focus less on the role of these digital spaces in modern society, and more
on the interactions and cultures formed within these worlds. These are examples of
fascinating ethnographic work, but for the purposes of thinking about dimensionality, it’s
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important to note that the digital remains a site, unexplored from the algorithmic perspective
or a broader societal perspective.

Finally, a third set of approaches has focused on the digital extension of data collection.
This subset ranges from the practical use of digital tools like smartphones for capturing data
to various data streams produced organically as part of the ethnographic artifacts considered.
The former includes approaches like sensory ethnography. Droumeva’s sensory postcards
(2015) focus on using a combination of smartphone apps as a multi-modal data-capture tool
and method of data collection. The aim, much like DScout and other tools, is to capture rich
data from subjects’ lives, including audio and video. These are data produced as data -
through prompts, not organically captured. On the other hand, both ethnomining
(Aipperspach et al., 2006) and Geiger and Ribes’s (2011) trace ethnography work fit within
the latter approach of looking at organic sources of data. Trace ethnography aims to
combine the “wealth of data in logs” with other rich data to “reconstruct patterns and
practices of users in distributed sociotechnical systems (2011).” These data are combined to
create a more holistic picture of users’ lives. This is also captured in Hsu’s (2014) work on
ethnography in the digital humanities, in which she argues for moving the focus of the digital
from a subject to a method of research. Each of these has a different perspective - data
collection tool, data stream, methodological approach. All of them are important in taking a
multi-dimensional approach, but each is only one piece of taking such a holistic approach.
The aim is to incorporate all of them.

The history of digital ethnographic approaches and areas of focus is rich, and has
expanded and necessarily shifted over time. The first group of approaches focuses on the
digital as subject. The second focuses on digital as sites of interaction. The third focuses on
digital as source or data stream. These are all useful and important approaches, but we must
continue to expand upon them as technologies become ever more capable, influential, and
pervasive in our lives. We must aim to address the multi-dimensional nature of today’s
wortld. These approaches ate but one part in a larger universe of action and interaction; of
internal and external; of ephemeral and sustained. The aim in this push toward a multi-
dimensional ethnography is to examine the combination of the internal and the embodied
with digital, which together create assemblages of experiences over different temporalities,
within different spaces, and between different agents. In the following section, I will explain
how we are just beginning to explore these possibilities and where we are headed with our
initial humble attempts in this area.

TRACES: AN APPROACH TO MULTI-DIMENSIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY

The concept of TRACES did not emerge from a philosophical perspective, but rather from
the practical challenges of conducting ethnographic research that focuses in on the
integration of technology in people’s lives. The aim was to get a more holistic picture of
people’s lives. And beyond the complexities of traditional ethnographic praxis, the biggest
challenges were to understand the boundaries and seams, the flows and the assemblages, and
the multiple identities, agencies, and temporalities inherent in the use of digital technologies.
We humans do not now, nor have we ever, had just one self. But with digital technologies,
we have an incredible multiplicity of selves -- selves that can exist and interact and shape
things, even when we are not present. And as we continue to move into a machine-learned
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world, this will become an even more important force playing a role in our lives. These
experiences are proliferating and add ever-increasing complexity to our lives. As researchers,

Figure 2. TRACES methods, soutces, and tools/instruments.

we must adjust our research approaches, methods, and ways of sharing insights. We need
grounded methodological and analytical tools to interpret things in a tractable way.
TRACES emerged from work in which we were secking a holistic perspective to inform
the design of intelligent systems. We needed an approach that allowed for a focus on
dimensionality, that let us gather and interrogate data at multiple levels of granularity, and
that was scalable to at least some extent. The approach I developed includes a combination
of different qualitative and quantitative data sources, a variety of data collection methods,
and utilizes a range of tools and instruments (Figure 2). It also necessarily incorporates new
ways of analyzing and mapping the data together and emerging techniques for assessing the
broader picture and making meaning from data. It is a humble start at developing an
approach aimed to probe this multi-layered, multi-faceted realm of exploration, laying the
foundations for future investigations. In the sections that follow, I describe a bit about the
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theoretical underpinnings and motivations for TRACES, then provide an overview of how 1
am trying to implement this approach practically. I discuss the data streams I used and tools
that teammates have built to enable this data collection and then illustrate some of the ways I
and other team members have begun to analyze and synthesize the data and highlight some
surprising findings that have emerged and touch on future directions, but also some
limitations and caveats moving forward.

An Emergent, Activity-Oriented Approach

The motivations behind the TRACES approach are multiple. The aim was to take a deep
look into people’s lives as they exist today- fragmented, yet flowing between different spaces,
devices, services, temporalities. We needed a holistic picture, and knew that in order to do
so, it was imperative to capture multiple nested layers of granularity of people’s lives. At a
very practical level, we needed to do so to understand the various ecosystems of
technologies and how they mesh (or do not) within day-to-day activities, thoughts, and
desires. And at the vision level, we needed to understand how machine learning can, should,
and will integrate into and impact people’s lives in the future. More simply put, if we are to
develop systems that learn people’s contexts, activities, identities, networks, interactions, etc.
to aid them, then we ought take a holistic, multi-dimensional ethnographic approach to
understand the richness of those lives and guide development of in a humanistic, thoughtful,
reflective way.

In considering all of these motivations and needs, one of the major influences in the
development of this approach was Activity Theory. Activity Theory (AT) is a conceptual
framework rooted in the socio-cultural tradition in Russian psychology. It provides a number
of foundational concepts that are important in thinking about a multi-dimensional
perspective. And it is also a pragmatic and fairly well-known perspective within technology
research and design circles. Victor Kaptelinin (2013) notes that the activity-theoretical
perspective “has an immediate implication for design: it suggests that the primary concern of
designers of interactive systems should be supporting meaningful human activities in
everyday contexts, rather than striving for logical consistency and technological
sophistication.” There are five main elements of AT, as delineated by Kaptelinin, that
influenced the TRACES approach: 1) subjects have needs, 2) AT is object-oriented, 3) there
are hierarchical layers of activity, 4) there are internal/external and individual/social
dimensions, and 5) AT focuses on context. I will touch just briefly on why each one of these
was important to the aims of our research — which is technology-driven and future-focused —
and thus our emerging approach.

AT emphasizes that subjects have needs. They carry out activities, interacting with
objects, to meet those needs. As we are imagining interaction with future objects, which do
not yet exist, this influenced us to consider higher level motives and goals rather than think
about actions as task-based and therefore framed by the constraints of today. Following
from this, it is also clear that AT is object-oriented. This means the world is organized
around objects-- which are defined as including both the physical wotld and social and
cultural properties. Kaptelinin notes: “...[TThe subject’s activity is subordinated to properties
of the object which gives rise to new activity structures; in turn, new activity structures bring
about new subjective phenomena.” We are imagining future technologies, and thus future
objects that give rise to new activity structures — new ways to pursue motives and goals. So
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we must understand those motives and goals and be able to decouple them from how they
are currently achieved today.

Figure 3. The why, what, and how of Activity Theory?.

Following from this, one can break down activities into hierarchical layers, as illustrated
in Figure 3. First, there is the activity itself, which is oriented toward a motive. This is the
“why.” Below that are actions, which are conscious processes taken to fulfill a goal. These
can be further decomposed into sub-goals and beyond. These are the “what.” And then
there are operations - routine processes that address conditions and aid in reaching the goal.
This is the “how,” and is also typically considered to be something people are unaware of.
This structure helps us get at the issues of why, what, and how. Starting at the action layer
allows a focus on qualitative methods, wherein people can report or express goals. And this
analysis can be expanded both up to higher goals and motives and down to sub-goals and
operations, which has been important in considering the dimensionality in how activities are
accomplished.

The very notion of AT reveals a focus on both internal/external and individual/social
dimensions. Activity is very intertwined between these dimensions. These divides are
important to consider -- moving from internal thoughts to external actions and vice versa;
looking at the process of transformation of an individual activity into a socially distributed
one and vice versa. Finally, AT focuses on context. It emphasizes society, culture, and
development and a set of concepts for capturing the context of use. In the research we are
pursuing, it is imperative to understand context and how that informs people’s motivations
and actions so that we can capture a more holistic perspective and probe how an intelligent
system might supply and suggest relevant information, affordances, and interactions. These
principles of AT influenced the structure of the TRACES approach, and in particular the
different types of data streams that might be needed to glean a richer perspective of activity
across multiple dimensions.

New Tools, Data Streams, and Methods
At its core, TRACES is a multi-method approach to gather insights into the lives, practices,

and needs of everyday users at multiple levels of granularity. Given all of this underlying
theory, how are we attempting to implement such an approach practically? In its current
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state, the approach combines multiple data streams, including device logging, experience
sampling and trigger-based sampling from device usage with more traditional ethnographic
methods like in-home interviews, diaries, participant reflection activities, and observation
and rich media capture. The goal is to combine fine-grained data with richer, qualitative data
about the higher-level activity and more detailed data about the context and broader goals of
the individual. As an ethnographer audience is already familiar with the more traditional
ethnographic data sources, I highlight the less traditional ones - namely, the logging data,
triggers, and mobile experience sampling data - which we have been able to implement and
integrate into this work by using new tools, most notably, Paco (Evans, 2016), whose creator
is part of this research team. First I discuss the data collection approaches - both etic and
emic - then I will delve into how we are synthesizing and analyzing these streams.

An etic perspective — Utilizing log data itself is not new. It has been used in myriad studies
within the human-computer interaction community and beyond. And approaches like
ethnomining and trace ethnography have also brought it into the ethnographic toolkit.
TRACES takes a similar approach to collection, building slightly on this by expanding the
scope, but more importantly extends the ways in which it is integrated with other methods
and synthesized with other data streams. First, TRACES expands the scope of log data by
utilizing not just one source of logging, but many. Using Paco as well as other tools, I have
logged not only mobile data, but also tablet, laptop and desktop sources in an attempt to
begin to explore the ways in which different devices, both individual and shared, in different
locations and with different roles and uses integrated into the lives of those who use them as
they move through their typical day. And as capabilities extend, particularly on mobile
devices, these log data provide not just behavioral characteristics of usage, but also
contextual ones that provide insight into the physical world around the person, through
sensor data. This also begins to provide a richer picture of how the embodied and digital are
intertwined, enmeshing and embedding multiple identities - such as work identities, family
identities, or gaming identities - in different spaces and dimensions.

Capturing more types of log data extends the scope of usage of this data stream, but
TRACES has also extended upon log use as a data source by also incorporating triggers
based on the logs. This is instrumented a priori, through the Paco tool. It provides the
capability to choose an action, such as opening or closing an application, or taking an action
within an application, which will then trigger a prompt for the person using the device to
respond to. So, for instance, it enables the possibility of diving deeper into an interaction of
interest like the use of a particular communication medium or a game, providing an
opportunity to contextualize the actions into broader activity and, going back to the AT
influence — when an individual activity becomes one that is social. In addition to asking
simple text questions, Paco enables capture of rich media, so photos, screenshots, and audio
responses can be used to gain deeper understanding of the moment.

Additionally, team members have developed tools for visual exploration of the mobile
log data that enable a look into behaviors in real time, which are being incorporated into
Paco. These visualizations inform the ethnographet’s perspective and allow an opportunity
for rapid data exploration and analysis. The visualizations show things such application usage
types and individual mobile usage patterns throughout the day, which have allowed both the
primary researchers as well as other stakeholders in the research to develop questions and
areas to probe before an interview.
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These different streams of logging data, the triggers that capture even more rich data,
and the tools for visualizing it, are all rich sources of data themselves, but also provide topics
to probe deeper with the people being studied. So they are a source of etic, observer
perspective, from the outside, looking at behaviors. But they then help inform areas where
we can gather an emic perspective from the subjects themselves in interviews.

An emic perspective — In addition to the other, more traditional ethnographic approaches
we employ (interviews, diaries, reflection activities) where we can get a subjective
perspective, we have also used the Paco tool to help capture an emic perspective of
moments and their contexts throughout the day by instrumenting experience sampling on
their mobile devices. In these experience sampling moments, people respond with
information about their primary and secondary activities and the context surrounding those
activities in the external, physical world. This includes questions around things like the
materials used, where they are, and whom they are with. But we also probe for focus on the
internal world of the individual, asking about how they are feeling, what they are thinking
about, what their goals are for the activities that they are conducting, and what they are
planning to do next. As with the previously mentioned trigger sampling, and in addition to
asking simple text questions, Paco enables capture of rich media. So photos, screenshots,
and audio responses are also part of this data stream. Going back to the influence of AT,
this data allows us to explore both the external and the internal worlds of the individual from
their perspective. So, there is additional dimensionality there as well. Thus, these overlapping
sources of data provide both emic and etic perspectives looking at multiple worlds — the
embodied worlds, the digital worlds, and the internal worlds of the individual.

When we combine all of these new data streams with those from more traditional
methods, we have quite a combination: in-person interviews and observations, reflection
activities and visual storytelling, daily diaries, experience sampling of moments throughout
the day (focused on internal and external activities), various sources of logging data from
mobile phones, tablets, laptops and desktops) and, from mobile phone, additional contextual
data and trigger sampling date based on certain device activities. Extending beyond prior
studies, these myriad forms of data allow us to not just understand the embodied, observable
lives or the subjective perspective of it. They also enable us to dive into the internal state, the
external enactment, the digital dimensions of these lives - individual and social, ephemeral
and sustained - and from both etic and emic perspectives. As a result, we are not only able to
understand daily phenomena and how technology fits into people’s lives at a surface level,
but to more deeply investigate the meanings, processes, contexts, and culture across these
multiple dimensions. And in turn, I believe this will help us to better understand the people
whom we are attempting to “learn” (as in, machine learn) for to develop rich interactions
with intelligent agents.

Analyzing TRACES - So, we have a number of qualitative and quantitative data sources,
from emic and etic perspectives. We have thick data and big data, in an individual sense.
How do we begin to make sense of all of it and interpret it? I have already noted the use of
some things, like visualizations. And we of course employ a number of traditional qualitative
coding techniques and grounded theory explorations. In addition to more conventional
analysis practices, my teammates and I have also used some other approaches to synthesizing
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and analyzing the data. I will highlight a few unconventional approaches, including use of
semiotic mapping, community link detection algorithms, and machine learning techniques.

Semiotic analysis is not new to the ethnographic community. But where it differs in its
use here is how it is utilized to map signs, their signifiers, and what is signified across
multiple different types of data from these various data streams. The starting point of
analysis is a reflection activity, which I conduct while interviewing each of the individual
participants. Part of this includes asking them to reflect on their past week and visually tell
the story of it. The anchoring foci and how the story unfolds are different for each person.
But regardless of the way it unfolds, it reveals some of the more powerful symbols of their
recent experience. Taking these symbols, we can then delve into lots of other data from that
previous week — logs, responses to triggers, contextual data, and experiential moments that
include both external and internal aspects. We are thus “mapping” that sign into multiple
dimensions. This has revealed some fascinating insights into what’s salient in the data versus
the human (participant) experience.

Another approach utilized analysis algorithms to understand user clusters, among other
things. User clusters are focused on looking at the degree of similarities among people in
terms of their technology usage patterns. This technique primarily uses log data to compute
pairwise comparisons (Jaccard similarity and Cosine similarity) and then uses relational class
analysis (Goldberg, 2011) to investigate the different user clusters. Based on the patterns that
emerge, we can first look to the other rich sources of data to try to understand these
different clusters and label them. And we can also use them iteratively with other data to
analyze behaviors to understand such things as whether usage patterns are really similar
across different people we have studied. This is very valuable for a number of reasons,
including having new ways to segment users, rather than on basic demographics. Other
algorithmic approaches, such as community link detection algorithms (Ahn et. Al, 2010), can
also be used to look at things like app clusters. Analyzing recurrent and recursive app usage
patterns helps us understand how applications may be used in flows of activities. And this
has provided deeper insights into emergent activity and the assemblages that constitute the
individual.

This research is ultimately focused informing the development of technology systems
that include machine intelligence, so part of our explorations have focused on how we can
combine quantitative and qualitative data in unique ways to explore how machine learning
can help us understand behaviors and predict individual traits. In one exploration of this, we
looked at notions of privacy. A team member experienced in machine learning (ML)
techniques first looked to interview data to qualitatively categorize perspectives towards and
around privacy as a concept. These categories were then analyzed quantitatively across a
wide swath of participants who had experienced varying degrees of privacy breaches to
understand if there was a relationship. And then ML algorithms were trained on the
behavioral data from the logs and then used on a subset of features to determine if it was
possible to predict the attitudes around privacy that were uncovered in the interviews. In
short, the goal was to understand if we can predict a privacy breach, with the aim of trying to
develop better solutions or help users of services understand this better.

These are just a few of the approaches to analysis we have engaged with thus far. They
incorporate tools and techniques from other fields, but they have provided a rich, multi-
dimensional perspective that enhances and extends what we are doing ethnographically.
These approaches provide robust ways to dig into thick, multi-dimensional data. They are
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immersive, providing rich insights into the lives of the individuals we study. And they
provide new lenses to interpret meaning. Our approaches have been iterative and we are still
experimenting with different types of interpretive methods and how we can creatively get at
research questions that require explorations reaching into these various dimensions. In the
section that follows, I will highlight some of the higher-level findings from this research and
broader emerging insights into research in this space.

Future Directions, and Caveats

The current state of the TRACES research program is just the beginning. We have utilized
new tools, new data streams and combinations of methods for synthesis and analysis in
order to make sense of these emerging areas. But as the physical and digital worlds continue
to change, we must continue to adapt and refine our foci and our methods for
understanding those worlds. We aim to combine different data streams and continue to
experiment with new ones, and we hope to find new iterative and creative ways to explore
the data.

The aim of this paper is to argue for the need for multi-dimensional ethnography.
TRACES in its current state is just one initial set of attempts at getting at multi-
dimensionality. We are probing multi-dimensionality through the use of a variety of data
streams - through logging of multiple devices, which capture behavioral use and some level
of context, through triggers that probe deeper, and through experience sampling focused on
both the internal the external. All of that, combined with more traditional ethnographic
techniques, has helped us make some headway. But there’s a lot more to continue to explore.

In terms of data there is a lot more we can glean. From mobile phones, for instance, we
are only getting a minimal level of contextual data, namely GPS location, time, and when the
phone is locked/unlocked. Thete is a lot more sensor data available in mobile phones, like
the accelerometer, magnetometer, gyroscope, barometer, proximity sensor, and ambient light
sensort, as well as understanding presence of other devices, and thus perhaps people through
peetr-to-peer connections etc.

But there is also a lot more in terms of device possibilities. In addition to mobile devices
and other general computing devices like laptops and tablets, there’s a whole host of other
devices people are beginning to interact with on a daily basis, including wearables and in-
home Internet of Things (IoT) devices. The sensor data from each of these gives insight into
different dimensions and at different levels. Wearables open up areas of biosensing like
galvanic skin response. And in-home 10T devices move us into a new realm that considers
the richness of ambient interactions. We still tend to think of screens when we think of
device interaction, but as we move into a post-screen world, we must also account for other
modalities, such as sound, touch, and beyond. And we must consider the interactions within
them at a more algorithmic level. These spaces highlight the ephemeral nature and
importance of thinking about amalgamated experiences - they are not “places” in the same
sense as a website, and they are increasingly guided by machine learning, with adaptive
algorithms shaping the experience. They are dimensions. And to get at these dimensions and
interactions within them to understand the lives lived within those dimensions, we must
continue to expand our toolkits. But we must also be cautious in doing so.
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Caveats — It goes without saying that there are important concerns, sensitivities, and
considerations in this space. TRACES is but a humble start at getting there. I have not gone
into the detailed consideration we have given to the types of data we are getting from who
and why and how we use it, but these were all incredibly important aspects of making sure
this work is ethical. Ethics are a driving force in this work, not just from a research
perspective, but also from a goals perspective. The TRACES work is intended to help
understand models we can develop for machine learning and shape the design and
development of systems with machine intelligence. And with machine intelligence (MI)
having increasing agency in our lives, it is important to fully understand the ethics of what
we are learning from people and how we are using it to shape their world as a result.

There are also caveats to setting things up properly. And there are cautions for
interpreting them appropriately. This sort of work has immense raw materials- ranging from
participant quotes to rich logs. This work requires continuous exploration, confirmation, and
validation. We must continue to develop our protocols and instruments. We must continue
to look to the grounded data as a source for inductive inquiry. And we must continue to
consider the process of looking within and across people and populations and ensure data
veracity. These are imperative as we move from data and information to knowledge to
meaning.

A PHILOSOPHY OF MULTIPLE DIMENSIONS

We live in a rapidly changing age where the digital dimensions in which we engage shape us
and society writ large. As Boellstorff (2016) notes: “Our era of the Anthropocene is now a
‘Digitocene’ as well.” And understanding this space has vast implications, especially as we
move into a paradigm of specialized Al informing many of the digital spaces we engage with
and through.

Prior work in the ethnographic community has certainly delved into the realm of the
digital. Some have approached the digital as subject. Others have looked at the digital as site
of interaction. And more recently, there has been more focus on digital as rich data input
source or organic data stream. Each of these approaches focuses on important aspects of the
digital in ethnography. These are important areas of developing focus and methodology
within ethnographic praxis, but we must continue to push them forward and capture multi-
dimensionality. Our research must engage with what I would call our “cyborg society.”

Digital is an important topic, a space where humans engage, a source of artifacts and
data. But, as I argue, it is also an important to see the other dimensions of life — in our
cyborg society — to have a holistic picture. Think for a moment of writing as a “prosthetic
memory.” Yes, our cognition is distributed in such a way and has been for centuries. But it is
much more complicated in a digital world. Now, humans ate already cyborgs by the principle
that they constantly use things like laptops and mobile phones to live their daily lives - with a
reliance beyond even what Haraway (1984, 2013) conceptualized decades ago. As “cyborg
anthropologist” Amber Case (2011) notes, we have “‘second selves™ that exist online and
can be interacted with, even when we are not present. We are moving into a world in which
Al and machine learning are changing our prosthetic capabilities. We are moving into a
wortld that allows us as ethnographers to reflect on what we make of our objects of study.

People - human beings - never were the subject of ethnographic study. We don’t study
people, we learn from them. And those learnings tell us about things like meanings, culture,
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power. Taking a multi-dimensional approach allows us to also consider more deeply the
ways in which machines are also shaping things. This does not separate them from their
human creators or users as such. But it emphasizes that, while there are beliefs and values
built into algorithms a priori, they also have emergent properties that can shift this. In his
work on sieves, like spam filters, Kockelman notes: “In particular, the values of the variables
are usually steps ahead of the consciousness of the programmers (and certainly of users)—
and thus constitute a kind of prosthetic unconsciousness with incredibly rich and wily
temporal dynamics. Note, then, that when we make algorithms and then set those algorithms
loose, there is often no way to know what’s going to happen next (Bill Maurer, personal
communication). (2013)” This has far-reaching implications once we start to think beyond
static algorithms as well.

Specialized machine intelligence has an ever-increasing presence in our lives, and taking
it as subject would be revealing of our world today. And taking it as the focus of study is not
new. Woolgar (1985) articulated this many years ago. What is perhaps new is the ability to
get an even richer perspective over multiple dimensions. The purpose of shifting our
framing to thinking of ethnography within multiple dimensions is not just to point out the
variety of temporal, spatial, analog, and digital realms in which we live and in which our
identities are embedded. It is also about the philosophical implications of studying the world
- what does it look like from a machine perspective? And how can we bring more of a
human element back into that? For those of us working in the organizations in which these
technologies are being developed, it is imperative to focus on how these developments will
influence and shape power, culture, and meaning in our world.
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Papers 2 - Shifting the Disciplines

Five Steps Behind: How Ethnography Based Strategy Can Fuel Ingredient
Innovation in the Early Stages of the Value Chain
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Global fast moving consumer goods companies are faced with significant challenges on all fronts as start-ups
challenge brands, retailers’ private labels challenge margins and technology giants like Amagon and Alibaba
challenge the entire business model. To survive in this environment, FMCGs must, among other things, grow
on the basis of meaningfiul product innovation — innovation that is often ontsourced to their ingredient
suppliers. Based on _four client engagements, this paper outlines how the existing relationship between
ingredient suppliers and their customers further down the value chain is currently defined by a deterministic
dynamic that results in incremental and marginal innovation and a risk for said suppliers that their products
become mere commodities. We argue that by employing ethnography based innovation strategy, ingredient
suppliers can establish their own opinion of the marfket from the vantage point of their technologies and
establish a new, meaningful and buman-centered innovation direction that the whole company can unite
bebind. The approach belps re-ignite dried-up project pipelines through the new insights coming directly from
the research, but it also creates more demand, as the combination of technological expertise and end-consumer
insights can make the ingredient supplier a valued advisor to their customers on the end-consumer problems
their technology can help solve. Ethnographic researchers that embark on providing such insights to ingredient
suppliers must prepare to argue for the value of this type of data with scientists and practitioners trained in the
natural sciences and must expect to play a key role in translating the data into actionable and measnrable
consumer benefits. Successfully implementing this type of research and its implications can change the
relationships between suppliers and customers and eventnally be a key to breaking the vicious cycle that often
separates buman understanding from technological innovation.

“The goal posts keep shifting. No matter how many meetings we have with [our client’s|
R&D and procurement people, in the end it’s never good enough. It always just has to be
cheaper or more efficient. We really don’t know what to do?” (Private Interview, Client
Engagement)

A CONTEXT FOR THE RISING BURDEN OF INNOVATION

Branded consumer goods face threats from all fronts — start-ups and new-comers provide
innovative, personalized solutions to demanding millennials (Economist.com 2016;
Forbes.com 2016), private label brands squeeze prices and dominate shelf-space
(Economist.com, 2015), and tech-giants like Amazon threaten to outright disrupt the whole
retail and fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector. To survive in this environment, the
brands your parents learned to love, and most of us grew up with as staples in the cupboard,
are increasingly dependent on innovation across their business to remain relevant for
consumers and, by extension, shareholders (Heda, Mewborn & Caine, 2017; private client
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engagements). While much attention is levied on FMCGs that opt to buy fast-growing
innovators in the space, the in-house innovation engine of FMCGs has during the last two
decades increasingly outsourced innovation to their specialized chemicals suppliers. Despite
no established correlation between R&D spend and successful innovation (Knott, 2017),
ingredient suppliers continue to invest more in R&D (European Commission) in order to
meet the brands’ requirement for constant product innovations.

As evident in our research, suppliers of the most strategic consumer good ingredients
often view themselves as indispensable research and innovation partners for the world’s
largest brands. In contrast, this paper highlights four cases where leading brands have
positioned their ingredient providers as commodity suppliers, not partners, and in the
process separated human understanding from product innovation, creating gaps in
knowledge that hinder meaningful innovation. We argue that by employing ethnographic
methods to better understand end-consumers, ingredient suppliers can establish a clear,
overall purpose and direction for the role their product should play in consumers’ lives. By
developing solutions that target a clear end-consumer need, ingredient suppliers will be able
to bring more to the table than ingredients and technical expertise, and position themselves
as technology advisors rather than mere suppliers.

How should a detergent look and feel? What should be the specific grade of opacity,
how slippery should the feeling it creates between your fingers be, how fast should it pour
from the bottle you pour it? Today, your favorite detergent, razors, bread, chocolate, ice
cream and lotion contain technologies invented by decorated scientists in physics, chemistry,
and biotechnology (Twilley, 2015), employed by companies you likely haven’t heard about,
bought by procurement departments in global FMCGs who in turn have been instructed by
marketers to find azy technology that will enable the desired consumer benefit. These
technologies ensure your product has the color, fragrance, texture, taste and performance
you “want,” while guaranteeing that these characteristics are consistent across time and place
(Fellows, 2009). Said differently, the enablers of consumer product innovations are more
often than not created outside the walls of the companies that stick their brands on the label.
As one branded detergent producer explained to us, today branded producers “just make
sure the technologies are mixed optimally” (Private Conversation, Client Engagement).
Naturally, being part of that mix is a coveted prize for most ingredient suppliers. But these
ingredient providers lack the human understanding that can give them a unique perspective on
innovation with their particular ingredient.

Evident in four client engagements, this division of labor provides branded producers
with a de-facto monopoly on knowing what the consumer wants and where ingredient
suppliers are expected to deliver the technology that solves the narrowly pre-defined
problem. Unfortunately, this is a deterministic dynamic because both parties are constrained:
branded producers are limited by their knowledge of any given technology and thus brief
only the suppliers that have previously solved similar problems for them, and suppliers
receive only briefs within the same sub-set of problems and are never exposed to new
opportunities. In addition, as suppliers within the same niche are eager to be included on the
coveted ingredient list of a given global brand, they flock to solve the same set of problems,
creating a downward pressure on price and a constant threat of commoditization.

In the following sections, we will outline how ethnographic methodology can yield
benefits for ingredient suppliers and balance the burden of innovation by grounding
innovation strategies in human understanding. We will outline key learnings for
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ethnographers that work with R&D divisions early in industrial value chains, and will
conclude the paper with a discussion of the steps ethnographers and advisors can take to
ensure successful implementation of project recommendations.

NAVIGATING THE VALUE CHAIN TODAY
Control, Coordination and Growth: The Nature of Today’s Value Chains

The road for your packaged goods — detergent, ice cream, bread, lotions, chocolates and
more — from idea to your cupboard, is long. The end-consumer insight about whaz you want,
how you want it and when and where you prefer to consume it is owned by FMCG marketers
and their agencies. R&D and procurement officers ensure that the consumer innovation
briefs delivered by their marketing departments are translated into more technical terms and
offered for specialized ingredient suppliers to deliver on — spurring large investments in
delivery to the exact specifications set out in the briefs. Since the beginning of commerce,
value chains like this have been created as companies answer one central question: what is
the most efficient way to produce a final good: Make or Buy?

Defined as the set of activities a company operating in a specific industry performs in
order to deliver its finished goods, the term value chain was originally coined by Michael
Porter in his 1985 bestseller Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance. In
this paper however, we expand the term to refer to what is sometimes called a value system,
which includes value added activities performed by any firm in the process from raw
materials to consumers’ cabinets.

Since the beginning of the industrial revolution in the mid 18t century to today, the
distribution of tasks in the value chain has been determined by the transaction costs
associated with either buying the finished product on the open market or producing it in-
house (North, 1992; Williamson, 1981; Coase, 1937).

At the end of the 20t century, value chains began dismantling from large, integrated
producers to many smaller producers of intermediate goods. Those previously on the
“make” side of the decision now more frequently opted to “buy” (Grossman & Helpman,
2005). This shift was driven by several factors: stricter competition- and anti-trust
regulations, decreasing trade barriers (Hummels, Ishii, Yi, 1999) and a reduced cost of
sharing information and coordinating among firms via information technology (Baldwin,
2012). This all supported the case for “buy” and enabled higher degrees of specialization
(Hummels, Ishii & Yi, 1999). This development, Boston Consulting Group argued in 1998,
undermined the benefits of vertical integration by enabling “virtually cost-free”
communication and exchange between suppliers and customers, yielding a highly flexible
mix of spot-markets and strategic partnerships (Stern, 1998), or what other authors have
called vertical specialization ot a trade in tasks (Hummels, Ishii & Yi, 1999; Grossman & Rossi-
Hansberg, 2000).

This trend is very clear in the FMCG space. Companies such as Unilever, P&G, The
Kraft Heinz Company, Nestlé and Mondelez International who previously sourced only the
eatliest raw materials for production and performed all marketing activities in house now
have hundreds of thousands of suppliers that deliver everything from accounting services, IT
consultancy, end-to-end marketing services, contract manufacturing of finished goods and
specialized, highly technical ingredients (e.g. P&G, 2017). FMCGs have outsourced - decided
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to “buy” - many of the capabilities within material science that were previously a cornerstone
in their internal value chain and with which they have cteated some of the worlds’ most
loved brands. These companies now focus much of their basic science on the interplay of
the ingredients and increasingly rely on the innovation capabilities of a long tail of suppliers
to push performance within categories and help them survive the disruptive forces of the
industry. But even if FMCGs are under pressure, being a supplier — or indeed a supplier to a
supplier — to the multi-billion-dollar brand portfolios they control is still a lucrative and
prestigious deal that ingredient providers scramble to close. On the face of it, it is an
efficient way to create competition for delivering innovation that matters.

The Consumer Goods Innovation Glut

FMCGs globally spent $20 billion on R&D in 2016 (Financial Times, 2017). The Nielsen
Company counts a total of 8,650 new FMCG product initiatives launched in 2013 in Europe
alone (Nielsen, 2015), a number that increased at a rate of 9% between 2014 and 2015
(Nielsen, 2016b). Unfortunately, there is no proven link between R&D spending and
successful innovation (Knott, 2017), and the success rate for these launches is very low:
Only 18 of the 8,650 products launched in Europe in 2013 reached first-year sales of at least
€10 million and maintained 90% of the first-year sales in the second year (Financial Times,
2017). This is no better in the US: in 2011, less than 3% of new FMCG launches reached
first year sales of $50 million (Schneider & Hall, 2011). This phenomenon is particularly bad
for the largest companies: The US consumer goods industry expanded by $35 billion in
2015, but the largest 25 food and beverage companies, while accounting for 45% of category
sales, contributed only $1 billion — around 3% of total growth (Nielsen, 2016b). Instead of
delivering meaningful innovations, the thousands of annual launches of beauty products,
fitness foods, fast foods, beverages, laundry detergents and dishwasher detergents are
plagued by marginal improvements, tactical considerations and price decreases to drive the
growth required by shareholders.

In a similar vein, innovation from specialty chemical providers that supply these
consumer good companies has all but dried up. The cases this paper draws from all began
with similar challenges: pipelines that were either empty, plagued by marginal improvement
projects or lacking any “big bets” for the mid-to-long-term future. Lacking innovation in
turn means more players can enter the lucrative markets for specialty chemicals and bio-
chemicals, reducing the differentiation that used to bring in healthy margins, putting pressure
on prices and threatening products with commoditization — a process that further reduces
bargaining power and access to information (Strategy&, 2010; McKinsey&Co, 2017).

Innovation in consumer packaged goods occur when a business idea and insight —
whether based on human or quantitative insight, or whether analytic or intuitive — meets a
technology that enables its execution. We argue that disaggregation of value chains has a
significant role to play in the low success rate and marginal nature of product innovations
from those same value chains. In other words, the notion of communication technologies
eliminating the costs of information exchange is false when the purpose of information
exchange is innovation. By breaking product innovation into tasks that are performed by
several actors operating at arm’s length, ingredient innovation is separated from end-
consumer insight because the iterative and collaborative exchange of ideas and knowledge
that is necessary for breakthrough innovation suffers (Hargadon, 2003; Vitasek, 2015). So,
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while the break-up of the value chain to a task-based system of autonomous companies
might be economically efficient in aggregate, the separation of ingredient, product and
commercial insight has had unintended opportunity costs in the shape of slow and marginal
innovation.

BRINGING NEW VALUE TO INGREDIENT SUPPLIERS THROUGH
ETHNOGRAPHY

The Nature of Value Chain Relationships

Today, the relationships in the value chain are roughly one-way streets: information about
consumer desires and market-relevant information is provided by the party closest to the
end-consumer, for the ingredient supplier to act on. As one client stated:

“lour client] does so much consumer research themselves that we cannot claim to
understand consumers better than they do. The most we can do is get some inspiration from
them and then think of things that are a little wacky and might spark a conversation” (Private
Interview, Client Engagement)

Assuming that consumer insights come only from customers higher up in the value
chain created for our clients and their customers a relatively deterministic dialogue:
customers higher up in the value chain supply an innovation brief with a set of very specific
technical challenges to solve, and the supplier is expected to come up with a technological
solution to the problem. Often, these briefs are directed to more than one supplier,
welcoming those who can deliver the better technology relative to price.

As the procurement officers that mediate these briefs from the customers’ commercial
department to the supplier are rarely experts in the technologies they procure, we observed
that the technical problems our clients were being presented with mirrored technical
problems they had solved before. Once they had provided a solution for product shelf-life,
for example, future briefs were relevant to product shelf-life. This is a dynamic that our
clients often recognized the problem in:

“When you aim to lead an industry from a technological position, the worst place you can
be is where you were two years ago. That’s how you get in trouble... but that’s what they
ask for - versions of the same.” (Private Interview, Client Engagement).

Our clients have lamented that specific problems around scent were filtered to
perfumers, others to surfactants producers, and so on. So, while our clients often used
language of “partnership”, this model forces them to fight from being considered a highly
technical commodity, and without a firm basis of end-consumer insights and a point of view
on what to deliver beyond solutions to match the technological problems described above,
our clients did not always have a clear view on how to differentiate from competition and
avoid price-pressure — in other words, how to help drive innovation. This is a dynamic that
drives a pipeline of incremental and marginal improvements only.

When ingredient suppliers are eventually offered a bid on a new application, the race to
offer a solution means that they often disclose immature but promising technologies that,
when they are unlucky, appear less and less promising for the brief they are intended to solve
as wotk goes on. But because suppliers fear damaging relations by admitting failure and/or
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because they are locked in to this single application and customer through NDAs, joint
collaboration agreements and shared patent filings, they continue working on the same
technology, even when resources could be diverted to more promising endeavors.

As a result of these dynamics, suppliers end up in a situation where they can’t control
their own pipeline. Prior to one engagement, for example, our client’s pipeline categorized
more than half of the ongoing projects as “maintenance” or “incremental” technologies,
another 25% were projects dedicated to a single client and had not moved forward for
several years, and lastly, less than 1/10% of projects were categorized as outside our client’s
narrow core business area. Unfortunately, this is not atypical: in specialty chemicals, new
innovations are increasingly marginal and occur at slower and slower rates. As a result, the
industry finds it hard to maintain superior margins and growth, and many ingredients
previously categorized as specialties are slowly commoditizing (Strategy&, 2010).

Breaking this vicious cycle requires dispensing with a central orthodoxy we observed
among our clients: that it is not their place to understand consumers, and that this is the
purview of, for example, FMCG companies:

“We can’t compete with companies like P&G on market research, they basically invented
it... we are scientists — who are we to tell them about consumers?”. (Private Interview, Client
Engagement)

Fortunately, there are several indications that a break with this logic is something
customers higher up the value chain look for from their most preferred suppliers. During
research for one client, procurement officers stated that they expect their suppliers to deliver
more than just technologies:

“It is two ways. One side shouldn’t be bringing all the ideas. [We| can’t have one [side] lifting
all the weight, [and having] all the ideas.” (Private Interview, Client Engagement)

Wrestling Ingredients Free from a Commodity Categorization

While many of the products used in the production of consumer goods, whether final
ingredients or process aides, are specialty chemicals that require significant R&D and
specialized production systems, they are still chemicals that in most cases can be substituted
by a competitor’s product and as established above, the products that were previously
specialized and patent-protected are now at significant risk of becoming commoditized.
While this categorization may not decrease the strategic value of the ingredient type per se, it
does reduce the strategic importance of each individual supplier and thus, reduces privileged
access to the client-organization, insight into their development agendas and opportunities
for price premiums. Thus, ingredient suppliers want to avoid this categorization, and they
have tried many diverse strategies, including priced-in technical advice to accompany
products (Strategy&, 2010), and even ingredient branding. Technical advice was a
shortsighted differentiator that is now offered by most (ibid.), and ingredient branding is
rarely seen to work, even if Kevlar®, Gore-Tex® and Intel® are touted as successes from
other industries. Instead, ingredient suppliers should take a look at the key challenges
admitted by marketing and procurement executives alike, and consider how they can become
partners that help their customer stand out in their key challenge: innovation, and much
more of it (PWC, 2013; CMO Sutrvey, 2016; Unilever, 2017). Any supplier that can aid this
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objective is bound to get preferential treatment and maintain his/her strategic value.

To do so, suppliers must do more than just deliver new products that satisfy the briefs
provided from their procurement and R&D contacts. They must show that they know the
qualms of the end-consumer and can combine this with unique knowledge about their
technology to solve their customers’ problems before they have been given — that they can
stretch the capabilities of their technology to new areas and establish an exciting, unique
pipeline that competitors merely taking instructions from the customer would never be able
to. As one client’s customer stated in a private engagement: “don’t just think of one of my
issues. Think of them with more integration!” In other words, ingredient suppliers must
establish themselves as technology advisors, not merely suppliers.

The companies that bring strategic value to their customers in this way move
themselves into the top tiers of suppliers and, in doing so, increase their customers’
switching costs. This opens up possibilities for a price premium, a lower risk of being
substituted by competition and it opens the door for new application areas.

Creating New Value Pools

The diversity of today’s technical and specialized ingredients means that their potential for
solving many more challenges is great, but if the companies that produce them continue to
expect their down-stream customers to bring them broad and exhaustive data on the end-
consumer, they will be waiting in vain. Consumer goods companies rarely know what the full
potential of the technologies they procure is, and suppliers on the other hand, when
presented with only a limited number of challenges to solve, cannot know the full extent of
what problems to solve. Thus, to establish themselves as technology advisers and at create
innovations that deliver new value and a differentiated pipeline, ingredient providers must
widen their search for challenges to solve and opportunities to pursue, beyond those directly
provided by their customers.

Instead of relying on those further up in the value chain to drive the innovation
pipeline, ingredient suppliers must develop a view on the end-consumer from the vantage
point of their own technology. To build a consumer-led technology pipeline, ingredient
suppliers must not only understand what consumers do, but also why they do it and what
specifically they are trying to achieve when doing so. When they establish this from the
vantage point of their own technology, they are able to combine the end-consumer insights
with what #beir technology can do to create value for consumers. This is a unique technical
perspective that their customers will never be able to obtain. It moves the supplier from
taking instructions to taking initiative, and it changes the relationship to their supplier in
more than one way: By getting a full view of the solution space available, ingredient suppliers
will be able to develop technologies where they themselves see fit, and develop them to a
commercial and technological maturity that puts them in a stronger negotiation position vis a
vis their customers. More than once we have seen a proprietary view of the market and the
end-consumer earn suppliers a seat at the table when their customers’ innovation agendas
are being set, and brought in for advice and expertise that can inspire both the technical and
commercial client organization. This makes the ingredient supplier stand out among the
thousands of suppliers and potential suppliers vying for attention, and it makes it more likely
that #heir product will be the ingredient selected to do the specified job. If managed well,
changing the nature of the relationship in this way can create new streams of value for
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FMCGs and their suppliers alike, solving the dual challenge of FMCG’s innovation glut and
ingredient suppliers’ commoditization squeeze.

CONDUCTING RESEARCH AND IMPLEMENTING ETHNOGRAPHY BASED
INNOVATION STRATEGIES EARLY IN THE VALUE CHAIN

Introduction to Four Project Engagements across the B2B Value Chain

In the past two years, the authors have conducted four client engagements employing
ethnographic methodology to deliver innovation strategies for clients sitting early in the
industrial B2B value chain. These projects all sought to use ethnographic methods starting
from the client organization and then throughout the value chain in order to understand
how clients could bring more value to those above them in the value chain. Each
engagement involved research in a minimum of three geographic locations across Europe,
the Americas, and Asia. These projects sought to answer:

* How can ingredient suppliers provide more value to detergent manufacturers?

* How can ingredient suppliers develop new offerings to elevate the baking category
as a whole?

* How can industrial gas providers maintain and create value from farm to fork?
* How can (food) ingredient suppliers enable a new wave of nutrition?

In order to have a holistic view of the dynamics within the value chain, and discover
areas to increase value along each step of the value chain, each project began with a framing
phase to analyze the market structure and the critical players along the value chain. Research
began by conducting an analysis on a) the client organization, b) the value chain, ¢) emerging
technologies challenging the value chain, and d) end consumers.

In each project, like in prior work in industry, it was critical to dedicate significant time
while framing the study on better understanding the client organization (Hou and Holme,
2015). This meant taking an ethnographic lens to the organizations themselves:
understanding the organizational culture, attending new-employee training, visiting research
labs and production facilities, conducting internal interviews across functions, and joining
sales meetings and internal review sessions. This process was crucial to understanding of
how each client viewed the market in which they played: what were their orthodoxies with
respect to the market, what were their biggest challenges and uncertainties, and how did they
understand their role in the value chain and the market dynamics in between them and the
ultimate end-consumer (Madsbjerg and Rasmussen, 2014). Doing so prior to conducting all
other research helped us ensure subsequent research covered themes relevant to the clients'
core business problem, and would yield a clear perspective on the clients’ existing
orthodoxies and view of the market.

In order to conduct research on the value chain, we used our analysis from the client-
centric research to help frame which component parts of the value chain, and determine
which companies within these component parts would be most relevant to the research. This
analysis was conducted closely with the clients, seeking to focus the research in order to
ensure depth, while not overlooking critical elements of the value chain. Overall, the factors
considered included proximity of the relevant company to the client’s business model,
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proximity of the relevant company to the end-consumer, proportion of added-value the
company provides to the end product, and overall market share. Triangulating these factors
provided a short-list of relevant companies throughout the value chain, which was then
finalized (when relevant) by ensuring a split of companies who either primarily used our
clients’ ingredients or a competitors’. The research itself with these companies included
semi-structured interviews across functions within the organizations, production and
research site visits, and observations at the company site. In so doing, the engagements were
able to provide a rich set of data on how each player within the value chain viewed the
market as a whole, their set of assumptions on how the market was moving, how they
viewed consumer needs, and finally their biggest challenges and uncertainties in how to
provide value going forward.

Each project also considered how emerging technologies were challenging how both our
clients and their value chains operated. This meant conducting research to include:
interviews with leading scientists in universities and research centers challenging current
technological norms, participating in industry conferences (e.g. the International Baking
Industry Exposition), and interviewing and observing start-ups developing new technologies.
These work streams were supplemented in two projects by scientists in our client
organizations who conducted thorough patent reviews of relevant emerging technologies.

Finally, the research with end-consumers, for which the clients joined, proved an
opportunity, often for the first time, to research how their ingredients were experienced by
end-users in context. For example, this meant thinking not about the interplay of various
raw ingredients to be used by bakeries, but rather to think about ‘the role of bread in a meal’,
‘the experience of good bread’, and how conceptions of meals and meal-times are changing.
As scientists looking to improve the texture, shelf-life, or mouth-feel of bread, this type of
investigation proved to both challenge existing assumptions while also putting existing
frameworks into a broader context that was often obscured by those sitting higher in the
value chain.

During fieldwork and the subsequent analysis and recommendations phases of our
engagements, our clients continued to be heavily involved. This meant having members of a
cross-functional team spend about 50% of their time with us, from joining fieldwork, to
actively participating in analysis, to translating our findings and recommendations into
technical briefs for the Marketing and R&D teams to work with going forward. This level of
involvement proved instrumental in these projects, as in some instances the findings
required a large shift in thinking from the client organization. Having thus been an active
part of the process, enabled our clients to own and anchor this shift in thinking within the
organization and its structure.

Key Learnings for Ethnographic Practitioners Developing Innovation Strategies
With Clients in the Early Stages of the Industrial B2B Value Chain

As each of these four client engagements began, our clients varied in their stance in how
much market research or data they had — from very little to ‘more than we could process’.
Invariably, in each case, these data-sets proved to be most thin when it came to a)
ethnographic research b) end-consumers generally and c) an overarching view on end-
consumers’ experience and behavior. Instead, the data shared primarily covered market
dynamics, value pools, competitor analyses, and market share. Furthermore, clients were
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rarely able to provide insights about those more than one or two steps in the value chain in
cither direction from them. As such, it became clear in each engagement that we would be
introducing a new type of data and point of view to these client organizations. And given
that the clients involved had a strong background in e.g. chemistry, biochemistry, food
sciences, and chemical engineering, an initial requirement as ethnographers in praxis was to
have a clear overview of how and when ethnographic methods provide insight, and how the
social sciences can be used to supplement the natural sciences in a business context.
Proactively ensuring this understanding allowed a smooth onboarding for the client team
that would be heavily involved with the day-to-day engagement.

Conducting an ethnography-driven engagement as described, studying not only
consumers but also the client organization and the value chain as such allowed a thorough
mapping of the needs and challenges of both end consumers, and the value chain, across
markets. A key result of such studies is to map the asymmetries and gaps between the client,
other players in the value chain and consumers. Highlighting these gaps and asymmetries
shows the client clearly and precisely what organizational and cultural orthodoxies are most
important to challenge and change to successfully execute on the new strategy and
innovation direction. This provides clear guidance for clients in how they should engage
across the value chain — what solutions are required for whom.

Furthermore, these engagements showed it to be critical that the ‘helicopter view’
provided by ethnographic methodology should not be interpreted by clients as a way to ‘out-
smart’ their customers. In these four engagements, given both the historical depth of
understanding held higher up in the value chain, as well as fear within the value chain that
those below/above them ate jockeying for power (which was appatent through our research
by competitors’ attempts to expand within the value chain), efforts to show the true
intentions of these engagements were critical both to set internal expectations, as well as to
ensure a continued shared vision and partnership with customers. Rather than ‘out-
smarting,” the goal of the research was to a) enable our clients to speak at eye-level with their
customers about the market, stimulating new conversations and sets of problems not
addressed together before and b) provide our client new areas within this helicopter view
where they could apply their technological expertise and expand their pipeline as well as the
conversations and value provided to customers.

“Before developing [our own insights], we did not have a seat at the table — or at least not the
right table. This [research] is the ticket to play in shaping the conversation... we too can talk
at a higher level, and we have our own perspective.” (Private Interview, Client Engagement).

Despite having a wide base of insights, a key learning for our clients was how to pace
and control the insights both within and outside their organization. Often, as companies
sitting early in the value chain, these clients will provide solutions to many competing
brands. Deciding how much to share, and with whom, became a critical strategic
conversation internally — ensuring that core insights were not “given away for free” to one
customer, thereby limiting the conversations one could have with further customers, ending
up in the same locked-in situation described above. As ethnographic practitioners, helping
clients navigate these strategic choices, in light of the research done to understand the
market dynamics and value chain as a whole, is a key point of value. A key learning over the
course of the four engagements was that the more steering we could provide in finding an
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organizational home for the insights and their dissemination after the project, the more
successful the engagement was considered.

Finally, as ethnographers, these engagements proved that while a “beginners mind”
approach was critical to unearthing insights in the field, investing in a thorough training in
the science and technologies our client (and their customers) produce was instrumental in
being able to find the interlinkages between high-level conversations with senior executives
in customer organizations and detailed conversations about challenges from scientists in the
labs. In order to ensure this understanding requires involving clients in training sessions
prior to the formal engagement, and ensuring all researchers hold a base scientific
understanding of the industry prior to embarking on fieldwork.

DISCUSSION: THE MANY CHALLENGES IN CHANGING THE VIEW-POINTS
ACROSS THE VALUE CHAIN

Developing a New Innovation Model: Best Practices in Moving from a Technology-
Led to Market-Led Innovation Model

In the four engagements described, our projects commenced due in large part to a mid-to-
long term issue: a relatively empty pipeline, a full pipeline that held no ‘big bets’ but rather an
amalgamation of smaller projects, or a pipeline heavily skewed towards incremental
innovation. This led to worries primarily in delivering sufficient growth for shareholders.

In aiding our clients to ameliorate these issues, a very fundamental, but critical structural
reality played an important part in our ability to give good strategic advice: our clients were
organizations whose heart was in the R&D labs, these were organizations whose folklore
stemmed from their scientists and their breakthroughs. For example, heroes were the
scientist who accidentally left a sample out overnight, realized that the undetlying substrate
had remained unchanged, and repurposed the ingredient into a different industry to inhibit
the staling of food. Our clients were scientists who insisted that the best way to ensure
quality in frozen food was to freeze goods immediately from the farm, to preserve their
nutrition, food safety, and ‘fresh’ state. This view sharply contrasted with the many everyday
consumers we met across the four projects — who viewed pre-frozen products as inherently
less ‘fresh’ than purchasing fresh produce which they would later freeze themselves. The key
for them was they could not ascertain and scrutinize the original quality of pre-frozen goods
(assuming it as average), while they could for those products bought fresh in the produce
aisle. Both had a clear logic, and yet divergent mental models for approaching freshness, air
quality, or food quality. With our clients in particular, science and technology sat at the heart
of their perspective on quality, but also at the heart of their perspective on developing new
offerings.

To complicate matters, our clients’ customers were organizations whose marketing
departments stood at the core, developing strong brands that consumers have woven into
the fabric of their everyday lives. If our clients sought to provide clear value to their
customers, they did not just need to translate insights into technical solutions — they had to
translate these technical solutions back into benefits that the marketing departments of their
customers could intuitively understand and recognize the value of. And in order to deliver
benefits that were either meaningful or intuitively differentiable (or both), it required having
a proprietary perspective on what drove meaning for end-consumers and what were
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meaningful sub-segments of differentiation. Prior to these projects, our clients, scientists at
heart, did not often feel comfortable taking on such views or having such conversations with
their customers. As such, a key success point for these projects — and for any ethnographer
working with early stages of the value chain — is to equip clients with a data-driven
perspective on what drives meaning and value for end-consumers, and how this can be
engendered through technology. However, given that our clients are research-based
organizations, this translation process was new to them in all four engagements. As such, it
was an area where strategic guidance was highly valued, namely tools for and assistance in
translating features to benefits and finally to claims that could be empirically tested — as well
as supportt in building qualitatively-driven, data-rich, insights argumentations.

What this has meant, at the surface level, has been taking on a shift in language, from
technological features to consumer benefits. But more fundamentally, these engagements
challenged the very way in which our clients approached innovation. Previously, scientists
had a set of technological problems to solve, as well as the purview to innovate within a
cleatly defined technological field — for example, ‘help degrade stains caused by braised
pork’. Any improvements found here would then be taken to customers to “test” and to see
if they held any commercial value. This system had proven valuable to our clients in past and
they had, over the course of decades, built innovation processes and stage gate systems to
enter new products into their pipeline using this logic.

However, by introducing a strategic perspective on the role our clients should play in
detergents, baking, produce, or food generally, the starting point has shifted from the
technology (and a correlating potential value pool) to a need in the market (and then an
enabling technology). That is, a move from being technologically-led to market-led.

This too can lead to a break with the observed orthodoxy that it is not “our place” to
understand consumers, that this is the domain of FMCGs. Instead, a market-led perspective
provided our clients with an ability to partake in discussions of consumer insights and
benefits at eye-level. A key indicator for the success of our work as ethnographers and
strategy consultants therefore, should be the number of meetings and workshops initiated by
our clients’ customers to discuss insights and benefits (not technologies), and a shift in the
conversation from being bilateral meetings with research divisions and procurement, to also
including equivalent attendance from marketing and commercial departments.

As ethnographers, it is imperative to recognize the larger effect that such work in the
eatly value chain can have on our client organizations with regards to their innovation
model. This is patticularly important when working with a single division within an
organization as their innovation processes will likely run across divisions. This means that
our direct clients may not have the ability to challenge these existing processes, despite the
constraints they pose on a way of working that helps move clients from a pressured position
to a strategic partnership. Thus, in order to anchor findings in the client organization, it
proved helpful to take responsibility for sharing findings across the organization and
translating findings to implications for existing projects. Furthermore, offering clear advice
on the implications for the organizational structure, particularly in the first 3-6 months
following the engagement, helped ground the insights and their implications in existing
decision-making processes.
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CONCLUSION: HOW A SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE CAN LEAD TO RICHER
INNOVATION PIPELINES

Following a study of the industrial B2B market as a whole, there is a distinct need within the
market to find ways to ensure more meaningful innovation and product launches. However,
when working closely with early ingredient suppliers across four engagements, it is clear that
the current set-up alone is not enough to enable those who hold onto some of the most
advanced technology in the value chain to provide the impetus for true innovation.

Ingredient suppliers should shift their view-point and perspective beyond the next
step in the value chain and the clear briefs delineated by customers, to take a closer, self-
directed look at the end-consumers that use the products their products are part of to
develop ethnography based innovation strategies. Doing so, ingredient suppliers can
transform their product pipelines and begin to change the one-way dynamics that
characterize their current relation to customers. When ingredient suppliers can actually play a
contributing role in defining what the ey problems to solve in the marketplace are, and how their
technology can deliver on this more broadly, they become more than a commodity supplier.
They become true partners, technology advisors, that can drive conversations with
customers on where to focus, what to develop, and in so doing, make customers see how
their technology can be key to develop more meaningful and innovative products for end-
consumers.

Ethnographers responsible for providing specialty ingredient suppliers with this
petspective on innovation strategy must be sure to frame their research by first clearly
understanding the client organization and their technology as well as the specifics of the
value chain in which they operate. Beyond research, ethnographers and consultants must
include the client both during analysis of data, during translation of insights into technical
briefs, and ideally, should also support in the translation back to benefits that the clients’
customers find relevant. To ensure successful implementation of the new strategy,
ethnographers that lead these engagements should cleatly delineate the most important
asymmetries between the client’s internal orthodoxies, the rest of the market and the end-
consumer to show exactly where change in perspective is needed the most. In short, to
successfully provide ingredient suppliers with a holistic view of the relevant challenges to
solve with their technology and how to strategically use them to become a strategic advisor
to their customers, ethnographers must ensure a holistic understanding of the client’s
organization and field before embarking on and concluding research and recommendations.

Martin N. Millard has worked for the world’s leading enzyme business before joining ReD
Associates as a Consultant. He has experience with strategic sales and developing innovation pipelines
and platforms in B2B settings, as well as with working with ethnographers from the ‘client-side'.
mmi@redassociates.com

Yosha S. Gargeya is a Senior Manager at ReD Associates, specialized in using ethnographic methods

to drive pipeline strategy and front-end innovation within industrials and health-care
companies. yga@redassociates.com
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Papers 2 - Shifting the Disciplines

Ethnographic Tools: From Insight to Intervention

WAFA SAID MOSLEH
SDU Design, Department of Entrepreneurship and Relationship Management, University of Southern Denmark

As a social researcher rooted in the traditions of participatory innovation, 1 set out to take a design anthropological
approach to study the early unfocused phases of organisational innovation processes, and explore ways of both challenging
and supporting these. With an interest in understanding how the tangibility of design coupled with the analytical nature
of anthropology can provoke richer insights concerning organisational practices, my research team and I designed an
artefact, called ‘the tangible brief’, aiming to elicit real stories abont the challenges practitioners excperience in dealing with
innovation. The artefact resembles the content of a design brief and aims to bring together practitioners around the task
of creating briefs prior to evaluating the potential of new ideas. The paper sets out to address the challenge of ethnographic
researchers navigating a complex landscape of organisational innovation practices, and attempts to reframe the roles we
can take in the field. Along those lines, the research contributes to a nuanced perspective on how tangible artefacts can
become part of organisational figurations, and thus explicate the challenges that the social and political structures in the
organisation are causing. Findings show that design anthropological practices can provoke actionable insights revealing
deeper layers of organisational structures and processes, thus expanding on existing theoretical perspectives mainly
highlighting how these artefacts can serve as conversation tools to encourage consensus and collaboration.

Keywords: Design Anthropology; Participatory Innovation; Tangible Artefacts
INTRODUCTION

While ethnographic fieldwork produces empirical insights that describe what people do and
how they understand what they do (Wolcott, 1995), it also enables us to understand cultural
diversity (Marcus and Fischer, 1986). And although we as ethnographers attempt to depict
accounts of societies, we also seek to provide cultural critique and explore the meaning of
“the variety of modes of accommodation and resistance by individuals and groups to their
shared social order” (Ibid: 133). Consequently, through a variety of methods, ethnographers
have been and are continuously exploring ways of making the familiar unfamiliar to invite
reflections on culture and practice. One emerging research field particularly engaged in this
subject is design anthropology, which aims to reframe relations and challenge people to
think differently about what they do and how they understand what they do (Gunn &
Donovan, 2012).

In an attempt to understand organisational practices, ethnographic methods have
been involved in a variety of studies (Yanow et al, 2012). As ethnographers, we engage
ourselves in the field to depict practice-based and situated understandings of businesses, and
inevitably come to entangle ourselves in the daily complexities of organisational life. Thus, it
becomes central to acknowledge that knowledge gained in the field is not solely built from
prosaic facts that are waiting to be revealed; rather, ethnographic insights emerge in the
continuously built relations between people (Ingold, 2014). Ethnographers become
contextually sensitive through their entanglement with the subjective realities of the
stakeholders (Beech et al., 2009), and in some cases move past the social front that the
stakeholders normally present to strangers (Moeran, 2007). Hence, through this active
involvement in the field, during which our contextual understandings constantly develop, we
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come to depict the lived realities of everyday practices. This eventually enables us to facilitate
conversations that make the familiar unfamiliar through explicating the relational, political
and social dynamics of the organisation (Ybema et al., 2009). One way of inviting
practitioners into these conversations is through tangible artefacts, particularly those
designed with a situated understanding of the challenges an organisation is facing. By
deploying artefacts that combine the tangible qualities of design with the analytical practice
of anthropology, we allow ourselves a different kind of engagement. Rather than mainly
describing the front-stage practices of organisations, we challenge and intervene into existing
company structures, and attempt to elicit stories that go beyond those we are able to grasp
through traditional ethnographic endeavours.

Within participatory innovation, where design anthropology makes up one of three
pillars (participatory design and lead user research being the other two), findings highlight
the advantages of designing and involving tangible artefacts that can instigate conversations
to address businesses challenges. Previous research has shown how tangible tools encourage
collaboration by building common ground for shared understandings, enable and unfold
dialogues about business challenges, supporting company employees in exploring how these
potentially could be addressed (Buur & Beuthel, 2013; Eftekhari and Larsen, 2012; Buur &
Gudiksen, 2012; Buur et al., 2013; Buur & Mitchell, 2011). What yet needs to be studied is
how these tools, through design anthropological exploration, can become part of
organisational dynamics, potentially exemplifying or reinforcing social processes and political
figurations.

The findings presented here attempt to expand on participatory innovation
literature, by bringing forward a nuanced perspective on the influence of design
anthropological tools. The paper challenges existing understandings and assumptions of how
tangible artefacts involved in ethnographic endeavours can support dialogic interactions in
company contexts. While the original theoretical premise is that tangible artefacts designed
for specific organisational settings can support a diversity of stakeholder interactions, this
research points towards an artefact enforcing two different agendas simultaneously. The
artefact comes to act as a political tool, which on one hand supports prescribed management
strategies, and on the other gives a voice to company employees. In the paper I seek to
present how ‘the tangible brief’, which is a tangible artefact resembling the content of a
design brief, went from supporting to challenging the agendas of the leadership team.

The Tangible Brief — The study presented in the paper is based on a research project aimed
at supporting larger European organisations with new methods for working with innovation
in early stages of their product development processes. The tangible brief is one of these
methods. It was thought of as away to help an organisation deal with the early phases on
innovation in a less unfocused and messy way. The tangible brief was particulatly designed in
response to the organisation’s request for employees to write design briefs, prior to being
granted acceptance to work on any new innovations. While the employees were opposed to
the thought of having to describe their ideas in such detail before maturing them to a level
they would feel confident with, we as social researchers saw potential in developing a
tangible artefact that would support practitioners in developing design briefs through
collaborative exploration and negotiation.

Essentially, the design of the tangible brief was intended to translate some of the
main concerns of a two-page design brief into physical objects. The two-page brief is
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particularly concerned with stakeholders, resources, strategic aims and project processes,
asking the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of project planning. We aimed for the tangible brief to
explicitly involve practitioners in answering these questions, and to help provoke reflection
and instigate fruitful discussions about their ideas and the directions in which these could
develop. Using objects to express themselves, practitioners explore potential directions of
their ideas prior to having to describe them in detail on a design brief template. As such, they
are given the opportunity to explore their ideas before they are handed to the leadership
team for evaluation. This moves the design brief from being an individual task to a
collaborative one. It explicates the invisible creative process of employees, and at the same
time helps them produce a brief that management would accept. To better understand the
organisational practices, we as researchers saw the process of engaging the stakeholders in
the design and testing of the tangible brief as a means to conduct ethnographic fieldwork.
So, by engaging them in discussing these new work procedures, we found an opportunity to
learn more about the practices, challenges and social figurations of the organisation. While
designing the brief, we aimed for it to create a space that would enable us to ask more
specific questions on how they deal with innovation, and better understand the roles and
responsibilities of leaders and practitioners. Therefore, the tangible brief was intended to
work on two different levels: as a support for design brief development and as an
ethnographic undertaking.

Method — 1 take a qualitative research approach, ecliciting real-life stories emerging in the
organisation to understand the relational complexity influencing the ways in which front-end
innovation work is formally described and practically organised within the organisation. As
an entrance point, I conducted semi-structured 1:1 interviews looking into the formal
structures of the organisation, to understand ways in which they deal with innovation. To
add nuance to those insights, I observed internal project meetings and training workshops,
while later actively taking part in activities, asking questions and challenging their taken-for-
granted assumptions about their daily work. This initial fieldwork thus had the purpose of
understanding the organisation on a general level, and slowly provoked responses about
challenges that face practitioners and managers in dealing with innovation. As a natural
extension of the formally planned fieldwork, the need to informally interact with and build
confidential relations to the company stakeholders emerged, allowing me to tap into
conflicts that on the surface lack potency, but in actuality have had quite a crucial impact on
how their work practices finally take shape. I look to the concept of stumble data
(Brinkmann, 2014), which acknowledges that unexpected events and conversations can be
highly valued assets in attempts to understand people and their practices. I find potential to
uncover new perspectives in informal settings, where people might have higher tendencies to
share things they would not share in open discussions with their colleagues. As such, the
formal and informal ways of collecting empirical materials provided me with an opportunity
to generate richer insights and a more extensive understanding of the innovation challenges
the organisation is faced with, and how they deal with them.

Designing Innovation Tools — As previously mentioned, the tangible brief was meant to

support new work procedures; requiring the creation of design briefs prior to any front-end
innovation activities. Department employees eventually discovered new opportunities in the
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tool, began questioning the validity of management’s decision, and in their responses showed
that it could have different implications than the ones imagined at the point of origin.

As such, the tangible brief was designed to support management’s strategy for
making front-end innovation more transparent in the organisation. Thus, management
sought to ensure communication across departments and avoid undocumented projects with
wasted resources that otherwise could be better spent in downstream development. The
tangible brief would help the managers visualise the new work procedures. This would bring
employees together across disciplines to collaboratively create design briefs that the
leadership team would evaluate, and then decide on whether to invest in. During a couple of
months the practitioners described more than 50 design briefs, yet the leadership team still
had not made any decisions on which projects to invest in. Therefore, the practitioners
started taking a more active role in negotiating the use of the tangible brief. They started
putting their managers in the hot seat, to get them to make evaluations in the process of
creating the brief. They challenged them to make front-end innovation a higher priority,
rather than giving those resources away to downstream development. As such, we began the
project by intervening in their practice and using the tool to provoke and elicit ethnographic
stories. This is distinct from the more traditional ethnographic consulting approach, which
begins in a distanced way by describing existing company practice, before moving to stages
of recommendations and potential intervention.

The Organisational Context

The ethnographic study has been conducted within a large European product development
organisation, focusing on a department developing technological components across
product lines in the organisation. Thus, the department in question is a cross-organisational
service division mainly driven by revenues earned through projects that need to be delivered
to their internal customers managing different product lines. Hiring mainly engineers, the
unit is divided into three sub-sections: electronics, mechanics and design. Each subsection is
lead by a sub-section manager. Together with the head of the department, the three sub-
section managers form a leadership team. At the time we initiated the ethnographic
endeavours, the head of the department had only recently been hired. His main task lay in
supporting the department in re-earning recognition among their internal customers. Due to
a tough period of fire-fighting and missing project deadlines, he was aiming to re-organise
the department. This meant breaking down silos and integrating innovation as a central
component of their development process, to not only survive the coming years, but to keep
up with competitors in decades from now.

The design manager (SCD) has been in the department for neatly 20 years, and has
found his own way of working with front-end innovation in an unfocused and explorative
way. The sub-section manager of mechanics (SCM) was hired to save his sub-section after a
break down. It left them incapable of delivering projects on time, thus diminishing their
reputation within the organisation. The third manager in the electronics subsection was quite
passive in the whole process of changing development practices, and therefore does not play
a role in this story. What became important to understand is how they work across the
department sub-sections, and how the development process is structured. With the new
head of department wanting to situate people in the offices around projects, rather than
competencies, the employees and managers are expected to work across areas of expertise.

2017 EPIC Proceedings 161



Essentially, the product development process begins with concept and design development,
before moving to manufacturing and testing. The concept and design phases are handled by
the design sub-section, and run in iterations focused on developing ideas by testing concepts
with end-users. These ideas are then handed to the mechanical and electronics engineers,
who ensure that the product is technically feasible, before going to the manufacturing team.
These two parts of the process are divided in such way, that employees from each sub-
section are not directly involved in each other’s work. While this is the existing way of
developing products, the department now seeks to integrate teams into a more unified
process. Currently, designers hand over explorative ideas that the engineers often return by
stating that they are not technically feasible. It usually leads to continuous negotiations and
compromises that perhaps could have been avoided, if they worked together more closely
from the beginning. This process has created much friction in the department, and could be
well expressed in a comment by one of the engineers: “I have nothing against designers, but...
There is a prejudice that designers are people that want appearance and smartness and are totally ignorant on
natural and technological rules”. In one case, the merging of project groups led to an engineer
with 25 years of experience in the department resigning, due to his unwillingness to work
across specialties in a more integrated way. Within the department, this has created a
stereotyping of both designers and engineers. For the managers, integration brings the
challenge of facilitating the process of development, and ensuring that front-end innovation
(concept and design phase) is prioritised in downstream development. In this concern, they
see a need to allocate resoutces in a way that balances their wish to innovate and
manufacture, with their need to continuously sell products. This is part of their strategy of
staying responsive to rapid societal changes, and keeping up with competition; knowing that
their development cycles can last for two-three years.

While the design sub-section only has six concept designers employed, the
mechanical sub-section has up to four times as many mechanical engineers. This gives SCM
more freedom in allocating people to do front-end innovation rather than downstream
development. And while he is extremely interested in front-end innovation, there have been
conflictual events between him and SCD, due to his eagerness to step across the boundaries
of SCD’s area of responsibility. So, although new work procedures in the department initially
seemed to be reasoned by budget cuts, ethnographic investigation revealed that these
changes were due to complex social relations and managerial challenges.

Three Managerial Perspectives - To briefly lay the groundwork for why new work
procedures were introduced, we need to balance three managerial perspectives concerning
front-end innovation activities across the department. As a point of origin, specific
conflictual events have challenged the social dynamics in the leadership team, and led to
frictions emerging in the relation between the SCD and SCM. While the design manager
(SCD) has been running his sub-section as a separate unit, feeding the rest of the department
with innovative ideas and enabling them to stay responsive to market changes, his sub-
section was perceived as a silo. The sub-section manager of mechanics (SCM) has not been
in the department for much longer than the head of department, but has been particularly
successful in building the competencies of his sub-section. While his responsibility is limited
to his own sub-section, he is also quite interested in front-end innovation, due to the lack of
technical restrictions. According to the head of the department SCM has on several

162 Ethnographic Tools: From Insight to Intervention — Mosleh



occasions attempted to involve himself in front-end innovation work, and has been warned
against this, so as not undermine the responsibility of SCD.

According to SCM, he has been excluded in the development of front-end
innovation, and has on several occasions been surprised by SCD introducing entirely new
ideas, eventually affecting SCM’s department due to an incorrect estimate of resources
required to develop them. So, while SCM expected minor changes in some product lines,
and had allocated resources for just those, he has subsequently been caught off guard after
SCD introduced and handed over his subsection’s new ideas. SCD did this to protect his
department from being robbed of the chance to develop far-reaching innovative ideas, and
to avoid having to stick to launch projects. Due to these events, SCM started rejecting the
idea of having to constantly accommodate the needs of SCD’s sub-section; particularly
during time periods where he allocated his manpower for other projects that he had pre-
planned. With an already articulated interest in involving himself in front-end innovation
activities, he raised his concerns to the leadership team. He argued that they needed
increased transparency across the subsections, to ensure that resources were well spent, and
to not waste work hours on ideas that were hidden in the drawers. Additionally, he wanted
to ensure that ideas were not suddenly introduced, leaving the department unable to
accommodate the amount of work necessary for the proposals to be ultimately realised. His
solution to this issue was thereby to introduce new front-end innovation procedures, that
would requite everyone to develop a detailed two-page design brief explaining the ‘what’,
‘how” and ‘why’ of their idea. Handing this to the leadership team would enable them to
make decisions on which ideas to invest in, thus keeping track of all activities running in the
department. The SCD, in his position, could not oppose this request due to the risk of
appearing to waste resources and concealing projects in the drawers. He did not see the
value in it either; as it would restrict the creative workflow he had allowed his employees to
work in, up until now. He would no longer be able to allow his employees to mature loosely
defined ideas over longer periods of time, and would instead have to constantly allocate his
resources to launch projects. In line with SCM’s arguments, the head of department
imagined that this new work procedure would enforce his plan of ensuring that his
department can work across disciplines, and thus help them create a project culture, rather
than a silo driven one. As a whole, the leadership team decided to introduce new work
procedures (in the form of design briefs), ensuring that none of the sub-sections would be
working on new ideas without their approval. In the bigger picture, they perceived this as an
approach to increase transparency across the department, as well as preventing a waste of
resources. This story basically looks different from each of the three managers’ perspectives,
but has in practical terms led to the introduction of new work procedures that they are still
trying to adapt to, and find ways of easily implementing.

Introducing New Work Procedures — As mentioned, one of the attempts to increase
transparency to ensure alignhment in the department, while allocating resources according to
what was needed, was to introduce the design brief. Department employees, particularly the
designers, were previously spending time developing ideas that were not yet matured. While
these were typically hidden in the drawers for a long time prior to being defined as projects,
this was about to stop. Beginning August 2016, employees were not allowed to work on any
ideas unless they had presented the leadership team with a two-page design brief describing
their idea, the resources needed, the stakeholders involved, etc. If the leaders then agreed
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that investing in that particular idea would bring value to the organisation, the employees
would be allowed to work on it.

Many of the employees rejected this idea with the argument that their creative process would
be lost, and this new procedure would not allow them to explore their ideas before putting
them into structured explanations. However, the new work procedure was still presented as a
necessity for the department to stand strong and survive the budget cuts by corporate
management. While SCM seemed content and secure about the decision when it was
presented at a meeting involving their middle managers, the design manager seemed to be
more hesitant. He seemed aware of the consequences for his department, which had been
surviving on maturing loosely defined ideas in the drawers, rather than immediately
introducing them to a department that was not yet ready to deal with them on a more
technical level.

As part of the process, the department hired an external design consultant, who we
as researchers consulting the organisation had no relation to. The consultant would help
them develop a new process for front-end innovation, with a specific focus on training the
department practitioners in writing design briefs. For the practitioners, this was quite
challenging due to the level of detail the design brief required. In response to this challenge,
we found an opportunity to develop a tangible artefact that would acknowledge their
creative process, and ensure that there was room for explorative and meaningful discussions
ptior to writing a design brief.

THE TANGIBLE BRIEF

Essentially, the tangible brief consists of four activity components, each addressing a central
issue in how teams work on an idea, and each of which employees have had struggles
defining when filling out the design briefs. The four levels are presented below:

* Stakeholder Involvement: This activity asks participants to consider which key
stakeholders they potentially have to engage with in the project, directly or indirectly
and internally or externally. Participants place small acrylic figurines on the board,
which is divided into different stakeholder categories (i.e. external, internal,
knowledge, prototyping, management) and according to time, depending on when in
the project process they would need these to be involved. They are additionally
required to decide the impact of the stakeholder on their project, and thus choose
which colour the stakeholder needs to be given. Green means ‘nice to have’, orange
means ‘necessary’ and red means ‘crucial’. One example would thereby be to
categorise one stakeholder as an external supplier, who is crucial (and thereby red)
during the last three months of the project. Once they have agreed on this, they
place the figurine on the board. In this way they negotiate the involvement of
stakeholders, and create for themselves an overview of the people they need to
engage with for the project to be successful.
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Figure 1. Participants allocate stakeholders on the board, according to importance and times at which
they want them involved.

* Resource Allocation: Here, participants are invited to consider the resources needed
for their idea to become possible. They are given a second board with four wooden
squares in the centre, which they need to divide into time periods (i.e. three months
per square for a one-year project). On these, they have the option of placing small
flags (representing milestones) to consider where there might be important
meetings, deliveries or the like. Coins are provided as a budgetary representation of
the project costs. The coins are placed at one end of the board, providing an
indication of the amount of money required within each time frame for the project
to become possible. The money could for instance be spent on materials or external
knowledge alliances. At the other end of the board they need to allocate internal
resources in the form of manpower for the project. They are given acrylic pieces
attached to rubber bands. The name of the employee is written on the pieces as well
as the percentage of time he/she needs to be allocated to the project. Then they
stretch the rubber band as far as it is necessary for that employee to be involved. It
could be for just one week of research, or for 10 weeks of prototyping and testing.
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Figure 2. Participants negotiate the amount of resources needed to cover project costs.

* Strategic Positioning: The organisational strategy emphasises different goals within
front-end innovation work, and some of these are engraved into a spider web on the
third board. In the centre of the board the following question is posed: How does
your idea support the strategic goals of front-end innovation? The group’s idea is
thereby to be evaluated in accordance with how well it supports the aims. There are
five different ways their idea could support the strategic goals: not at all, improves,
evolves, re-invents or transforms. Two of the areas are empty and allow participants
to formulate a vision themselves. Once the web is fully completed they will have an
overview of how their idea supports existing strategic initiatives within the
organisation, and could also get them reflecting on where they could raise the
ambitions of it.
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Figure 3. Participants position their idea according to the strategic aims of the organization.

* Process Overview: In the bottom layer of the box lays a set of arrows cut into
different shapes (i.e. linear, curved, u-turns). They are additionally provided with a
set of different elements with particular meanings (boundaries, money, people,
decisions, milestones etc.). Participants are asked to build the process they might
have to go through for the idea to be realised. They are asked to place the objects
according to where they think they will meet challenges, where they might have
deliveries, decisions, tests, etc. Visualising the process will encourage participants to
discuss whether their previous estimates essentially make sense, and potentially
discover challenges that could prevent them from being able to complete the project
or initiate the development of the idea.
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Figure 4. Participants create an overview of the process they estimate themselves going through in
developing the project.

The combination of the four levels was intended to create a collaborative space for
participants to discuss, challenge and reflect on the ideas they aim to nurture. Essentially, this
allows them to imagine the potential of an idea prior to being required to rigidly describe it
on a two-pager for submission to the leadership team. In this way, the tangible brief was
meant to give them the freedom they found themselves deprived of when the new work
procedures in front-end innovation were introduced.

The Tangible Brief in Action

The design of the tangible brief emerged as a collaborative process between us as a research
team, and the practitioners as well as managers in the organisational department. Having
reached a point where the tool had developed, and was ready to be tested by a group of
practitioners from both sub-sections, our research group organised a pilot workshop with
two smaller teams. Each of them involved one of the sub-section managers. The pilot
workshop was organised around two different sessions. The first session was for testing the
tangible brief, to explore what kinds of conversations it would instigate. The second session
was to reflect on the experience of using the tool, and to discuss how they possibly could
involve it in their attempt to create design briefs. Data was collected in the form of video
and audio recordings as well as field notes. In the following sections, I will dive deeper into
the empirical materials and the role of the tangible brief in revealing and challenging social
figurations of the organisation.
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The Tangible Brief as Enforcement of Management Strategies

As a point of origin, the tangible brief was designed to support management strategies,
enforcing newly described work procedures that would increase transparency across sub-
sections in the department. The tangible brief was thus sought to help managers easily
implement their idea of focusing and structuring front-end innovation into design briefs, and
avoid having practitioners working on ideas that are hidden in their drawers for longer
periods of time. Rather than management having to find ways of explaining their concept of
developing a design brief, the tangible tool put their idea into practice, allowing for new
conversations and questions to emerge as a natural development of the workshop. From a
research perspective, its design is also intended to generate a richer understanding of their
innovation practices, by drawing on the emerging conversations. At the workshop, the tool
invited participants into discussions that would advance them into asking questions about
procedures and structures. This enabled their managers to articulate how they would be
working with front-end innovation going forward. Part of the discussion went into
explaining the slightly detailed differences between a brief, a work stream and a project;
differences that should have been clear to practitioners working in the department. Although
one of the managers seemed somewhat concerned that his employee did not know how to
distinguish between different procedures, the workshop provided a space for those
questions to be posed and for everyone to become clearer on the organisational structures.

As such, our initial aim of organising the workshop was to test the tangible brief
within the department, and better understand how it could support the new work
procedures. This would enable us to offer them a tool that could directly support their
processes, rather than acting as an add-on and thereby eventually become neglected due to it
not being a direct fit. After the test workshop, the design changed slightly. The two
managers asked us to make it more specific for it to reflect the content of their two-page
design brief. On several occasions, SCM explained that the organisation runs as a big well-
oiled machine already, and that it does not easily accept any new methods that could
influence efficiency. He articulates: “If you want to introduce something new it shonld have a specific
value for the organisation and fit into an already existing step in our processes, rather than adding another
one. There is no need to overload employees with additional processes or tools, so I would enconrage you to
design something that would help us with an already existing challenge . ... which right now is the briefing
process”. And that is what the tangible brief set out to do — support a newly changed process,
by introducing a tool that would ease the process of working with front-end innovation
under new circumstances, requiring a higher level of detail from practitioners wishing to
explore new ideas.

As part of a meeting following the pilot test workshop, both managers and
practitioners were invited to influence the further development of the tangible brief. In
response to some comments on the tool being very explorative and open for discussions,
SCM articulated the need for it to become more aligned with their already existing process
and asked one of his employees to send me the documents, from which I could extract the
terms and symbols they already used. As designers of the tangible brief, we attempted to
argue that the tool was not meant as a planning tool of projects, but rather a conversation
starter that would get them to discuss and reflect on their ideas. We saw it as a way of
challenging them to not immediately assume that an idea is worth investing in or not, but to
invite conversations that might lead to the emergence of new meaning. However, the
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leadership team insisted that it would have to be closely aligned with what they already do, in
order for it to support their processes, and for the employees to learn how to collaboratively
develop the design briefs. It seemed that their perception of our role as researchers shifted
during the project. To begin with, we were the designers of a new front-end innovation tool,
but as the collaboration evolved we were trying to disrupt their new work procedures and
challenge them to think differently about the purpose of the tool. However, the managers
held on to the idea of the tangible brief being a representation of their design brief, and we
went on with designing it for that purpose.

The Tangible Brief as Practitioners’ Advocate

In opposition to the managers’ request for a tool that would align to their formally described
work procedures, their employees found ways to use the tool to acknowledge and support
their creative processes. In allowing their ideas to mature at a conceptual level, rather than
plan the development of an idea that was not yet existent, they were challenging each other
and their managers to think differently about the process. Rather than simply accepting the
new work procedures, the practitioners on several occasions opposed the idea of having to
present management with concepts they had not yet had the chance to explore on their own.
As 1 was interviewing one of the designers about the new procedure and his understanding
of the usefulness of the tangible brief, he said to me: “Buz I mean, this tangible brief is not
necessary before the idea becomes further developed. 1 conld easily just go to my manager and say I want to
spend a few weeks excploring and be will allow me”. As 1 informed him that this was not the case
anymore, he looked at me as if I was the one who had misunderstood something and added:
“No it cannot be like that. That is seriously nonsense. Why would I have to do a brief on something I do not
even know the potential of yet? It would not hurt anyone if I spent a few weeks working on it besides my daily
work”. As 1 informed him that those were the new procedures he stood there looking at me
uttetly confused and finally said: “That is really nonsense. Now that is bureancracy”. We then went
into discussing how the tangible brief potentially could help him and others to explore the
potential of the idea, rather than use it as a tool for planning an upcoming project in detail.
At another interview, one of the employees admittedly said that he cleared his schedule
completely when he found that we would have a meeting/workshop concerning the tangible
brief. He agreed that the tangible brief could be used as a tool to support them in developing
briefs, but emphasised that more importantly the setting of our collaboration, and how the
tool was integrated in our conversation was what he valued. He explained it as being his only
outlet to discuss front-end innovation with the leadership team; a space where he could
address his concern of not being allowed to mature ideas on his own, prior to it being an
official work stream. He stated: “Us working on this with you creates a safe environment for us to
prioritise front-end innovation, and to talk about the things we on a daily basis are just informed about and
asked to do, withont discussing the implications of any of it”.

Similarly, in conversations with other practitioners engaged in working with the
tangible brief, we came to realise the seriousness of having to describe ideas that had not
matured yet. This prompted different types of conversations at the meetings between them
and the leadership team. In a meeting following the pilot workshop, we discussed another
design iteration of the tangible brief. The conversation happened to especially revolve
around the third board, which addresses the strategic goals. While SCD and SCM argued
that the strategic aims had to be broad and address the strategy of the entire organisation for
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their department to act as a value-adding business partner, their employees did not agree. At
the meeting, the leadership team was particularly challenged by one of the younger designers,
who did not seem to accept the broadness of their strategic goals, nor that he should be
forcing his ideas into them. He argues that: “I'be strategies you defined became insufficient in the
projects and in the ideas we develop. They need to be operational, and at the moment they are not”. His
manager replies: “Well, these should help you realise if your ideas are sufficient or not. 1t is just for us and
corporate management to see, where we as an organisation are heading; those are the parameters we will be
evaluated from, by the end of this year. Probably many wonld find your ideas relevant, but that is not what
you deliver to. We need to be a value-adding business partner”. It is obvious to see that the designer is
getting frustrated, and gets back to his leader saying: “Maybe that is why all onr projects end up
being the same. Because we never know how to address the strategic goals of front-end innovation, and we
always need to be a value-adding business partner. We end up just solving the projects onr customers give us,
because they pay the money... 1 really do not understand why we are not prioritising the exploration of new
concepts, that conld help us stand as front leaders in 15 years from now”. The tangible brief appears as
a tool supporting his arguments. He points towards the board and stretches the rubber band
to explain how he did not find it valuable to simply pretend that his idea would be
supporting a strategic goal, which he found to be too abstract for him to know how to
address in practice. The fact that the tangible brief was placed on the table in front of them
as an object cleatly stating what their new work procedures would be, allowed for direct
confrontation and negotiations of not only the briefing process, but also their prioritization
of front-end innovation in the department.

The Tangible Brief Enforcing Two Different Agendas

Through working with the tangible brief across different levels and allowing it to be tested in
an environment where both managers and practitioners were present, we continuously came
to understand how it was working different agendas. As a starting point, it aimed to support
the recently enforced managerial agendas as a way of simplifying the introduction of new
work procedures, framing our work as the right-hand of management. Secondly, it operated
as a provocation (Buur and Sitorus, 2007) allowing us to dive deeper into the organisational
design and innovation challenges. What we had not expected was the opposition of
practitioners against using the tool as intended by the leadership team. Thus, the tangible
brief quickly became a tool of which the purpose and meaning were up for negotiation,
rather than set from the beginning. The tool became a way of challenging and balancing
perspectives across different hierarchical levels in the organisational, rather than means for
creating consensus and fostering collaboration.

While the leadership team from the beginning insisted that the tangible brief would
need to support their specific practices and help implement new work procedures, things
eventually took a turn. In the beginning we were opposed to their idea of the tool, in a
detailed manner, resembling the planning of a work stream, yet that was what the leadership
articulated a need for. When we later organised a workshop involving the leadership team,
the practitioners and several other academics and industrial practitioners, SCM’s response
was different. By the end of the workshop we invited an open discussion to evaluate the
potential of the tangible brief to be implemented in practice. SCM stepped forward stating
that he now found it too restricting. He did not find it explorative or playful enough for
front-end innovation activities. He argues: “We wanted this tool to give the people freedom, but I see
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that this freedom is being taken away as soon as you put people into the process [of developing the brief]. We
need to build something into the tool to go back to this freedom. This tool should give the opportunity to find
innovative ways of getting to a solution. There are a lot of stage gates in this, and probably we would like to
have less”. He then states that being involved in the process of developing the tangible brief
has been a very rich learning process. SCM’s reflections show that there has been a shift in
his understanding of what the briefing process entails, and what challenges it could bring to
their department. While some of the participants expanded the tangible brief by bringing in
small toys and other objects to allow for a more diverse conversation, SCM finally also
stated: “T think the tool has been hacked today, and that is very good”.

In retrospect, the process of developing and testing the tangible brief has caused an
intense involvement of both practitioners and leaders in the department; and more
importantly, it has allowed for new conversations and meaning to emerge. While the initial
objective was to support management’s agenda, and design an artefact that would allow for
collaboration and consensus, the tangible brief prompted a process we had not predicted.
What finally gave us the most evident confirmation that the tool had provoked political
conversations and challenged the social structures of the organisation was a meeting we
invited the department to.

As we met both the leadership team and the practitioners, they informed us that
they no longer needed the tool, and that they would not be creating design briefs for the rest
of the year. Surprised by what we were presented with, we came to understand that the
tangible brief had served as a provocation in the organisation; in one way or the other,
supporting the practitioners in voicing their concerns and thereby allowing for new dialogues
to arise. Thus, rather than immediately accepting that the tangible brief would help them
develop design briefs, they involved it as a way of negotiating the new work procedures.
According to the practitioners, this eventually lead their managers to the realisation that
nothing actually came out of the design briefs they had developed, and that they were trying
to uphold an image of prioritizing front-end innovation, when in fact they were not able to
at the moment.

The decision described above, inevitably had an impact on two different levels. On
one level, it challenged the relation between practitioners and leaders in the department,
allowing for new conversations to take place and affording the employees a bigger say
concerning the future of front-end innovation work. On another level, it reinforced the
frictions between SCM and SCD. This is due to SCM proposing increased transparency
between the sub-sections, and thereby introducing the idea of the design brief, yet later
realising that it would be too restricting. Another part of the reason why the idea of a design
brief was discarded, is due to the fact that at the moment, SCD’s employees do not have
time to work on anything but launch projects although they are the ones officially hired to
do front-end innovation. It thus became clear that only SCM’s employees would have time
to work on front-end innovation, even though they are not hired to do that. As such, this
would prove SMC’s wish to step over the boundaries of SCD’s area of responsibility. Thus,
creating another challenge for SCM with the department manager, who previously had
warned SCM against involving himself too much in front-end innovation and hence
disregarding the responsibility of SCD.
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INQUIRY BY MEANS OF INTERVENTION

Carrying out fieldwork in a continuous way over a period of 14 months and building
confidential relations with the stakeholders within the organisation enabled us to explore
different means of provoking new insights and intervening into their practices. As part of
increasing transparency across sub-sections in the organisation and developing design briefs
in front-end innovation, we designed a tangible artefact, which we call the tangible brief. The
tangible brief was originally intended to help designers and engineers collaboratively work on
developing design briefs to find focus at eatly stages of their idea development. However, it
eventually took the role of an artefact that would provoke fruitful discussions around their
practices, and challenge their managers into reconsidering ways, in which they have planned
and intended to organize front-end innovation activities. As such, the tangible brief
inadvertently ended up deconstructing the purpose of the design brief. As new conversations
emerged the tangible brief soon led to the elimination of the design brief procedure
altogether. If this had not happened, there is a high chance that the organisation would still
be struggling with the design briefs today.

In the participants’ interactions with each other and the tool, we came to understand
how it stirred conversations that led us to better understand their underlying concerns about
their work practices, and the social structures built around these. The workshops and
meetings emerged as dedicated spaces for them to discuss particular ideas, and use the
tangible objects as a way of explaining themselves, challenging each other and imagining
alternate futures. The tangible brief thereby quickly became another access point for us to
generate ethnographic insight, and we consciously took that into consideration as the design
process unfolded. Thus, combining the tangible nature of design with the analytical and
comparative study of anthropology, we came to provoke insights and stories that we had not
been aware of. Nor would we have been able to elicit these through the conversations we
continuously found ourselves part of, formally and informally. In engaging with the tool and
discussing the development of design briefs, the participants disclosed concerns about their
inability to understand front-end innovation processes and work procedures that their
managers had recently introduced. Therefore it opened up new conversations about their
practices and a request for negotiating department priorities, strategic aims etc.

In the paper and through designing the tangible brief I focus on the quality of
conversations (Buur and Larsen, 2010) emerging as a result of gestures and responses in the
interactions between practitioners and managers, and explore how the tangible nature of the
tool nurtures interactions that trigger participants to stress concerns they had not had the
opportunity to articulate in any proper forum, prior to being presented to them in such an
explicit way. In my attempts to conduct fieldwork to better understand the undetlying
challenges they experience in dealing with front-end innovation, I found myself entangled in
political and social structures I had not anticipated. Initially, the tool seemed to support
management in implementing new strategies and work procedures in a pain-free way.
However, it started generating new insights about the organisation, and uncovering themes
that I had not been aware of nor directed into asking about during previous ethnographic
endeavours. I argue that inviting tangible artefacts into ethnographic practice emerges as a
valuable way to create impact on the type of access we as ethnographers are allowed in the
field. I find that ethnographers can move beyond the “classic” modes of ethnographic
consulting in business—in which we offer recommendations for change through mostly
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verbal forms of communication—and instead instigate change while simultaneously
generating new knowledge about organisational life.

Tangible Artefacts in Ethnographic Fieldwork — Participatory innovation tools have
previously shown a unique capacity to “contribute to a high quality conversation” (Eftekhari
and Larsen, 2012:299). This study has shown that tangible artefacts involved in ethnographic
endeavours can play different agendas, rather than simply supporting collaboration. So what
may we learn from this experience? What does it teach us about ethnography and
participatory innovation? Was the discovery of the tangible brief as a political tool simply a
matter of chance or can we say more about it than that?

I argue that this experience is not a simple result of accidental findings, but has the
potential to shift our field to consider its role as intervening in the organisations we work
with. My argument here is that within organisational participatory innovation settings,
tangible artefacts may open new lines of inquiry. By approaching design and anthropology
and their interrelation as ways of generating insights, tangible artefacts have the potential to
supplement and complement ethnographic field methods. As such, the design of the tangible
brief and the ethnographic endeavours were in constant dialogue. This allowed for new
discoveries to emerge through a situated anthropological study particularly inspired by the
design process. As Otto and Smith (2013) state, design anthropology becomes a way of both
analysing and doing in the process of generating insights. It also becomes a way of reflecting
upon situated relations between people and to go beyond explanation to challenge and
reframe usual dialogues (Smith and Kjersgaard, 2015). Through interventions and material
engagements in situated contexts, one creates opportunities for change (ibid). Thus,
provoking the researcher to question initial assumptions, re-frame practices and social
relations. Here, it challenged me to treat ethnographic fieldwork as an integrated part of the
participatory innovation process. As such, I was not seeking a final destination of gaining
ultimate knowledge about the field, but rather engage with the field to test, challenge and
develop my understandings of their innovation practices.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The paper explores the role of a tool we call ‘the tangible brief’, and shows how it was
initially intended to increase transparency across department sub-sections by creating a space
for front-end innovation to be discussed. However, it eventually ended up serving as a tool
highlighting the politics at play inside the organization. I underline how this work opens up
new lines of inquiry towards exploring the shifting roles of tangible artefacts in supporting
ethnographers to conduct fieldwork. I prompt us, as ethnographers in the business wotld, to
reimagine our practices, and our roles and relationships with organizational stakeholders.
Instead of maintaining the “consultant” as a role model, we could consider our role as
designers, disruptors or something entirely different. This leads to my point of
ethnographers being able to contribute with not only the field knowledge we generate, but
with the things we can do in organizations. It goes in line with Powell’s work on social
mediation (Powell, 2016), where he argues that we might find ways of challenging
perspectives within organizations. He argues that rather than neglecting the importance of
outcomes like those of reframing relationships, we may reconsider the scope of
ethnographic practice, and move beyond the textual product and the ability to provide

174 Ethnographic Tools: From Insight to Intervention — Mosleh



organizations with recommendations for change. Doing that, we could perhaps engage more
richly with the back-stage challenges and social structures of the organization to challenge
taken-for-granted assumptions, and contribute with increasingly nuanced perspectives on
organizational innovation practices.
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Rapid innovation in science and technology has led to the development of new fields that transcend traditional disciplinary
boundaries. Previous studies have retroactively examined the emergence of these fields. This paper outlines a mixed
method approach for using network ethnography to identify emerging fields as they develop, track their evolution over
time, and increase collaboration on these topics. This approach allowed us to simultaneonsly analyze organizational
trends and gain an understanding of why these patterns occurred. Collecting ethnographic data thronghout the course of
the study enabled us to iteratively improve the fit of our models. 1t also helped us design an experimental method for
creating new teams in these fields and test the effectiveness of this intervention. Initially, organizational leaders were wary
of using a network intervention to alter these fields. However, by presenting insights from both onr network analysis and
ethnographic fieldwork, we were able to demonstrate the strategic need and potential impact of this type of intervention.
We believe that network ethnography can be applied in many other research contexts to help build strategic partnerships,
Jacilitative organizational change, and track industry trends.

Keywords: Ethnography, Social Network Analysis, Collaboration, Community Detection, Mixed Methods
INTRODUCTION

Scientific collaboration often produces new discoveries, perspectives, and fields of
knowledge. However, it is difficult to track the emergence of new fields at an organizational
level or evaluate teams using an experimental research design. We address this issue in this
paper by outlining how researchers can use a mixed method approach called network
ethnography to holistically detect communities and study their evolution over time. Our
team used this method to identify emerging research communities within a university’s
scientific collaboration network, track their evolution over time, and design an intervention
to increase collaboration in these fields.

Network ethnography combines methods from social network analysis (SNA) and
ethnography to simultaneously analyze the structure and cultural context of communities
(Velden & Lagoze, 2013; Berthod et al., 2017). Previous studies have highlighted the need
for using network ethnography to better understand the rationale behind network structures
and designing interventions (Valente et al., 2015; Berthod et al., 2017). Using network
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analysis methods allowed our team to visualize what these collaboration trends and
organizational structures look like, as well as translate big data into actionable insights. Using
ethnographic methods allowed our team to improve the accuracy of our models by helping
us to identify more meaningful research teams, as well as gather the thick data necessary to
understand why these communities emerged. By combining network and ethnographic
methods and data sources, we believe that organizations can cultivate a more nuanced
understanding of communities and their structures. In this paper, we provide an overview of
our process and discuss ways that other researchers can leverage network ethnography to
detect and study communities.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Scientific Collaboration

Scientific collaboration networks are a crucial channel for the diffusion of knowledge and
innovation across disciplines and organizations. The number of research collaborations have
been steadily growing each year (Dhand et al., 2016; Wuchty et al., 2007; Leahey, 2016). As a
result, the field of team science has developed new metrics and methods for measuring team
functioning in academic, government, and industry contexts using rigorous scientific
methods (Borner et al., 2010, Stokols et al., 2008b; Fiore, 2008; Falk-Krzesinski et al., 2010;
Falk-Krzesinski et al., 2011; Rozovsky, 2015). These studies have found that research
collaborations vary greatly both within and across organizations. This variation occurs
ptimarily based on the number of collaborators, the amount of team members/otrganizations
involved, the group’s disciplinary orientation, and the team’s end goal (Stokols et al., 2008a).

On one end of the collaboration spectrum, pairs or teams of researchers from the same
department and university often work together to address a problem that advances the
discipline (unidisciplinary). Many scientific collaborations are unidisciplinary due to the
organizational structures, training process, and reward systems of many institutions. Two
major advantages of single discipline collaborations are the ability to build consensus on
what is at the edge of the discipline and work more quickly to produce results due to a
shared disciplinary training and language (Sonnenwald, 2007; Jacobs, 2014). As a result,
unidisciplinary collaborations are often prioritized by departments in the tenure and
promotion process. However, this disciplinary focus causes silos of knowledge to emerge
and fragments scientific research. This insulated process limits knowledge diffusion,
innovation transfer, and general awareness of others work on similar topics across
disciplines. It also has caused disciplines to develop very different standards for evaluating
the impact of research and the productivity of researchers.

Departments also play an important role in compartmentalizing science. These
disciplinary units are reflected in federal programs, funding opportunities, hiring practices,
money allocation, graduate training, and the division of university resources. As a result,
other studies have also found that disciplinary affiliation is a significant predictor of grant
and publication network structure (Dhand et al., 2016). Our study seeks to disrupt this trend
by identifying cross-disciplinary communities that present unique combinations of
knowledge and providing researchers in these fields with incentives to collaborate on grant
and publications.
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We operationalize cross-disciplinary communities as groups with collaborations between
researchers from at least two different disciplines which are often operationalized as
departments. We believe that tracking these unique combinations of knowledge can help us
to identify the emergence of new scientific fields that often transcend disciplinary
boundaries. These emergent research communities also highlight the unique research focuses
of a particular university and allow organizations to track the evolution of a specific field at
their institution.

This study uses SNA and community detection algorithms to identify cross-disciplinary
emerging research fields within a university’s scientific collaboration network that could
benefit from additional support. SNA provides a method for visualizing the social
connections (edges) between individuals or other entities such as organizations (nodes). It is
also an interdisciplinary field that illustrates the role that social relationships play in shaping
individual and group behaviors (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).

This study builds on Valente (2012), Vacca et al. (2015), and other network scientists’
research on the role of network interventions in science, health, management, and other
fields. These studies outlined methods for identifying influential individuals within a
community, segmenting communities, inducing increased interaction between already
connected community members, or altering the whole network to create or remove
individuals or connections within an existing community. In our study, we altered the
network to increase the number of connections (edges) between group members who had
not collaborated before.

SNA has also been used to measure and describe the structural patterns of scientific
collaboration networks (Newman, 2004). Scientific collaboration network structures are
driven by a variety of organizational, disciplinary, geographic, linguistic, and cultural factors.
Spatial proximity, homophily, transitivity, past collaboration experiences, shared funding
sources, disciplinary training, and organizational divisions like departmental and college
affiliation play a major role in shaping the structure of scientific collaboration networks.
Previous studies have found that spatial proximity is also a strong predictor for research
collaboration, with those closest to one another most likely to collaborate (Katz, 1994;
Newman, 2001; Olson & Olson, 2003). Analysis of homophily (the idea that birds of a
feather flock together) in collaboration networks has found that researchers are more likely
to work with other researchers who are similar to them in discipline, age, gender, and other
background characteristics (Powell et al., 2005). Research on the transitivity (the concept that
friends of my friend are also my friends) of scientific collaboration networks found that the
clustering coefficient was greater than by random chance and occurs due to scientists often
introducing their collaborators to their other collaborators (Wasserman & Faust, 1994;
Newman, 2001).

Using Network Ethnography to Improve Community Detection

Scientific collaboration networks are often very large. The networks in our study range in
size from between 3,000 and 5,000 nodes (individual researchers) and between 10,000 and
20,000 edges (collaborative links between researchers). Other studies have used a variety of
different quantitative methods to examine specific research fields or groups (Chen, 2003;
Chen, 2004; Braam & Van Raan, 1991a; Braam & Van Raan, 1991b; Massy, 2014).
Community detection algorithms allow researchers to identify smaller meaningful units
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within a larger network (Newman & Girvan, 2004; Blondel et al., 2008). This helps to
compare and contrast communities within the network and identify trends.

The community detection literature has focused on identifying and examining
communities through quantitative approaches. Many of these approaches have been adapted
from methods developed in computer science, sociology, and statistics (Newman, 2004;
Porter et al., 2009). Previous studies have highlighted the difficulty of testing and evaluating
algorithms’ effectiveness at community detection in real-world networks (Gregory, 2008;
Fortunato, 2010). Newman (2008) also acknowledged this issue in his critique that,

The development of methods for finding communities within networks is a thriving sub-area
of the field, with an enormous number of different techniques under development. Methods
for understanding what the communities mean after you find them are, by contrast, still
quite primitive, and much more needs to be done if we are to gain real knowledge from the
output of our computer programs...Moreover, it’s hard to know whether we are even
measuring the right things in many cases.

We hypothesized that applying a network ethnography approach could help to better
understand these communities, explain why these fields developed, and address these
measurement issues. Therefore, we designed a study where we participated and observed
these research communities to examine their cultural patterns and norms. We also
interviewed a sample of the researchers identified as community members to gain insights on
what these communities meant to them and whether we were measuring the right things.

There is a long history of anthropologists combining ethnographic and network
methods to examine personal and small community networks (Radcliffe-Brown, 1940;
Mitchell, 1974; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Ethnography provides a scientific method for
analyzing cultures. Our ethnographic study of a university used participant observation and
semi-structured interviews with researchers to systematically study scientific collaboration
culture by exploring organizational dynamics and disciplinary norms. This paper is part of a
small but emerging body of literature applying ethnographic approaches to examine
networks and other models created by big data sources (Velden & Lagoze, 2013; Wang,
2013; Natus, 2014, Berthod et al., 2017). This study builds upon both this long ethnographic
tradition and emerging field by adding two new dimensions. First, we introduce the concept
of using ethnography to test the fit of community detection algorithms. Second, we describe
how ethnography can help researcher gain the necessary buy-in and funding from
organizational leaders to design and implement a network intervention.

In order to design a network intervention, researchers must possess a strong
understanding of both the underlying network structures of a community and how its
cultural context shapes group behavior. Ethnography provides a lens for uncovering these
deeper sources of meaning. Therefore, network ethnography combines SNA and
ethnographic methods to explore communities more deeply (Velden & Lagoze, 2013;
Berthod et al., 2017). Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches enables scientists to
cultivate a deeper understanding of both what network structures exist and why these
cultural processes developed. This dual analysis adds depth to both sides of the analysis. It
helps to develop more realistic models of community behavior, address measurement issues,
and analyze decision-making processes at both an individual and group level.

Our study also draws on the vast literature on translational science (Woolf, 2008; Horig
et al., 2005; Sussman et al., 2006; Stokols et al., 2008a). This field has two main focuses. First,
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the translation of scientific knowledge to facilitate the adoption of new clinical practices and
improve public health outcomes. Second, translating knowledge within teams or transferring
knowledge between teams, institutes, or other organizations. The translation process plays a
vital role in the development of novel therapies, replication of scientific studies, and
dissemination of findings to the public. This literature provided the study with a framework
for translating this network intervention to other contexts.

METHODOLOGY

Our study used a multi-stage mixed method iterative approach to identify emerging scientific
fields, study these communities’ team dynamics and cultural norms, design an experimental
intervention, and create new research teams. Combining the methods of participant
observation, social network analysis, community detection, ethnographic interviews, web
profile analysis, and surveys allowed our team to simultaneously analyze big and thick data.
Utilizing this ethnographic network approach helped us gain a more nuanced understanding
of both the network structures and cultural norms of communities we were studying. It also
allowed us to design and implement our network intervention.

We began our project by conducting conducted six months of participant observation at
a large university. We participated and observed a variety of activities across the university’s
sixteen colleges. These activities included participating in multidisciplinary scientific
collaborations, observing scientists collaborating, talking with thirty-six researchers about
their past and current collaboration experiences, and attending meetings across scientific
disciplines both prior to and throughout this process. This contextual inquiry provided us
with the necessary context to plan our study and understand disciplinary differences in
collaboration norms. This context also helped us understand why this intervention was
needed and where to focus our efforts for the greatest impact. This was necessary for
pitching our project to organizational leaders in order to get the necessary buy-in, funding,
and other resources that were requires to implement our experimental network intervention.
We continued our participant observation throughout the duration of the study. This
continued participant observation helped us to ask better questions during our interviews,
test our models, and adapt to organizational changes.

Our next step was to acquire the scientific collaboration data for all researchers at the
university so that we could map their collaborations. We defined scientific collaborators as
co-investigators on at least one funded grant or co-authors on at least one academic
publication. Therefore, we used grant and publication data to create scientific collaboration
networks. We chose this approach because our participant observation and interviews with
researchers clearly demonstrated that these were the two most common products of formal
research collaborations in academia. This finding is consistent with previous studies on
scientific collaboration. We then used this data to map the university’s scientific
collaboration network using UCINET and R. Network analysis allowed us to visualize
university level trends in collaboration (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The university’s scientific collaboration network in 2013. Each node (dot) in the
visualization (Figure 1) represents a researcher and each tie (line) represents a collaboration
between two researchers. Nodes are colored to distinguished between collaborations on a
publication, grant, or both (multiplex).

After looking at organizational trends, we used community detection algorithms to
identify emerging research communities within this network. We defined an emerging
research community as a group of researchers collaborating on a related scientific topic. This
definition is consistent with previous studies and our ethnographic interviews with
researchers. These communities were identified using the Louvain method of community
detection (Blondel et al., 2008). We chose this method because it maximizes modularity. This
allowed us to identify very specific communities within our large scientific network and
easily see the distinction between communities (Fortunato, 2010). It also allowed us to
identify persistent (longitudinal) rather than temporal (single-year) communities. Our
participant observation and interviews with researchers revealed clear differences in the
scope and type of collaboration that occurs in short and long-term research projects. As a
result, we chose to prioritize longitudinal communities because we wanted to map emerging
trends across the university rather than individual research projects.

We identified emerging research communities in a few different ways in order to capture
the variety of collaborations we observed through our participant obsetrvation and learned
about through our interviews. First, we used a sum method to identify communities where
investigators collaborated at some point between a certain period. Second, we used a co-
membership method to identify communities where investigators collaborated consecutively
for a certain period of time. Figures 2 and 3 highlight the differences between the sum and
co-membership methods by looking at the same community of researchers over a two-year
period. We then examined how the communities changed when we changed the criteria
from between one and five yeats.
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Figure 2. An example of a community using Louvain sum method. The image on the left
highlights the community’s location within the university’s scientific collaboration network.
The image on the right represents a community that contains individuals who have been in
the community at any time in two of the past five years (not necessarily consecutively).
Nodes are colored by academic unit.

Figure 3. An example of a community using Louvain co-membership method. The image on
the left highlights the community’s location within the university’s scientific collaboration
network. The image on the right contains investigators who have been part of the same
community for two or more consecutive years in the past five years. Nodes are colored by
academic unit.

Examining how the communities’ network structures changed based on the method and
criteria helped us to visualize the different types of collaborations that participants described
in interviews. Detecting a variety of different communities also allowed us to test multiple
networks with participants during our interviews. This user feedback helped us understand
the key differences between these different community visualizations and modify our criteria
to create models that better fit reality and their cultural context.

After we identified these communities, we performed a profile analysis of each
researcher or clinician identified in an emerging community to determine their research
topics. We began this process by looking at each researcher or clinician’s university website
and performing a web search to identify their scientific expertise. We read through the
names of the publications, grants, and collaborators they mentioned on their faculty web
page or other online profiles. Then, we identified common keywords for each researcher.
We compared these keywords to other researchers identified as part of their community to
identify shared topics within research groups. We classified their research field by combining
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the most commonly shared topics across the community. Comparing keywords across
community members was often difficult because their profiles varied greatly in their scope,
tone, the level of detail, and the types of information they provided.

Next, we solicited feedback from twenty-three researchers on our network visualizations
through ethnographic interviews. We scheduled three distinct stages of interviews in order to
iteratively test our visualizations and get participant feedback.

In the first stage, we conducted semi-structured interviews with three researchers to
learn about their collaboration experiences and ask for feedback on the visualizations. Our
goal for this first round of ethnographic interviews was to evaluate the measurement of our
community detection instrument and determine if we should adjust our time frame,
inclusion criteria, or exclusion criteria. We selected three researchers from two of the
communities (from different departments and colleges) that were working on similar
research topics (hypertension) to compare and contrast their visualizations. We then
interviewed them for approximately one hour about their research collaborations to get
feedback on our network visualizations. The user feedback from this stage let us know that
we needed to revisit our criteria.

In the second stage, we solicited additional feedback from six researchers on our revised
visualizations via email. Two of these researchers participated in the first round of
interviews, one was unable to meet for an interview due to scheduling issues, and three had
been previously interviewed about their collaboration experiences for another research
project we conducted. Our goal for this stage was to test the new visualizations to determine
whether the changes to the time frame helped to identify emergent research communities
that reflected researchers’ perceptions. The user feedback from this stage verified that the
criteria changes we made allowed us to identify emerging research fields that fit users’ mental
models and were more positively perceived by respondents.

In the third stage, we conducted additional ethnographic data on these emerging research
fields through interviewing sixteen scientists and clinicians. We used these interviews to
further evaluate the revised visualizations, get feedback on their strengths and weaknesses,
and collect narratives on team science and the translational process. Our goal for this stage
of the process was to cultivate a better understanding of these communities in order to
design a network intervention to propose new research pairs. The feedback from this stage
allowed us to move forward with our network intervention.

In the final stage of this project, we identified pairs of researchers from the same
emerging research community. In order to be eligible to participate in our network
intervention, communities had to contain at least one member from the health sciences and
could not have collaborated on a grant or publication in the past three years. We identified
both a treatment and control group that had similar network structures and shared similar
group characteristics (i.e. level of interdisciplinary). We then selected pairs from the
periphery of these communities.

We then conducted another round of web profile analysis to evaluate whether or not the
pairs were viable. Through this analysis, we identified fifteen pairs of thirty investigators and
sent them an email outlined the study’s goals and incentives. Each member of the pairs who
participated was awarded $1,500 in professional development funds. This funding was
contingent upon the pairs attending a group meeting to provide an overview of our network
intervention and jointly submitting a letter of intent that described a new collaborative
project for potential pilot funding from the institute. Based on the quality of their letter of
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intent, three pairs were asked to submit a full grant proposal. These proposals were peer-
reviewed and the institute we partnered with selected which pair received a pilot award of up
to $25,000 to complete their project.

RESULTS

Our analysis revealed two distinct types of communities: cores and bridges. Core
communities are research groups that are concentrated within the same section of the
university’s scientific collaboration network with dense connections typically between a small
(<20) group of investigators (Figure 4). Bridging communities represent groups that span
across different sections of the university’s scientific collaboration network with sparser
connections typically between a large (>20) group of investigators (Figure 5). We also
examined the network structure and composition of each community (Leone Sciabolazza et
al,, 2017).

Figure 4. An example of core community. Each node (dot) represents a researcher. Nodes
are colored by the researcher’s college affiliation.

Figure 5. An example of bridging community. Each node (dot) represents a researcher.
Nodes are colored by the researcher’s college affiliation.

First Stage of Interviews

The first stage of interviews revealed five common themes: measurement issues due to
criteria limitations, missing data, respondents’ poor perceptions of the visualizations, the role
of mentorship in these networks, and researchers’ motivations for transdisciplinary
collaboration. All of the respondents made it clear that these visualizations were too narrow.
One scientist responded to the visualization by explaining,

The search criteria are pretty strict [...] I get what you are getting at, it’s just you are gonna
miss some things because [you know] it can still be a consistent collaboration but some of
the people may change over time [...] It’s a way to reduce the complexity of this but I just
worry that you lose a lot.
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They also reported that many of their critical collaborators and more recent projects were
missing from these visualizations. This feedback indicated a need to adjust the time frame to
better capture their current collaborations and breadth of their research.

The comments from all three interviews suggested that though we were trying to capture
emerging communities we were actually identifying stable communities in this first iteration.
By identifying only communities where members had collaborated in all five of the past five
years, we were capturing small core groups that had a strong history of collaboration. These
communities often represented strong relationships between mentors and their mentees.
Though these are important relationships to examine, they were not the target of our
analysis.

We also found through the interviews that the networks looked simpler and more
homogeneous than they actually were in terms of their department/college identification and
the strength of the collaboration. The respondents said that though the collaborations
highlighted in this group were true, they did not highlight their most innovative or
interdisciplinary work on emerging topics. This is a measurement issue that was addressed by
adjusting the criteria from five years to a two to three-year period. This shift allowed us to
capture much larger, more dynamic communities, working on more recent scientific issues in
emerging research fields.

Interviewees also noted that many of their critical collaborations from this period were
missing though they believed that they fit the inclusion criteria. It seemed like on a large
scale the network data was great at identifying trends, but its accuracy from year to year can
be limited. The issues of some missing data points are problematic when you have set strict
community criteria. Thus, it is essential to loosen the criteria to improve the accuracy of the
models. If a collaborator needs to be in the community all five years, small issues can result
in big problems like a lack of appearance within the network. However, if we relax the
criteria to two or three years these collaborations will still appear though the strength of the
tie between researchers may be underreported.

These initial interviewees also found the network visualizations interesting but perceived
them negatively. They were frustrated that these visualizations did not highlight what
respondent’s self-identified as their most emetgent research collaboration/topic. They also
believed that they minimized the interdisciplinary work they were often proudest of. These
responses highlight the importance of getting feedback on models created through big data
sources. Negative perceptions of visualizations can signal a deeper problem with the tool you
are building. It is important to create visualizations that fit people’s mental models of the
phenomenon you are trying to map or they will simply dismiss your results as irrelevant.

The interviews highlighted the critical role that mentorship plays in developing stable
research communities. Mentors play a major role in socializing mentees and setting
collaboration norms. Mentees introduce mentors to new ideas, challenge their assumptions,
and introduce them to other faculty members (typically through co-membership on graduate
committees). The mentor-mentee relationship forms a strong bond that does not respond to
funding mechanisms the same way that other collaborations do. Mentors and mentees also
play a critical role in brokering new collaborations by introducing them to new collaborators
outside their network. They also provide a sounding board for questioning assumptions and
developing new insights.
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Interviewees explain that their primary motivations for collaborations were
intellectual curiosity and passion for the project. They also shared the belief that
interdisciplinary collaborations can be more difficult but they are also more rewarding long
term. They highlighted different expectations, administrative barriers, disciplinary norms,
and academic language as the primary challenges when engaging in interdisciplinary team
science.

After this first round of interviews, we shared this feedback within our team and redefined
our criteria. Based on our user feedback from these initial interviews, we revised our models
and adjusted the time frame from five years to both two and three years. We chose to create
both two and three-year visualizations because we believed based on the interview feedback
that sharing both types of communities with interviewees would allow us to examine
different types of collaborative projects.

Second Stage of Interviews

After revisiting our criteria and soliciting additional user feedback to test our changes, we
collected additional ethnographic data on these emerging research fields through
interviewing sixteen scientists and clinicians. These interviews highlighted the many
challenges of capturing emerging research fields. Emergent fields are difficult to capture due
to the fast pace of science and slow speed of the peer-review process. The networks
highlighted the general trends in the community but were not able to capture the subtle
nuances of group dynamics and many informal collaborations between researchers that did
not result in a publication or grant. In order to address this issue, interviewees suggested that
we integrate data sources from other collaboration products like grant applications, patents,
and abstracts from conference presentations to identify more recent research collaborations
and emerging topics. However, interviewees agreed that these networks were helpful tools
for starting a conversation about their collaborations.

The co-membership (consecutive) networks were identified by respondents as the most
accurate by interviewees. The two-year consecutive co-membership networks were identified
by the most interviewees as the best representation of their emerging research field.
However, the three-year consecutive co-membership network was seen as the most
meaningful by many respondents, especially those with larger collaboration networks.

We found that interviewees received medium sized communities more positively than
small or large communities. Communities of ten to forty researchers were typically most
meaningful to participants. When communities were smaller than ten people, respondents
often said it was too small and highlighted only their core collaborators. Communities of
more than forty researchers were helpful for situating researchers’ context within the larger
university’s network, but they often did not know of all of the community members. This
was especially true in communities that had more than one hundred members.

Respondents said that they enjoyed seeing where their work fit into the larger scientific
research landscape at their university. However, they were often overwhelmed by looking at
the larger visualizations and did not derive a lot of meaning from these types of networks
beyond being excited to share them with others. Most respondents identified their middle-
sized community as the most accurate representation of their collaboration network and the
emerging research field in which they were identified. They explained that this community
best balanced the breadth and depth of their research in a meaningful way.
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Scientists’ perceptions of themselves and their research also shapes the way they
interpret these visualizations. Those with a high level of status within the university and
collaborators viewed these visualizations as proof of their accomplishments. Whereas, those
with a lower level of status within the university and fewer collaborators often saw these
visualizations as tools that demonstrated their self-worth, the level of their connections, and
the value of their research. One associate professor even said that she planned to use these
visualizations as resources for her tenure packet. Other faculty members expressed interests
in using the visualizations for other purposes. These included fostering new collaborations at
a department level or starting new collaborations within their research group. The act of
sharing and starting a conversation about these visualizations with faculty members served as
a form of intervention to raise community members’ awareness of these emerging research
fields and their collaboration patterns. Though these efforts were not part of our initial goals
for the project, they demonstrate the potential network effects that sharing these
visualizations can have on research communities.

Researchers define their research community in different ways. This definition varies
based on their individual conception of collaboration and the disciplinary context of their
field. These different conceptions of communities vary greatly by research context.
Interviewees provided different narratives about their collaboration in response to each
community they were shown. This means that there is no clear best way to identify and
visualize a research community. It also means that different communities reflect the team
dynamics and focuses of many of the same researchers and clinicians during a distinct time
period. As one researcher explained,

All of them actually represent probably components of my research...Each of the little
connection charts encompass kind of different components of the collaborations I’'ve done.
Ranging from I think the first one tended to be more cell biological and biochemical and I
think the last one was more focused on kind of the translational.

This description highlights the potential utility of sharing these network visualizations as a
tool for starting conversations about the processual nature of translational and team science.

Most researchers responded positively to the network visualizations. They seemed
excited to view the visualizations, provide feedback, and highlight connections between
themselves and other researchers throughout the university. They also appreciated seeing the
overlap between their different fields. Examining these connections between themselves and
other researchers and clinicians seems to give many interviewees a sense of purpose. Most
respondents were able to draw connections between their research and others they knew or
had heard of before but had not collaborated with. It also allowed them to highlighted the
impact of their work and its impacts beyond their discipline or academia.

Though the overall comments were very positive, researchers also pointed out several
limitations of using these visualizations to examine emerging research fields. Most
researchers were able to identify one or two of their key collaborators who were missing
from the visualization. Often, these were collaborations that had not yet resulted in an
awarded grant or publication, but that had resulted in a grant proposal or conference
presentation. A few times the person they identified was involved but they were missing
because either they had been grouped into another community or there was a
disambiguation error with the data.
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Another limitation was the presence of investigators who had either left the university or
died in the past three years. Interviewees did not really mind seeing the names of students
who had graduated, post-docs who had received positions at other universities, or faculty
members who had recently retired. Rather, they often used this as an opportunity to share
stories about their past collaborations or their current position. However, interviewees were
often upset to see the name of researchers who had passed away recently. Many interviewees
were also sad or frustrated to see the names of researchers who recently left for other
positions. They explained that though the networks were technically correct, the presence of
investigators in their community who were no longer at the university seemed wrong. We
tried to remove investigators who were no longer at the university. However, this process
was more difficult than we initially anticipated.

Collaborations within these fields wetre described by interviewees as a way to both
improve the quality of their research and ride out the storms of funding in an increasingly
competitive market. Many interviewees described the turn taking process of
authorship/investigator status that often occurs when publishing articles and writing grants
in in long term collaborations. They also highlighted the role that career level plays in
collaboration dynamics in terms of status, power, funding, and priorities. Some respondents
said that it was often easier to work with those at the same level so their goals were aligned;
whereas, others said it was helpful to work with people at different levels to help them cope
with funding lulls within the group. Interviewees’ research narratives illustrated the role their
mentors played in shaping their collaboration style and choices when choosing collaborators.
Mentees often mirror the collaboration patterns demonstrated by their mentor, whether
consciously or unconsciously.

LIMITATIONS

Using network metrics to select pairs and introduce investigators to one another provides a
new and exciting method for testing and evaluating the effects of a pilot program or network
intervention. This method has the potential to increase the impact of the intervention.
However, it is also important to highlight some of the potential limitations and ethical
challenges of applying these approaches to alter networks and their implications for other
studies.

Designing a network intervention that alters community dynamics and structures
requires researchers to make a series of decisions that have implications for the people and
communities they identify, as well as those who are not selected to participate. Community
detection and other algorithmic decisions are often marketed as objective criteria. However,
as Gregory (2008) writes,

There is no standard definition of community and no consensus about how a network
should be divided into communities.

Also, as this paper demonstrates, these methods require individuals to make subjective
choices about what and how to measure. These individual choices are also shaped by the
priorities and culture of the organizations they are embedded within. Ethnography can help
us better understand these choices and their organizational context.
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However, it is important to remember that algorithms are powerful and not neutral.
There is a great deal of power that comes from creating these algorithms and making
decisions based on their results (Lustig et al., 2016). Using ethnographic methods to engage
with the community members you are attempting to map and soliciting user feedback can
help to reduce this power imbalance and create more realistic models of big data sources.
Yet, it does not negate the power imbalance between researchers and participants that is
built into experimental design. Therefore, it is important to also acknowledge the potential
limitations of these models. Researchers’ subjective decisions can have a significant impact
on the groups that they map and those that they ignore.

In the case of this study, these communities were used to identify pairs of researchers
that would be offered exclusive access to apply for pilot award/seed grant funding. This type
of award can make a significant impact in a researchers’ career. Thus, providing access to
some faculty members over others requires critical decision making and hard choices.
Controlling this process provides a great deal of power to algorithm creators (Lazer, 2015).
We believe that our network intervention can help to reduce some of the biases of
traditional funding mechanisms that have been reported in previous studies (Helmer et al.,
2017; Marsh et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2008). However, it also introduces its own bias and
challenges. These issues would be compounded if the stake of the intervention were higher.
Therefore, it is important to keep these ethical challenges in mind when using community
detection algorithms to design interventions.

Planning and implementing these types of interventions also presents many logistical
challenges. However, we believe that they can also lead to new ways of fostering innovation
and knowledge production across an organization. Incorporating ethnography throughout
our research design helped us to gain buy-in from stakeholders and test our assumptions.
However, we expetienced several recruitment challenges when contacting pairs about
participating in the network intervention.

Since the pait’s participation is contingent upon their partners’ desire to participate, it
can be difficult to identify viable pairs. Some investigators were eager to participate but we
could not identify an eligible collaborator in their community who was interested in our
study. One way to address some of the issues we experienced in our study would be to ask a
researcher who knows both members of the pair to introduce them and suggest that they
collaborate. A request from an existing collaborator could be more impactful than an email
from someone they do not know. Our participant observation and interviews revealed that
these types of recommendation from current collaborators often play a critical role in
fostering new scientific collaborations and developing rapport between new team members.
Future studies could also adopt this type of approach when recruiting users for a site or
proposing a new collaboration with another team.

CONCLUSION

Identifying emerging research communities provides a useful method of visualizing team
science its network effects. As demonstrated throughout this paper, combining network
analysis with ethnographic research can help researchers identify trends and opportunities
organizational change. Our mixed method approach improved our knowledge and models of
scientific communities by helping us combine insights from big data and thick data (Wang,
2013). Applying an ethnographic lens allowed us to connect scientific collaboration networks
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with larger narratives about team science and translational research. Other researchers could
also use the network ethnography method to gain a more nuanced understanding of both
the network structures and cultural norms of communities they are studying and leverage
this knowledge to design better experiments. We believe that using this approach can help
organizations track emerging research fields in their industry. It can also help organizations
better support existing teams, provide funding to encourage new groups to collaborate on
these topics, and translate their findings to the public.

Social network analysis and community detection algorithms allowed our team to create
compelling visuals that clearly documented organizational trends in a way that was easy for
organizational leaders to consume. Ethnographic approaches helped our team gain the
necessaty cultural context to develop new perspectives on team dynamics and tell compelling
stories about why our intervention was needed and what type of organizational impact we
expected it to generate. As expected, our analysis revealed a significant overlap between the
research communities we detected and traditional department, colleges, and academic units.
However, our participant observation and interviews with community members revealed
that interdisciplinary collaborations were central to their research aims. Researchers took
pride in their interdisciplinary work in these emerging fields even when it was actively
discouraged by their peers or dis-incentivized by their departments.

Understanding both what interdisciplinary research collaborations looked like, how they
evolved over time, and why they were so important to both scientists and clinicians helped
us to demonstrate to organizational leaders the need for funding and support for this type of
network intervention. Other researchers could use a similar approach to identify users’ pain
points and demonstrate to their managers or C-suite executives the need to invest in their
solution. Combining the network visualizations that prove that a problem exists with user
stories that demonstrate their pain points helps researchers make a stronger case for their
proposed changes.

Soliciting feedback from respondents through ethnographic interviews was a critical part
of improving our models to better fit the realities of team science. During the first round, all
three interviewees agreed that the models we showed them were too simplistic, focused too
much on their long-term collaborations, and were not emphasizing their current research
agendas. They were also disappointed that the networks did not capture the diversity of their
achievements, especially when these were interdisciplinary collaborations. We were able to
incorporate their feedback into the models by shortening the length of time individuals
needed to be in the same community. After reducing the time period from five to between
two and three years, interviewees responded positively to the networks and reported that
they saw them as meaningful representations of their emerging research field. Other
researchers often adopt this type of approach when testing prototypes or designs. However,
our study shows that researchers could also use this method to iteratively test their plans for
experimental interventions.

Sharing these visualizations with researchers transformed the way they looked at their
research community and their place within the larger university. They also solicited thick data
from scientists on the cultural context on these research communities, which allowed us to
improve the fit of our models. Respondents enjoyed seeing their position in the community
and explaining the narrative behind why that connection existed and how the collaboration
started and developed over time. Respondents were also excited to interact with the models
and provide feedback on who was missing and share their explanations of why they might be
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missing. It was rather intuitive for them to make connections between their work and the
work of others in the group even if they have not worked with them directly. In many cases,
people were excited to see that a colleague they knew but had not formally collaborated with
was also a part of their community.

Typically, there were only one or two people who they did not know in their research
community, especially the one they believed most accurately reflects their collaboration. This
finding suggests that these research communities are more than just abstract representations
of science but represent real communities of scientific inquiry and connection. They
highlight both actual collaborations on grants and publications as well as thought
communities that researchers use to disseminate and share their ideas with their colleagues
working on related but distinct topics. By modeling five different ways that respondents
could conceptualize their research communities, we were able to examine different types of
communities and collect ethnographic insights on the group’s formation and development
over time. Some scientists found the community of their closest collaborators on a specific
topic as the most meaningful group. Yet, they also drew meaning from the fact that they
were connected to other researchers through a training or larger grant that focused on
broader issues. Ethnographic interviewing also allowed us to explore how a sense of
belonging shaped a team’s research focus, norms, and power dynamics.

These findings have applications for the way that researchers examine online
communities. They could be applied to look at the connections between real and online
communities and examine how social networks evolve longitudinally. Future studies could
shate similar networks (based on their interactions with other users or previous tasks that
they have completed on the platform) with users and ask them explain what these networks
mean to them and how they would change them. These types of interactions with users are
critical to understanding their mental models, motivations, and reason why they engage in a
particular activity.

Researchers could also conduct a network ethnography within their own organization to
improve communication or collaboration across their team or department. It can also help
to empower users or team members to share their stories, understand why the current
patterns exist, and identify opportunities for growth. Sharing network visualizations with
team members can also be a great way of eliciting conversations about collaborations
between a team and its leaders.

Ethnographers are always attempting to map new fields and shift the discipline through
their research. This paper highlighted the role that network ethnography played in helping
our team identify emerging fields and build new teams at a university. We believe this same
method could also be applied in almost any field to answer the questions: what are a
community’s existing structures, why did they develop in this way, and how could we disrupt
this structure. Network ethnography can help researchers understand organizational or user
patterns and promote organizational or product changes. We believe that network
ethnography can be an important tool for helping ethnographers uncover strategic research
insights and gain the necessary buy-in from organizational leaders to test their assumptions
or scale their work. The process of conducting and sharing data from a network ethnography
can also help researchers build strategic partnerships across their organization and make
their research findings more tangible. We believe that building these strategic partnerships
can be a first step in making the case for giving ethnographic research a seat at the table.
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Papers 2 - Shifting the Disciplines

Consumer Finance in a Mobile Age: Methods for Researching Changing
User Behaviour

ERIN B. TAYLOR
Canela Consulting and Holland FinTech

Consumer finance markets are being transformed by the increasing mobility of people, products, technology,
and information. This presents challenges for understanding changing consumer bebavionr and building
adaptable business models. Researchers are rising to meet these challenges by adapting their frameworks and
methods to take acconnt of mobility’s effects. I present three cases of method adaptation to consumer finance
research (financial diaries, object-centred interviews, social network analysis) and discuss their contributions.
The complexity and personalisation of consumer finance requires us to not only be more creative with how we
approach research, but also more robust in questioning our assumptions, framing appropriate questions, and
designing research that draws frameworks and methods from multiple disciplines.

One can only understand and apply all these new innovations by playing close to the ball and
understanding customers’ needs and expectations. It is no longer possible to say what the
world is going to look like five years from now. In the past, bankers were ‘scenario thinkers,
who ran the bank by making strategic choices far in advance. Today, we have to grant more
space to short-cycle thinking and optionality. (Alexander Zwart, Senior Product Manager at
Rabobank, quoted in Ifrim, Mual and Innopay 2017)

INTRODUCTION

Gone are the days when consumers did their banking in their local village or “high street™:
instead, products and providers can (within regulatory and practical limits) reach consumers
anywhere around the globe. People access financial services and information as they move
around their cities or travel internationally. A person can pay their credit card debt while
riding in a train, do their grocery shopping online as they sit in a café, bet on a football
match while perched on a public toilet, or buy illicit drugs using Bitcoins as they head out for
the night. Along with people and products, information is also far more mobile. People can
find extensive product information online, and they can share their personal information far
more easily. Business models are also changing, because the “unbundling” of banking, new
technologies, and regulatory reform make it is easier for start-ups with highly specialised
products to enter the market.

These changes make both the supply side and demand sides of the market more difficult
to understand, presenting challenges for understanding changing consumer behaviour and
building robust business models (CGI 2014, Muller et al. 2011, Xiao 2008). It is impossible
to predict the future: we cannot foresee how consumers will respond, which service
providers will come to dominate the market, or what new technologies will threaten data
protection methods we currently view as fool-proof.

Zwart (quoted above) and others have argued that, given this uncertainty, our best bet is
to focus on what consumers are doing and how their practices are changing. This approach
makes sound business sense, since it is consumers, after all, who make purchasing decisions.
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However, it makes one critical mistake: it assumes that “consumers” are somehow separate
from “the market.” But they are not. (Nor are consumers necessarily individual people, but
that is a matter for another paper.) To understand what consumers are doing, we need to
know as much about market characteristics and trends as we do about consumer themselves.
A consumer-centric approach should not end at the front door of the household. It should
consider consumer behaviour within market contexts, however messy.

Prediction per se may be out of reach, but we can anticipate likely futures if we adapt our
conceptual frameworks and methods to the current state of the market. This will help us
plan for risk mitigation while creating products and platforms that benefit society. To do so,
it is useful to understand how the market is changing and why. I argue that the root cause of
changes in the market for consumer finance is the increasing mobility of technology,
products and services, information, and people. I present a framework that takes mobility
into account in consumer finance research. First I discuss why mobility is a central feature of
money, and explain how it is transforming consumer finance practices today. Second I asses
some adaptations of methods to consumer finance research. Finally, I argue that since
mobility is generating more market diversity, a greater number of research problems are
located in the long tails. This means we are unlikely to find answers through research that
takes a normative, business-as-usual approach. Instead, we should look more broadly across
methods, disciplines, and professions for clues that can help us shape robust research.

CONSUMER FINANCE ON THE MOVE

Consumer finance globally is undergoing a transformation resulting from the increasing
mobility of people, products, and information. These changes make both the supply side and
demand sides of the market far more difficult to understand, presenting challenges for
understanding changing consumer behaviour and building robust business models. The
digitization of financial services and the near-universal penetration of the Internet has
transformed the market for financial services for both consumers and financial service
providers alike. Digital financial services are integral to the transformation of consumer
finance from something that happens within domestic market, defined by national borders,
to a practice that integrates (or implicates people, providers, and regulatory bodies around
the globe.

For consumers, the proliferation and specialization of financial services means that they
are no longer limited to using local providers: instead, they can choose between products
and services from around the world. While many people still choose to use local products,
the trend is towards the diversification on all fronts: products, providers, point of origin, and
so on. For service providers, the ability to access both consumers and other businesses
through the Internet has transformed business models. While traditional retail banks retain a
strong position in consumer finance markets, they need to partnering with other providers in
order to retain access to consumers, and innovate new products and setrvices.

This increasing mobility and market transformation is partially a manifestation of
globalization. However, financial products and services present a special case, because
financial instruments have always depended on mobility in order to function. Money,
whether in the form of coins, shells, banknotes, tally sticks, promissory notes, or digital
currency, has to be transportable if it is to be used as a means of payment between
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geographically distant buyers and sellers. Shifting to electronic money increases money’s
functionality and transaction speed, but it does not introduce a new feature to money.

Mobility also drives the spread of financial technologies around the world. When people
migrate beyond their locales, they take their monetary technologies with them. From as early
as the 16t century, global trade propelled the development of financial tools, including
promissory notes and the stock exchange. By the mid-1800s, telecommunications systems,
such as the trans-Atlantic telegraph, were used to wire money internationally (Stearns 2011).
For the first time, monetary values no longer needed to be moved in the form of tangible
material things, such as paper or metal, but instead could be sent in the form of an electric
current. Hence the basis for digitization was born. By the eatly 20th century, the coins and
banknotes that we recognize today had come to dominate over alternative forms of money
(such as shells, livestock, and precious metals).

During the second half of the 20th century, consumer finance in wealthy countries
underwent a process of centralization as people came to rely on banks to supply all their
financial needs, including savings, cheques, personal loans, mortgages, and life insurance.
Thus retail banks took up a prominent role in the development of formal financial products
and services globally. For decades, in many countries everyday banking primarily involved
visiting a bank branch in one’s local town. Other financial services providers existed,
including international money transfer services, insurance companies, pawnbrokers, and loan
offices, but they rarely threatened the monopoly of banks.

The dominance of retail banks was shaken by the spread of mobile devices and Internet
access (Maurer, 2015). Retail banks continue to dominate consumer finance, with annual
revenues amounting to around $3.4 trillion globally (McKinsey 2012). However, transactions
are increasingly digital and international, and this creates a basis for the proliferation of
services beyond banks. The World Payments Report 2013 states that in 2012 there were
around 333 billion non-cash payment transactions, and that m-payment transactions are
expected to reach 28.9 billion in 2014 (CapGemini 2013). In 2012, global remittances
reached $401 billion (World Bank 2015). At least as important as revenue and transaction
figures, are the numbers of people served. There are around five billion adults around the
world using financial services, of which approximately two billion
adults worldwide are without a formal bank account (World Bank 2015; Demirjuc-Kunt
2012). Neatly all adults in the world—and many minors—consume financial products and
services. Even my fourteen-year-old niece bought travel insurance on her iPhone before
heading away on a school trip.

In the more traditional retail sector, consumers are still provided for by retail banks,
credit unions, mortgage brokers, and payday loans companies, among others. At a national
level, the digitization of finance has resulted in an increase of domestic products and
providers, such as transport cards, online payment systems, and digitized parking meters and
applications. At a global level, consumers can access a wide range of monetary and finance
tools, including Google Wallet, Paypal, Bitcoin, money transfer services, insurance products,
and investment advice. Newer, non-bank industries include payments services, mobile
banking, mobile money, e-wallets, and microcredit.

In countries with large “unbanked” populations, the technologization of finance is
helping people to skip the transition from retail banks to other service providers altogether.
Extending banking networks to cover larger geographical areas requires a great deal of
infrastructure and investment. Instead of investing so heavily in banks, basic financial
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services are being offered through microfinance agencies and mobile phone-based systems.
Mobile money is an example of banks partnering with mobile money operators (MMOs),
often telecommunications companies, to provide basic banking services via ordinary mobile
phones. Mobile money gives people access to a range of services under the one platform,
including domestic and international transfers, merchant payments, savings accounts,
insurance, and credit. These services replace or complement a wide array of informal
services, speeding up transactions and reducing costs.

Consumer finance service providers have become dependent upon business-to-business
collaboration. Just as the apparel industry has long outsourced production throughout a
widely distributed value chain, so is consumer finance moving from a situation in which
retail banks offer a full-service model to the radical specialization of production and
distribution. Rather than building all their products and services in-house, banks increasingly
partner with third party providers, either to reduce costs or avoid being left behind. In the
past, strict regulations and the need for substantial start-up capital limited financial service
providers to a mere handful for each jurisdiction. Today, however, it is far easier for new
players to enter the market in most countries. This is partly due to the relaxation of
regulations, and partly due to the fact that technology makes it far easier to bring products to
market and reach consumers. Non-bank providers have a several advantages over traditional
banks, including low overheads, limited capital requirements, no legacy systems, and often a
more flexible corporate culture. In response, banks have had to alter their business models.
Banks will probably continue to play an important role in this market, but the interfaces
(APIs) behind the software customers use to access services will increasingly be branded
with non-bank names.

The development of this post-Fordist production chain is still very much incomplete,
and there is a great deal of uncertainty in the market. First, the instability of regulations
means that it is risky for companies to plan for the future, since they do not know what
products and services they will be permitted to provide, how to provide them, or to whom
they can market them. Second, despite intense speculation by fintech analysts, it is far from
clear which companies will emerge as the dominant financial service providers. Business
must speculate on where their main competition lies, and which companies they would best
collaborate with. Third, while data analysis can identify current trends, the market is simply
too complex (and extensive) to make robust predictions.

Consumer behaviour is particulatly difficult to predict, since it is necessary to both
quantify trends and understand how people make choices with respect to their current and
future needs. Yet we have little idea which directions these transformations will take, or what
issues consumers will encounter in the near future. Technologists have a tendency to be
optimistic when it comes to imagining the future of financial consumption, especially when
it comes to imagining the potential of innovative technologies such as blockchain and
product APIs. Yes, it is true that there are some exciting financial technologies and products
appearing on the market, and promises of further innovation. Yes, it is true that many
consumers are experimenting with new kinds of products and services, and that their choices
expand substantially when they can access a global marketplace. But in their optimism, some
technologists idealize what is possible without sufficiently taking into account actual human
behaviour, which often follows a different set of norms and rules that don’t fit into either
old or new business models.
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Promises of beneficial change need to be considered alongside consumers’ risk profiles,
limitations, and preferences. Risks to consumers will arise from technological innovation and
new ways of consuming products. For example, some experts are concerned that innovation
in financial product APIs present risks to security and privacy. Informed consent is a big
issue with respect to data, especially for consumers who are less technologically literate. As
Gijs Boudewijn (2017) of the Dutch Payment Association notes:

It is likely that it would be very difficult for consumers to understand the multiplicity of ways
in which they could access their account information, depending on the providers and/or
the interfaces used by those providers, and therefore to understand the implications of
giving consent.

Another limitation long noted by experts and financial institutions is that financial products
are known to be “dissatisfiers,” products that people aren’t really interested in, but which
they must use to achieve other ends (e.g., paying for insurance online). If people are
uninterested in financial products, will they embrace the choices that open banking and
financial service diversification offer? Or will they keep using the same old products in the
same ways as before? Which kinds of consumers will diversify their choices, and which will
not? Who will benefit and who will be exposed to greater risk? Consumer finance
researchers are faced with the task of tracking these diverse and complex changes and
predicting their effects.

Figure 1. In Haiti, people send money and make payments using an ordinary mobile phone.
Photograph © Erin B. Taylor.

MOBILITY AS A CENTREPIECE IN FRAMEWORKS AND METHODS
Understanding consumers in a complex and volatile market requires us to broaden our

framework. Asking a research question at the micro level, such as “Do customers prefer the
orange or red logor” makes perfect sense when making specific design decisions, but it does
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not ultimately help us to understand why people do the things they do in a complex and fast-
changing market. We must be open to choosing methods that work, rather than sticking
with methods we are used to. Many, if not all, of the changes occurring in consumer finance
have some kind of mobility consideration at their core. We can classify these mobility
questions into four different kinds:

Table 1. Mobility framework for consumer finance research

Effects

Benefits for
consumers

Business challenges

Technological
mobility

The universalisation
of mobile devices and
Internet access
impacts business
models and
consumer practices

- Improved platforms for
service provision

- Services have more
functionality

- Services are mobile

- Designing products for
now

- Designing products for
an unknown future

- Understanding how
users adapt to changing
technologies

- Security & fraud

Informational

Consumers can

- Increased ability to

- Getting product &

mobility access information make informed choices |service information to
a??ut a c_il\llerse range | |ncreased peer-to-peer [CONSUMErs
ot |par1_0|a fserwces communication about - Competing in a
0”9'”2 Itr;]g rc|>m products, services, crowded informational
aroun e globe providers market
- Information quality
- Understanding who
consumers trust and
why
Product/ |Consumers can - Increased choice of - Global market
service purchase financial providers segmentation
mobility ?rgorguaitg‘uigdtﬁeervllggz - Greater range of - Identifying competitors
9l0b€ hroducts / services in unfamiliar markets
- More specialised - Getting services to
products / services distant consumers
Human Greater number of - Lowered transaction |- Meeting needs of
mobility transaction locations / [costs consumers who travel
people influence _ Increased across borders
E?:;ﬁ;iag;rgﬁcgrcmzs a8 lconvenience - Serving shift to mobile
ravel - Increased peer-to-peer financial management
influence
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Innovative methods in consumer financial research can better illuminate consumers’
thought processes and practices as they adapt to a shifting market, and also help businesses
to adapt their product development and business models. Researchers from both industry
and academia are innovating new ways to record and analyse the financial behaviours of
individuals and households. Quantitative approaches that make use of massive amounts of
personal data have received a great deal of attention for their ability to illuminate behaviour
and identify market trends. Rather than repeat the many discussions on the value of “big
data,” in this paper I focus on innovations in qualitative methods (some of which include
quantitative components. Methods such as ethnography, interview methods, financial diaries,
online / offline studies, expetiments, and social network analysis ate being reconfigured to
account for the increasing mobility of products and services through accessible digital spaces
and technologies.

Qualitative methods are particularly adaptable to researching in fast-changing
environments because they are open-ended, which enables them to be adapted to changing
citcumstances in the field. They ate also specifically designed to look at the larger context in
which human behaviour occurs. For example, in our research on mobile money use in Haiti,
my colleagues and I watched how people made transactions on their phones, talked with
them about why they made certain choices, and followed them as they went about their daily
life to witness what circumstances prompted certain behaviours. We also tested the mobile
money infrastructure ourselves in dozens of locations, talked with regulators and
telecommunications providers, and analysed mobile network maps. Ultimately all this
information fed into a report, Mobile Money in Haiti: Potentials and Challenges (Taylor, Baptiste
and Horst 2011), in which we mapped out the possibilities for the future of mobile money,
given the current state of the market, infrastructure, regulations, and consumer needs.

Below I describe recent adaptations of qualitative methods to explore mobility issues in
consumer finance, presenting three methods and case studies that were originally described
in the Consumer Finance Research Methods Toolkit (CEFRM Toolkit) (Taylor and Lynch 2016), a
collaboration between Canela Consulting and the Institute for Money, Technology, and
Financial Inclusion (IMTFI). All of these methods and case studies are “ethnographic” in
that they pay attention to context and incorporate a range of methods or sub-methods
within a single research project. I briefly summarize the methods, present the case studies,
and discuss their implications for understanding the effects of mobility on consumers’
financial behaviour.

Financial Diaries

Many assumptions about how people manage their finances are incorrect or misguided.
Financial diary studies are an excellent tool to investigate how a household manages its entire
financial portfolio, and tend to excel at overturning our assumptions. This was well
demonstrated by the Portfolios of the Poor financial diary study (Collins et al. 2009). First, this
study demonstrated that poor people’s financial problems do not generally stem from
financial mismanagement. Rather, they stem from a lack of resources. Second, it showed that
people are highly adept at combining a diverse range of formal and informal tools to manage
scarce resources. Third, it demonstrated that people use financial tools in combination, not
in isolation. If we focus on how people use a single tool, rather than how they manage their
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entire “portfolios” and toolkits, then we run the risk of misunderstanding how and why they
choose certain tools.

Briefly, financial diaries are a method of collecting data on financial behaviours by using
a “diary” to record transactions. The financial diary method was pioneered in the late 1990s
by a group of researchers with expertise in economics, finance, anthropology, development,
and architecture (see description in Taylor and Lynch 2016; see also Collins et al. 2009). The
method has since been applied by numerous social scientists working in different parts of
the world.

Generally, financial diary respondents are given a structured set of questions that record
both qualitative and quantitative responses. Questions are generally designed to prompt
respondents to report on both formal and informal financial activities and how these fit into
the context of a participant’s life. The diary format makes it possible to include creative ways
for respondents to answer questions. This is particulatly the case for self-reported diaries.
Respondents can be asked to provide an array of low-tech or high-tech information types,
including written answers, numerical answers, choosing from a scale, drawing pictures,
generating maps, adding photos and videos, and attaching documents such as bank
statements.

Tracking what instruments people use in the course of a week, month, or year provides
valuable information about how people choose between financial instruments depending
upon the time of day, location, and the activity they are undertaking. When tracked for long
enough, it can also show how, when, and why people add or discard financial instruments
from their toolkits. Are customers dissuaded because a new service has features they don’t
like? Or do they feel they already have something in their financial toolkit that performs a
similar service? Examining people’s entire financial toolkits over time gives us a chance to
answer these questions.

Because financial diaries examine entire portfolios, they are an excellent method to
investigate the effects of digitisation on consumer behaviour. As consumer finance goes
digital, it is becoming more difficult to pinpoint what people do and why they do it. We
know that people use a far wider range of services than just banks. We know that consumers
are likely to benefit from greater choice. But digitization also presents new (or enhanced)
challenges and risks. Will literacies (financial, technological, informational) become a greater
challenge, as people have access to more information and services via devices? Where does
fraud risk stem from, and who will be most affected? How will people expand their financial
toolboxes, and why? Will they continue to use non-digital services, even if digital options are
available? How will they combine tools from online and offline, formal and informal
sources?

Case Study: Financial Diaries and Household Management — Alexandra Mack, a Research
Fellow at Pitney Bowes, conducted a financial diary study as part of research into financial
communications management in the United States. Mack was interested in how “financial
communications” impacted financial management within a household. She had already used
other methods, including interviews and scrapbooking, to collect data on financial
behaviour. The financial diaries were an opportunity to dig deeper into some of the issues
she had discovered, such as how financial management varies by life stage, and factors that
impact attitudes toward new technologies for managing finances.
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Mack’s financial diary was conducted entirely online, using software called Revelation.
Participants were able to record their diaries in their own time over the course of a week.
They were required to log in to the site each day and complete a variety of activities. These
included answering questions, keeping logs of some financial interactions, and having group
discussions with other participants. They would also take pictures using their digital camera
or camera phone and post them to the project site.

Figure 2.

The online

financial
diary study asked people to upload photos of their financial management systems. This
household used envelopes to store receipts for tax purposes. Photograph © Alexandra
Mack.

Participants were asked to report every day on communications they received from
banks and billers, as well as on financial interactions other than shopping. Other questions
asked participants to discuss their use of mobile applications, practices around bill payments,
and their experiences with fraud. In group discussions, participants were asked questions
such as, “What annoys or bothers you most about your financial communications?”

Mack found the method suitable to draw a broad picture of people’s financial
behaviours, the products they use, and their financial communications. While not
longitudinal, she was able to ask questions about changing practices and what prompted
shifts in individuals’ behaviours. Because the interactions lasted over several days, Mack
could query the subjects on different topics that might have felt disconnected if asked back
to back in an interview. What began as a study of financial communications evolved into a
larger project around financial management.

What can companies learn from Mack’s experience? Like Portfolios of the Poor, Mack’s
findings show that people’s financial behaviours are complex and dynamic. Her study
provides insights into mobility by demonstrating that people’s financial communications
incorporate a wide variety of online and offline sources and media: shopping receipts,
mobile apps, computers, letters in the mail, and so on. Some of these are not financial
services per se, but are part of the supporting cast that makes transactions work. Her results
show that understanding the impacts of digital finance require also looking at practices in the
“analogue” world.
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Object-Centred Interview Methods

In object-centred interviews, props are incorporated into a verbal interview with the goal of
prompting conversation on particular topics. The interviewer may introduce objects, such as
a product prototype or flash cards, or objects may belong to the interviewee, such as the
contents of the interviewee’s wallet or the devices they use for banking. These interviews
may take place in people's homes or in public places (e.g., to learn how people manage
money while on the move).

Object-centred interview methods are particularly useful in consumer finance research
because personal and household finances can be complicate and messy, and focusing on
concrete material objects can help people to recall their financial management procedures.
People often have multiple income streams, combine incomes, or help manage the financial
situations of family members. Business records may or may not be kept separate from
personal finances. People rarely keep all their financial information in one place, and find it
difficult to explain their financial management processes to others. When you ask people to
show you their spreadsheets, credit cards, bills, mobile apps, and other financial instruments,
it prompts them to remember how their own finances work. If we want to generate insight
into what kinds of financial products people might need, then we need to know what they
currently use, and we can only know this if we ask the right questions, in the right way.

Like financial diaries, object-centred interviews are useful to map out entire financial
portfolios. But whereas financial diaries rely on verbal reporting, object-centred interviews
allow the researcher to discuss the physical properties of objects. Benefits include eliciting
conversation about how objects are used and why, prompting people to remember what
products/services they use and how they use them, and assisting the participant and
researcher to discuss visual, audio, tactile, and haptic aspects of objects. Consumers can
show researchers what they do or don’t like about a particular product or service, and can
explain why they feel the way they do. Much has been written about “financial literacy” as a
barrier to money management and technology adoption, but often people’s reluctance has
more to do with user experience, trust in the provider, a fear of facing their money head-on,
or many other factors. Questioning interviewees about products they do like can elicit
insights into what products features encourage usage. Conversely, questioning interviewees
about products they don’t like can shed light on whether there are design issues or other
factors at play.

Object-centred studies also have many benefits for researching mobility in consumer
finance. These days, there are few financial transactions that individuals cannot complete
while away from home, using a combination of their mobile phone, bank catds, cash, store
cards, and discount cards. When away from home, people use their phone to check their
bank balances, transfer money, pay their friends, check in and out of public transport, and
use an array of apps to make investments, shop, and so on. Some people still prefer to make
purchases and do online banking using their computer rather than their phone, but my
current “portable kit” research in the Netherlands (in its early stages) indicates that even
when people are at home, they would rather use their phone to complete transactions than
have to get off the couch and go to the computer. This example is somewhat ironic, because
the mobile phone allows people to be less mobile rather than more (they can stay on the
couch!). Yet it is the very mobility of the mobile phone that permits users to stay immobile.
Material objects play a critical role in shaping new financial practices.
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Case Study: Using and Studying Objects to Track Finances - Jofish Kaye from Yahoo Labs
and his team in the San Francisco Bay area conducted a preliminary study with fourteen
interviewees, aged 26-29, with incomes ranging from US$18,000 - US$150,000 per year. As
described in their paper, “Money Talks: Tracking Personal Finances,” the team incorporated
multiple object-centred exercises to try to piece together a picture of participants’ financial
management.

Kaye and his team wanted to explore the range of ways in which people keep track of
their finances. They devised an interview structure that incorporated a range of static and
interactive objects,
including financial maps drawn by interviewees, financial calendars filled out by interviewees,
index cards with text for interviewees to choose and discuss, the contents of interviewees’
wallets, guided tours of interviewees’ homes, and computers and mobile devices
used for financial management.

Few of the interviewees had a comprehensive idea of their own financial situation. In
fact, many reported keeping their financial information in their head—a location that is
certainly not suitable for object-based interviews. As Kaye and his co-authors recount, “the
most common tool that people used to keep track of the overall state of their finances was
nothing at all. Even in cases where interviewees used computer programs, mobile device
applications, excel spreadsheets, and paper-based accounts to track financial flows, they
rarely tracked every aspect of their finances. For example, one photographer tracked her
business expenses but not her personal ones, and a mother tracked her college-aged
children’s credit card use but did not track details of her own expenditures.

Figure 3. People typically carry an assortment of cash, cards and receipts. Photograph ©
Jofish Kaye.

Contrary to traditional economic schools of thought, the researchers point out that
interviewees engaged in behaviours that seem “irrational” if considered from a purely
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financial perspective, but which make sense when other social norms and values are taken
into account. They explain:

People make financial decisions based on their emotional, historical, familial and personal
backgrounds in addition to financial considerations. (cited in Taylor and Lynch 2016)

Overall, this study indicates that people’s methods of financial management are dictated by
what is important to them, and may have little or nothing to do with optimal financial
decision-making. When trying to understand people’s financial behaviours, then, it is
important to explore their motivations. For example, these days there are many tools for
consumers to track their finances (such as Mint or Bill Guard), but few people use them.
Why not? Kaye et al’s research suggests that people’s reluctance to use these tools is not
necessatily irrational, even if it would bring them more transparency and visibility over their
finances. But choosing new financial management tools, and learning to use them, entails
transaction costs. It takes time to work out which tools are suitable and which providers can
be trusted with one’s data. It then takes longer to test out a tool, figure out if it fits with the
household’s financial flows and needs, and incorporate its use into everyday life. Why would
a consumer take on new, specialized products if it just means one more thing to think about?

No matter how good financial management programs and apps are, consumers won’t
necessatily adopt them if they perceive other barriers to exist (e.g., transaction costs, trust,
workflow). Object-centred interviews give consumers a chance not only to talk about the
issues they face using their current financial tools, but also to explain why they might not use
other tools, and show the researcher what kinds of stumbling blocks they encounter. This is
critical because it helps us identify scenarios in which a “failure” to stay “up-to-date” is not a
failure at all, but an expression of a preference or a practical choice. Seen in this light, the
terms “early adopter” and “laggard” are misnomers. Rather, the laggards are the practitioners
who refuse to understand the uset’s point of view and adapt our frameworks and methods
accordingly.

Social Network Analysis

An interesting application of interview techniques is in the analysis of social networks. In
social network analysis (SNA), interviews and surveys are used to collect data on networks,
which can be analysed either qualitatively or quantitatively. Quantitative interview data can
be used to map nodes and connections in social networks. The resulting visualisations are an
excellent way to see clearly who is connected to whom, and whether a social network is open
(loose connections) or closed (close ties among group members). Qualitative interview data
can be used to explain what drives social networks. For example, interviewees can be asked
to explain why particular connections exist, how they are maintained, and how they have
changed over time. In other words, whereas the quantitative data tells the “what,” qualitative
data tells the “how.” As anthropologist Sibel Kusimba explains:

Social network analysis is good because it reveals different kinds of social relationships. It
also provides quantitative assessments in terms of size and number of ties. These can also
become apparent through ethnographic interviews but SNA makes it clearer. We need both
because the ethnographic interviews give context. It's also good to follow up SNA and do
another study in a few years (or other appropriate time frame) because then you can see the
social network change. (cited in Taylor and Lynch 2016)
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Social network analysis is particularly useful for studying patterns of circulation, such as
remittances, conditional cash transfers, gifts, and other forms of payments. It is handy for
analysing mobile money transactions, in which users are often individuals who send and
receive money for social purposes as much as for economic ones. It shows not only who is
connected to whom, but also demonstrates how and why money moves across large
geographic areas.

Case Study: Social Network Analysis of Money Circulation in Kenya — Sibel Kusimba and
her colleagues conducted a study of mobile money in Kenya, where at least 60% of adults
are unbanked. Mobile money was launched in Kenya in 2007 and is widely recognized as the
world’s most successful mobile money service. Kusimba and her team were interested in
discovering how rural Kenyans were networked through mobile money and the reasons why
they sent money. They wanted to find out whether common assumptions about mobile
money—that it empowers individuals, stimulates entrepreneurship, and reflects rural-urban
migration patterns—reflect Kenyans’ experiences of using mobile money services.

The team undertook research in rural Kenya in 2012. They conducted participant
observation, research interviews, and survey questionnaires with more than 300 Kenyans,
80% of whom were farmers. They also conducted interviews with a smaller sample of
Kenyans living in Chicago. The researchers carried out different kinds of interviews to elicit
qualitative and quantitative data.

In-depth interviews provided background and contextual information about people’s
experiences, feelings, social lives, and economic practices. During interviews, the researchers
drew up kinship charts. They asked interviewees to tell them to whom they had sent money
in the last year and who had sent them money. For the quantitative part of the study, the
team interviewed between 3-10 individuals from 14 families. Each interviewee was asked to
name all of the relatives that they had sent money to, or received money from, in the
previous year. Most interviewees had sent money to 5-9 people. Where possible, the
researchers then contacted the individuals that had been mentioned, and approached them
for an interview as well. They entered the resulting matrices into R, statistical computing
software that can be used to draw social networks diagrams. They could then map out the
directions and frequencies of money flow, and to understand the relationships that
remittances mediated.

Kusimba and her team chose to ask people to list the names of people they had
transacted with rather than the amounts of money they had sent. There were two teasons for
this. First, people tended to be inaccurate in recalling quantities of money. Second, many
people did not like to talk about money directly. This was especially the case with men who
would organize large ritual ceremonies that could cost up to 26,000 Kenyan shillings.
Whereas women would admit that they asked family and friends for financial assistance, men
preferred to say that they had collected debts owed to them.
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Figure 4. A visualisation of a remittance network in Kenya, generated by social network
analysis. Photograph © Sibel Kusimba, Yang Yang, and Nitesh Chawla 2015.

Kusimba notes that, for her research, the primary benefits of social network analysis
were:
*  Visualisations help them to cleatly see and analyse the connections in a way that is
difficult or impossible with interviews
*  They could tell which networks were “open” or “closed”
* They obtained a sense of who was “brokering” the gaps in networks

* As SNA is a statistical technique, the networks could be examined in terms of size,
number of ties, and other parameters

Social network analysis has limitations as well as benefits. Like any model, it simplifies
reality, collapsing a lot of information about family ties and obligations. People send money
for a variety of reasons, including deep kinship ties, social obligation, or as a debt, but these
differences are not generally visible in social network models (unless survey data are well-
complimented by interview data). Whereas social network modelling shows what people do,
in-depth interviews demonstrate why they do it.

Methodologically, networks drawn from interview data need to be treated as samples.
People forget or intentionally omit their connections for various reasons. Like any other kind
of ethnographic information, information needs to be verified wherever possible by talking
to the people who an interviewee says they have sent money to or received money from.
This sometimes yields contradictory information, but can also improve certainty as to the
accuracy of data if different interviewees’ accounts agtee.
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The team’s combination of qualitative and quantitative analysis of social networks
resulted in a wide array of discoveries. Many of the findings contradict common assumptions
about how mobile money operates as a social and economic tool:

1. The assumption that primarily “individuals” use mobile money to conduct person-
to-person transfers or for their own particular purposes, such as saving money. In
contrast, the study argues that it is better to conceptualize mobile money as created
by collectives and groups.

2. Promoters of mobile money for development often represent the service as a tool
that empowers people both socially and economically. Sending money via a mobile
phone can present a significant reduction in economic and transaction costs
compared to other kinds of financial services. However, most people use mobile
money to reach out to their traditional networks, not to create new ones or invent
entirely new practices. Moreover, its functions and uses are sufficiently different
from those of mainstream banking that it does not act as a close supplement.

3. Mobile money is often seen to benefit women because it provides a way to make
transactions privately, and this can help women gain some autonomy from their
husbands and other men. But while women tend to receive a large share of
remittances, they often view mobile money as something that helps them cope
rather than empowering them. This is because productive wealth is tied up in land
and stock, which are predominantly controlled by men.

SNA has many potential applications in consumer finance, as it can be used to track all
kinds of mobility, and through any conceivable actors. As well as showing how money
circulates (product / service mobility), it could easily be used to show how information
moves through a network, which would be highly useful for demonstrating how word-of-
mouth contributes to service uptake (e.g., friends and family recommending services to each
other).

On the supply side, SNA could be used to map out business relationships and show
how they change over time, helping us to understand how business collaborations are
changing, and how different sized businesses work together (e.g., start-ups, medium-sized
enterprises and large enterprises). It may also be used to track how talent flows around the
market, which may help solve the chronic labour shortage problems that plague technology
in particular.

In short, when implemented robustly, SNA can be used to show how just about
anything moves around and why. SNA is perhaps our most useful predictive tool due to the
way it combines qualitative and quantitative information.

PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER

Mobility is at the heart of money itself and many of the practices that drive consumer
behaviours, business models, technological development, and the dissemination of
information. Most importantly, mobility is changing the structure of consumer finance
markets. More diversity among providers and products means a greater range of problems to
solve. By definition, this entails a flattening of the bell curve, such that fewer problems are
falling within a normal distribution, and instead are tending more towards the long tails. This
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means that we can no longer rely on our standard ways of thinking and research methods to
work.

For many years now, people have been urging us to “think outside the box,” but what
people mean by this is rather unclear and unhelpful. We generally associate out-of-the-box
thinking with being creative, coming up with new ideas, and innovating. But we actually need
a far more robust approach than this haphazard means of generating ideas and solutions. We
should not rely on chance to guide our research, but instead on a solid, comprehensive
knowledge of different frameworks and research methods. Otherwise we will continue to
look hopefully, yet hopelessly, towards normative sources of information—the media, self-
styled thought leaders, and large research consultancies—which cannot provide us with the
information we need. Research reports by the likes of Deloitte, Capgemini, and PWC
provide useful analysis, but they depend upon in-house surveys and normalised data sets to
make their claims. Their reports largely address problems that fall within the bell curve, not
in the long tails. This means they miss critical information for businesses facing highly
specific problems.

Take, for example, a widespread issue in the insurance industry. Insurance professionals
complain that they struggle to sell insurance products because people don’t want to think
about their own death. Yet historical and contemporary evidence from social science
research indicates that this assumption is wrong. Geographically and historically, life
insurance has been one of the most popular insurance products. Could it be that there is no
‘natural’ fear of either insurance products or death that is deterring people? Perhaps people’s
aversion to life insurance is due to something else; for example, distrust of insurance
companies, a dislike of the way product information is presented, or perceptions of choice.

The only way that an incorrect assumption such as this can be overturned is by adopting
a rigorous approach to asking questions, and being prepared to look to a wide array of
knowledge sources for clues. Many academic disciplines have critical things to say about
human behaviour and our changing world, and a wide range of methods with which to
generate, ask, and answer questions. For example, there are many disciplines that already
produce research that can quickly challenge our insurance salesman’s assumptions, including
sociology, anthropology, political science, computer science, psychology, and behavioural
economics. But we cannot blame the salesman—finding this research is not his job.
Businesses working in consumer finance do not usually have in-house expertise in methods
and frameworks, and even if they do, trawling through this research and learning about
methods accrues far too many transaction costs to make it a viable proposition.

In contrast, research professionals armed with a broad and robust knowledge of
contemporary consumer research and a wide variety of methods are in a strong position to
ask pertinent questions regarding how consumer finance markets and consumers are
behaving, why, and what likely directions markets are headed. There are many ways this can
be achieved. The mobility framework I have presented in this paper is one tool to generate
questions relevant to understanding chances in consumer finance.

As the case studies show, most methods geared towards understanding mobility produce
data that covers different kinds of mobility: technological, informational, human, and
product / service mobility. Social network analysis can be used to track the movement of
virtually anything, and is especially valuable because it can show what flows (whether
tangible or intangible), where it flows to, its direction, frequency, and quantities, and the
relationships between people sending things to each other. Its potential value for consumer
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finance research is immense, since so many business problems are affected by mobility
issues.

Like social network analysis, financial diaries can collect both qualitative and quantitative
data and link them together. Their main value stems from the fact that they are used to
collect data about people’s entire financial portfolios and toolkits, and can track how these
change over time (and why). They could also be adapted to investigate informational
mobility, if questions are included that ask people what they know about different products,
services, companies, trends, and so on. Compared with SNA they are less adept at examining
human mobility, but they could easily be coupled with SNA to produce similar network data.
Similarly, when used alone they do not generally do not produce much information about
user experience, but they can be adapted to include more in-depth and object-centred
interview methods.

Whereas SNA and financial diaries focus more on flows of information and money,
object-centred interviews focus on material things. As such, they are especially useful for
investigating how people use certain financial products and services, or manage documents
and information relating to those services (e.g, receipts, bills, etc.). They are also useful for
examining how people use financial tools while on the move, such as using phones, cards,
and cash in public places.

We still have little idea how the shift from computer to “portable kit” (usually phone,
cards, and cash) is affecting financial management. What happens when people transact in
public? Do they make different purchasing decisions when they can manage their finances
while in a shop? Are they more or less aware of what they spend when they use contactless
payment versus ordinary bank card or cash? Are people exposed to greater or lesser risk of
fraud or theft when their payments are digital? There is unlikely to be one universal answer
to any of these questions, since people’s preferences and personalities are diverse. But
object-centred interviews can demonstrate the range of ways in which people respond, and
help us think about what products to develop for whom, and how to build safety features
into products and services.

Ignorance drives our creativity, argues neuroscientist Stuart Firestein, but it is our
professional knowledge that helps us frame good questions. The very mobility that is
reshaping consumer finance practices also makes it possible for us to access the information
we need to expand our professional capacities as knowledge experts.
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PAPER SESSION 3
Vantage Points

Curators: MARTIN ORTLIEB & ELIZABETH ANDERSON-KEMPE, Amazon

This session explores multiple vantage points on ethnographic practice. The authors
‘push’ at the limits of what ethnography can be, how it can be done, and by whom it can
be applied, by experimenting with theories, methods and new forms of engagement.

From their particular perspectives, the authors emphasize how circumstance and context
shape research work. This focus causes us to reflect critically on our own frames of
reference. For example, we are challenged to take a stance on the liberating and/or
constraining effects that organizational cultures can have on how research for product
and service development is practiced and received. We investigate the opportunity for
ethnography to cross-fertilize with other methods like remote usability testing as a way to
create hybrid approaches to data gathering. We learn how applying analysis frameworks
such as material engagement theory can provide a different shade of analysis to
ethnographically gathered data. And, we become immersed in a story of how the
interactions between two grassroots experiments to address the root causes of financial
exclusion can suggest a blueprint both for ‘designing for social impact’ and for expanding
the audiences of research insights and outcomes.

The authors break new ground, and in so doing, they test whether there is solid ground
for these advances. Their work opens a debate about the potential for expanding,
redefining—and reinventing—the ethnographer’s toolkit. As a result, they extend our
community’s understanding of the work we do and the types of outcomes we can deliver.
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Papers 3 - Vantage Points

When ‘The Emperor Has No Clothes’: Performance, Complicity and
Constraints on Communication in Corporate Attempts at Innovation

JOSH KAPLAN

When ethnographic or marfket research is employed to help de-risk potential products and services, the focus is
typically on understanding markets, cultures and contexts external to the organization that would lannch
them. This paper shifts the focus to the sorts of organizational practices, beliefs, and dynamics inside large
corporations, which can create the conditions in which new products are brought to market despite evidence of
their risk of failure.

Keywords: Innovation, New Product Development, Ethnography, Risk

[CEO at a town hall meeting, announcing an upcoming, public sneak preview of a major
product launch] ....I realize the full platform won’t be ready until January, but our Nucleus
division assures me they are ready for this challenge.

[Engineering teams following the meeting:|

[Speaker 1] He does know that converting the whole platform to middle out has put us six
weeks behind schedule, right?

[Speaker 2] Well I'm not gonna be the one who tells him we’re that far behind.

—Scene from Silicon Valley 2015, Season 2, Episode 5

In extreme cases, nobody believes in the truth of a certain proposition but everybody
believes that everybody else believes it. In more realistic cases, most people do not believe it
but believe that most people do

—Elster, 2007

In the space of a few weeks, two apparently unrelated events took place. A colleague
working at a Fortune 500 company was stopped in the corporate cafeteria and asked, “Did
you hear about [Product X]? You told us it would never succeed. It took four years before
they finally took it off the market and there wasn’t even an announcement.” This
conversation took place shortly before a friend at another large company recounted to me
how he had presented research indicating an unpromising outlook on a product that had
recently been brought to market. He had been commissioned with assessing how to market
this product more effectively but research revealed challenges that he felt would be unlikely
to be resolved. Following the presentation, he was taken aside and heatedly told (referring to
the senior stakeholder involved): “He knows he has a turd. You can’t tell him he’s holding a
turd; you have to tell him what to do with it.”

If you’re an anthropologist or ethnographer working in a large organization there’s little
doubt that you’ve experienced something along the lines of these two episodes.' Despite

1 During the time of writing, when mentioning this phenomenon to other professionals working in large
organizations, the response was almost invariably one of recognition: ‘Oh, yeah; this happens all the time where I
work.” Responses to Ladner’s blog post in EPIC PEOPLE, (“Ethnographers, Bearers of Bad News”), run in a
similar vein. Ladner writes, “Cursed with foresight, she is a modern-day Kassandra, warning her colleagues of
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often occupying a role of ‘truth teller’ in their organizations, and with ample evidence at their
disposal, anthropologists and ethnographers can sometimes do little to stop products and
services at high risk of failure from being brought to market. The conditions that make this
possible, even likely in some instances—is the subject of this paper. The specific reasons
why a product might be at risk of failure are not at issue here, but rather the dynamics that
can dispose actors in an organization to ignore, discount, or not consider the risks in the first
place.

Few people in large business corporations tend to be given the explicit responsibility to
“kill” products. Those few may be the ones who came up with the idea for a given product
or have an attachment to it. Corporate practices of communication, including competition
over, and monitoring of, who gets access to decision makers with the power to kill products,
the optimistic tone often expected of communications up and down the chain of command,
and the way research findings get abstracted and ‘rolled up’—combine to limit the
probability that critical risk information is cleatly conveyed to those with the power to kill
(or delay a launch) and decrease the chances that they will recognize the degtree of risk when
presented.

Drawing on a series of formal and informal interviews with professionals in large
business corporations and many years’ experience observing organizational dynamics as an
insider anthropologist, this paper begins to examine not what gives ethnographic research its
authority but what is at stake for many of its corporate audiences; what is implicitly
acceptable to say and not say in different corporate contexts; the performance of roles and
rituals of social interaction and the symbols and practices by which an organization
maintains its legitimacy—not to mention the hierarchies, positions, and ways of thinking that
come to be seen as their natural accompaniments. Each of these elements, always at threat of
exposure as artifice—combine to create a climate of complicity, in which ‘everyone knows’
but does not explicitly acknowledge (e.g., the product is a dud; the launch will fail). In what
follows, we take up each of these dynamics in turn.

COMPLICITY, SAVING FACE, AND GAMES PROFESSIONALS PLAY

In Goffman’s classic work on social interaction, certain ways of speaking, dressing, and
interacting are expected of people in any given situation; audiences support the roles enacted
by ‘playing along’ and ‘saving face’; what is not acceptable to explicitly acknowledge is that
these roles are performed in the first place (Goffman 1959). Much like a play, exposing the
artifice during the play, #be acting, undermines the belief in the realness of the play and its
characters.

Seen from the vantage point of the organization, at stake in the exposure of the
performance of the role is the legitimacy of the person occupying that role, the legitimacy of
the role in general, and the ‘game’ in which it plays a part (Bourdieu 1994). Everyone who
occupies what Bourdieu calls a ‘field” has a stake in its perpetuation; so lawyers have a stake
in the legitimacy of the law, legal institutions, and the legal professions, as well as their
authority to make pronouncements on the subjects thought to be in their domain. At stake

impending doom that only she can see. Written comments signal the sort of reception such “bad news” often
meets in corporate contexts: “I’ve noticed a tendency for managers to explain away inconvenient findings”; or,
more telling: “After many years of listening to myself say, ‘I told you so,” on failed projects, I’d given up on any
expectation of having an impact on design processes” (Ladner 2015).
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in lawyers performing their role in a manner that meets expectations is the legitimacy and
authority of the entire field of law.

Seen from a different angle, the various actors in a given field need to be complicit in
the basic fictions that make up the founding myths, the authority, and claims that field
makes. This angle implies more conscious awareness of the various compromises involved:
they ‘know’ the product is a dud; the game is rigged, the rich get rich.

...|[E]veryone knows the system is compromised in a thousand different ways....The first
criterion of loyalty to the organization becomes complicity. Career advancement is not based
on metit...above all, it’s based on a willingness to play along with the fiction that carcer

advancement is based on merit, even though everyone knows this not to be true. (Graeber
2015, 27)

The notion of complicity explains — at least partly — how teams and stakeholders might act as
if a failure isn’t loorning.2 It is not necessarily that these people do not believe the
researcher/truth teller or the real risk of failure the evidence implies. With the notion of
complicity, people may conform outwardly but not inwardly (Elster 2007).” They may not
believe but they don’t say so for fear of being seen as not adequately performing their
station, or losing their station. As Tocqueville put it when describing why people with
minority opinions often do not speak up once the majority appears already to have decided
(for example to launch a product rather than investigate whether a launch is advisable):
“When you approach your fellows, they will shun you as an impure being, and even those
who believe in your innocence will abandon you, lest they in turn be shunned” (1988, 256).
In such a context, a stated belief—the product is worth moving forward—might take years
to unravel, when it is finally, quietly taken off the market.

THE CORPORATION IN RECENT (ANTHROPOLOGICAL) RESEARCH

Most work on corporations in academic anthropology has documented and critiqued the
environmental, social, and political ¢ffects of corporate actors rather than attempting to
understand how these entities actually work from the inside (Urban and Koh 2013, Welker e#

2'The formal meaning of the term complicity is revealing of the dynamics at play that we mean to describe.
Thesaurus.com proposes three main groups of “words related to” complicity: collusion (secret understanding);
cover-up (camouflage closeting, concealment, dissimulation, masking, hush-up, seal or veil of secrecy, whitewash);
and plot (conspiracy, frame, frameup, setup, game). Note the consistent theme of secrecy or hiding, the flipside of
which is exposure, or revealing, unmasking. The antonym to complicity is sgnorance; so a climate of complicity is
literally one lacking in ignorance — in which everybody knows, but ac#s as if they don’t know. This ‘acting as if or
covering up could be part of the explanation to why doomed products move forward anyway.

3 In a chapter on collective belief formation and conformity, besides noting Tocqueville’s astute observations on
the subject, Elster reports on a series of experiments on group behavior (2007, 372-387). Subjects were asked to
express their view on objectively determinable things, such as the proximity of one line to another on a page. In
one experiment, when asked privately, participants were able to discern the correct answer 99% of the time.
However, when others (strangers) wete present and stated an incortrect answer, about 1/3 of patticipants
indicated that same, incorrect answer. Elster suggests that the explanation for this outcome is most likely fear of
disapproval. One can imagine that this phenomenon might be even more common in an environment in which
fear of disapproval is heightened, such as in the context of job insecurity and internal competition for resources
characteristic of many large, hierarchical business corporations in the United States.
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a/2011). Popular depictions, American corporate law (Gordon and Orts 2014), and
academic anthropologists alike have tended to speak of corporations as unified, rational
actors. They might ask questions like: ‘how could they have fired that guy, let that happen, or
launched that crappy commercial or product?” Despite their internal complexity, Welker ef a/
write, “these composite institutions give off the impression of unified thinking, talking,
acting subjects” (2011, 54; Welker 2016). For the most part, Welker e# a/ suggest, not only
have academic anthropologists not brought to light such myths and misconceptions about
corporations, by focusing on the harm such entities create or enable as apparently unified
actors, they have tended to perpetuate and add color to them (ibid; Welker 2016)."

Meanwhile, business anthropologists and ethnographers, seemingly well-positioned to
break up homogenous views of corporations, are more often paid to contribute to
corporations’ ongoing operations than comment on them from an ethnographic standpoint.
When anthropologists do engage in internal ethnographic work—workplace studies—the
results are often written up for internal use and thus do little to contribute to a literature or
research agenda on corporations themselves.” Moreover, business anthropologists or
ethnographers working for corporations are typically under non-disclosure agreements,
limiting their ability to publish on the entities that have employed them. They may worry
that publishing critical commentary on their employers or consulting clients—or
commentary that might be construed as critical—could undermine their chances for future
work as practicing business anthropologists.

When ethnographic research is employed to help de-risk potential products and services,
the focus is typically on understanding markets, cultures and contexts external to the
organization that would launch them. While this work can uncover important risks or
obstacles a company might face in bringing a new offering to market, it does not attend to
the constraints that organizational practices, beliefs, and dynamics can present to
communicating and appreciating these obstacles once uncovered.’

FEAR, INSULARITY, INTERNAL COMPETITION OVER RESOURCES, AND
THEIR EFFECT ON CONSTRAINING SPEECH

Pluralistic ignorance and cultures of hypocrisy can be sustained by the same mechanism, namely, fear of
disapproval or punishment for stating deviant views. — Elster, 2007

4 And thus, Welker ez a/ argue, despite the rise of anthropologists working for business and business corporations,
the study of ‘corporations’ as such lacks sophistication — conceptual, topical and methodological. (2011) As an
antidote, they suggest framing the object of study as ‘corporate forms’ as opposed to ‘the corporation.” This
framing emphasizes the diversity of instantiations corporations can take (public, private, large, small, religious,
family-owned, and so on); as such, it might help shift assumptions away from “default conceptualizations of
corporations as solid, unified, self-knowing, and self-present actors that relentlessly maximize profits and
externalize harm” (ibid: S5).

5 There are exceptions, some of which are outlined in review articles like Cefkin (2009) and Urban and Koh
(2013); such works include: Hepso (2013), Hoh (2009), Jiminez (2007), Krause-Jensen (2010), and Mack and
Kaplan (2009), among others.

6 While there is an abundant business literature on innovation, this work does not tend to focus on organizational

practices, beliefs, and dynamics in anthropological fashion; it often takes the form of a ‘how-to” as opposed to
organizational diagnosis.
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The particular sort of corporation referenced in this essay is assumed to be large, publicly-
traded, multinational, hierarchical in structure, and headquartered in the United States.
Common organizational characteristics relevant to our discussion include the following:
insularity (an organization’s tendency to look ‘inward’; a small number of day-to-day working
relationships for most staff); job insecurity and internal competition over resources and
capital (including symbolic capital like access to senior executives); a related climate of
distrust; organizational hierarchies; and how corporate professionals are expected to
communicate information up (and down) the chain of command. As we describe in the
pages that follow, this mix of characteristics combine to make complicity with initiatives one
believes might fail more likely; it also limits the probability that critical risk information is
circulated with sufficient authority to kill an initiative. Norms about how information is
communicated upwards to senior management can make it more difficult for these
audiences to discern critical risks when they are, in fact, presented.

Insularity

The cast of characters in even the largest business corporations often feels to its participants
like a small community:

The main points of reference, for most employees...are their supervisors and fellow
workers, the main concerns on a day-to-day basis the mundane tasks of meetings,
presentations, memos and ‘deliverables.” (Galambos and Sturchio 2014, 24)

Despite their often global reach, modern business corporations tend to be quite insular in
focus:

Few who have not worked in or studied modern multinational corporations up close realize
how insular they can be. Despite being global corporations that may operate in more than
100 countries with tens of thousands of employees who interact daily with millions of
customers and countless politicians, regulators, policy influencers....zhere is a strong cultural bias
10 look imward rather than outward (ibid, 24, emphasis added).

In such a context, to challenge decisions made by senior executives, at least publicly,
can risk disapproval from the small group of coworkers and connections with
whom a corporate staff person regularly works, potentially torpedoing the
evaluation of their performance and undermining their everyday relationships — key
currencies at play in such environments.

Job Insecurity and Internal Competition over Resources

In many corporations, much formal discourse is circulated about cooperation and
collaboration — announcements ‘cascaded’ throughout the organization, CEO town halls,
and policy memorandums. Internal collaboration is not infrequently an explicit corporate
objective against which both teams and individuals are ostensibly measured. At the same
time, both individual professionals and corporate functions are routinely in competition for
‘resources’ (staff, budget). Being granted more resources is a clear sign of success in
corporate contexts—and typically seen as a bulwark against potential future staffing cuts.
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Often the implication of a function or team being awarded resources is that it is recognized
as strategically important to the business; those areas which have not been recently awarded
resources could be taken to be less strategically important, and thus less needed for the
corporation’s future growth—opening up the possibility for elimination in a future
reorganization. At bottom, fear of losing resources (or attempts to gain more) — one’s staff,
one’s budget, or one’s own job, motivates much behavior in corporate contexts.” Indeed,
corporate staff are regularly reminded of the fragility of their positions. This is true even for
those specifically tasked with ‘truth telling’, such as market and design researchers or
anthropologists; in one instance recounted to me, the results of a research project were
delivered to a senior executive whose image had been on a loop in flat-screen monitors
throughout corporate headquarters; days later, the executive and their team were quietly
removed from their positions with no formal announcement, the image taken off the loop.

Access to senior executives is often jealously guarded and itself a ‘resource’ over which
corporate staff and departments compete. Depending on one’s station in the corporate
hierarchy — for example, an analyst or mid-level research manager who uncovers important
risks to a product initiative — a meeting with the CEO would not uncommonly include one’s
boss, their boss, their boss, and #beir boss as well. Any message in a research report shared in
such a meeting is vetted at every level in that hierarchy. (In one instance of such vetting, the
author was told by a senior executive referencing a draft report to be shared with other
senior executives to replace any mention of the word “obstacle” with “opportunity”). The
other effect of the close guarding of access to senior executives is the implicit feeling of a
chain of command: a chain of bosses must be present to shatre reports with the CEO;
communications to high-ranking executives are to be filtered through the heads of various
corporate functions. The resulting output is more likely to be sanitized and abstracted. And
because communications from middle management to senior executives are often ‘rolled up’
into highly abbreviated, abstracted, documents — sometimes a bullet point or two in
someone else’s document, information about critical risks associated with a product initiative
might be overlooked.®

7 As Jordan observes, “A system of individualized accountability [reflected in, for example, a typical corporate
performance evaluation] is virtually guaranteed to produce low trust by setting up conflict over who is
responsible for problems and deficiencies” (2002). It equally engenders an environment in which competition
and conflict over resources (staff, budget) and symbolic capital like access to senior executives and performance
appraisals is likewise, “virtually guaranteed.” The ever-present threat of job eliminations characteristic of publicly
traded firms further heightens competition and lowers trust. If one is already reluctant to express a dissenting
opinion because one believes that everyone (or most everyone) else agrees, one will be even less likely to do so in
a context of pervasive distrust. Add to this the situation in which a senior executive is believed to have a special
interest in a particular initiative (a product launch, say) and reluctance to express a critical view, seen to expose
the apparent error of someone ‘high-up’, is even more likely.

8 The case of the NASA Columbia space shuttle crash represents a similar instance of significant risks to product
failure inadequately communicated—in this case with human lives at stake. A NASA review board investigating
the crash found “organizational barriers to effective communication” to be as important a factor as the physical
causes of the crash: “We are convinced that the management practices overseeing the Space Shuttle Program are
as much a cause of the accident as the foam that struck the left wing” (Columbia Accident Review Board: 2003,
11). Even when concerned engineers attempted to convey critical safety information up the chain of command,
the way that information was ‘rolled up’, abstracted, and condensed, made it difficult for decision makers to
recognize the degree of risk (“sometimes information gets lost altogether”). The board tellingly writes:
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In theory, a middle manager could walk down the hall to the CEO’s office or send an
email, but stories of such instances often involve the counter machinations of some
competitor, guarding their senior relationships, or a manager taking a direct report to task. In
one instance reported to me, a staff member proposed a new initiative—an innovation
practice often done at other corporations—in an email sent directly to the CEO. News of
this event traveled as the CEO soon asked for staff in other functional areas to support the
new effort; meanwhile, internal competitors set in motion attempts to undermine the
offending staff member, who left the company soon after.

Fear, distrust of others, and caution often pervade such an environment. Before making
critical comments, staff keep their voices hushed and check the sound isolation of meeting
rooms to ensure no one overhears. Privately, they may complain about their job or question
the wisdom of a senior-level decision. Staff do not need to be told what not to say in front
of others; just like doxa, or common sense, it “goes without saying becanse it comes without saying”
(Bourdieu 1977, 167).9 In this, the feeling of powetlessness is widespread:

What impressed me about the few middle managers I interviewed at length was the high
degree of alienation they expressed in terms of the common indices of that condition: social
isolation, powerlessness, meaninglessness, self-estrangement, and normlessness (Nash 1979,
424-425, emphasis added).

This context of fear, distrust, competition, and pressure to put a positive spin sends a
message to corporate staff that whatever one says to senior executives, much less about
them, will be closely monitored, so, at a minimum should be carefully considered (or not
said at all).

Communication, then, is often constrained when moving either ‘up’ or ‘down’ the
corporate hierarchy; in both directions, the tone is generally expected to emphasize the
positive. We have already discussed how this happens when communicating ‘upwards.’
Memos circulated from senior leadership to professional staff tend to focus on recent ‘wins’;
context is typically abbreviated or eliminated. That important pieces of strategic context are
often not shared down the chain — whether due to competitive considerations, exposure to
risk of insider trading, or the assumption that such context is not needed for more junior
ranks—creates an implicit understanding that staff are meant to provide ‘inputs’ or ‘execute’
on strategy espoused by senior leadership, while important decisions are to be made at the
top. Such a context creates the impression that research recommendations are not meant to
be directive—kill this product’—so much as informative.

To summarize, a number of characteristics typical of large, publicly traded, corporate
workplaces, taken together, lend themselves to a climate of silence or complicity with respect
to potentially at-risk initiatives:

The initial damage assessment briefing prepared for the Mission Evaluation Room was cut
down considerably in order to make it “fit” the schedule. Even so, it took 40 minutes. It was
cut down further to a three-minute discussion topic at the Mission Management Team.
Tapes of...[the] sessions reveal a noticeable ‘rush’ by the meeting’s leader.... (ibid, 192)

? Distinct from doxa—“that which is beyond question and which each agent tacitly accords by the mere fact of
acting in accord with social convention”—is the gfficial norm, what actually 7s said. (Bourdieu 1977, 169).
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® Insularity—the “strong cultural bias to look inward” rather than outward; the small
number of other staff most employees typically interact with—can magnify the
perceived stakes of going against what might appear to be consensus.

® Endemic competition over resources (staff, budget, access to senior executives),
combined with job insecurity, can give rise to an environment of distrust in which
actors are cautious about what they say and to whom, particularly with respect to
comments that might be construed as critical of senior executives with the power to
eliminate staff or entire teams.

e Expectations to abbreviate documents and pressure to put a positive spin—
“opportunities not obstacles”—can disguise critical risks in abstract formulations or
softened language.

e Differences in power and authority related to the speakers’ position in the
organizational hierarchy can lead those who believe an initiative is substantially at
risk to be reluctant to speak out and audiences less likely to take their claims
seriously if they do.

Institutional Metaphor, Myth, and Reproduction

Patterns of anthority or precedence enjoy a privileged status, becanse as Thomas Schelling bas well said, their
smallest indivisible parts are persons (Schelling 1978). A person cannot be divided, cannot be in two places

at once, cannot be both superior and inferior within the same context, cannot have cake and eat it. —Mary
Douglas (1986, 65)

In a now largely neglected school of anthropology, structural functionalism, a heavy focus
was placed on how cultures, societies, and institutions are reproduced or perpetuated.
Structural functionalist anthropologists like Radcliffe-Brown and Gluckman attended to
patterns in culture that came to appear as natural, and therefore inevitable: male is to female
as left is to right, as the people to the sovereign (Douglas 1986). As Mary Douglas has
observed, the more it is assumed that right is superior to left, North to South, male to
female, the sovereign over the people, the more such hierarchies are perceived to be not only
justified but ‘natural’ (Douglas 1986). Here what has become natural is assumed to the point
of ‘it goes without saying.’

The stabilizing principle [of an institution] is the naturalization of social classifications. There
needs to be an analogy by which the formal structure of a crucial set of social relations is
found in the physical world, or in the supernatural world, or in eternity, anywhere, so long as it is
not seen as a socially contrived arrangement. (1986, 48, emphasis added)

This last point, a condition really—that classifications not be seen as “socially contrived”—is
important because without it, the institution’s equilibrium, the assumption that it will
continue existing largely as it is, will not be taken for granted. This is because anything clearly
socially contrived is immediately exposed as arbitrary, changeable—not given.

Thus in corporate contexts, it is no doubt no accident that division presidents and
functional leaders are often referred to as “heads” (division head, Head of Marketing). This
naming convention lends itself to the notion that if a head were removed, the (corporate)
organism would be functioning headless. Professional workers, whose jobs may exist thanks
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to the head, whose jobs could be removed at any moment at the displeasure of the head —
might be reluctant to speak up and risk making the head appear less head-like. As Douglas
puts it, “By casting decisions in the language of the body, they are given their legitimacy by
being naturalized” (1986).

Institutions. . .fix processes that are essentially dynamic, they hide their influence...Add to
this that they endow themselves with rightness and send their mutual corroboration
cascading through all levels of our information system. (ibid, 92)

Add to this the pervasive difference in power between the head and the professional staff
that make up the corporate body and we have yet another reason staff might refrain from
what might be taken as criticism: “In situations where there is a power differential, that is,
when one party is vulnerable to the actions of the other, there is a risk of harm: (Jordan
2002, 1).10

The naturalized metaphor of head and body further implies that important decisions,
like whether to kill a product, are to be made in the head and not the body."" This is another
means by which those more likely to uncover key risks to the success of a product, such as
researchers, are made to understand that their role is to provide input, not make decisions.

Obedience in Action and Discourse, if not in Thought

One might reasonably assume that some aspects of prevailing norms in the country or city in
which a corporate headquarters is located might find their way inside that corporation—all
the more likely in the case of fundamental norms at the center of the justification for the
given society’s existence and the particular form given to its political system. Since our
discussion is focused on corporations headquartered in the United States, at issue are
prevailing norms and values in that country. And few observers have better described the
crux of American values than Alexis de Tocqueville.

Laying out the risks of the tyranny of the majority in American democracy, Tocqueville
describes how obedience and conformity work—not just in political institutions but on what
gets thought, or more precisely, expressed by most citizens in the US. The most telling
section of his Democracy in America, and certainly the most apt for our purposes here—

10 Most large corporations today routinely undergo a variety of ‘change initiatives’ (Krause-Jensen 2011). One
regularly reads about such efforts in business publications like the Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Harvard Business Review
or the MIT Sloan Management Review. A corporation seen as needed to make a particularly sharp transition in how
it does business or what business it’s in, engages in a ‘transformation,” which could be positioned to Wall Street
and investors as planned over a period of, say, 3 to 5 years. In these contexts, ‘change agents’, those seen to spark
or lead formally announced efforts at change, are valorized. So it is not the case that corporations and their
employees resist change of all types; corporate transformations and the change agents seen as enabling them are
often officially announced, some to the point of being externally positioned to the market, shareholders, and staff
alike—thereby sanctioning change explicitly attached to the announced transformation, and potentially
delegitimizing what might be seen to get in its way (Krause-Jensen 2011).

11 "Tn modern industrial society the analogical relation of head to hand was frequently used to justify the class
structure, the inequalities of the educational system, and the division of labor between manual and intellectual
worker" (Douglas 1986, 49)
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understanding why someone might not speak out against something with which they
disagree—is fittingly entitled, “The Power Exercised by the Majority Over Thought™:

...[W]hile the majority is in doubt, one talks; but once it has irrevocably pronounced,
everyone is silent, and friends and enemies alike seem to make for its bandwagon....I know
of no country in which, speaking generally, there is less independence of mind and true
freedom of discussion than in America.... (1988, 254-255)12

To translate the above comment to a business corporate context, consider the episode of
HBO’s Silicon Valley referenced at the opening of this article. The CEO of a large tech
corporation announces in a town hall meeting that the company will preview a product
currently in development during a live sporting event. Immediately following this
announcement, viewers witness conversations among different ranks of the engineering
teams responsible for the launch; for example:

[Speaker 1] ...He does know that converting the whole platform to middle out has put us six
weeks behind schedule, right?

[Speaker 2] Well I’'m not gonna be the one who tells him we’re that far behind. If you want
to, feel free.

[Speaker 3] I just heard you tell Heidi we’re six weeks behind. But remember that drop-
frame issue I showed you? We’re easily 15 weeks behind.

[Speaker 4] Well, ’'m not gonna be the one to tell Heidi about that. [Speaker 1] Feel free to
tell her yourself.

(Silicon Valley 2015, Season 2, Episode 5)

Unsurprisingly, no one conveys the risk of failure up the chain of command (even though
‘everybody knows’ except the CEO), and in a subsequent episode, the technology crashes
during the televised launch, publicly embarrassing the company and the CEO.

Tocqueville goes on to contrast this condition of “Power Exercised by the Majority over
Thought” in democracy with the reign of princes and monarchs, who threaten violence on
the body for non-conformity, whereas “in democratic republics that is not at all how tyranny
behaves, it leaves the body alone and goes straight for the soul.”

The master no longer says: “Think like me or you die.” He does say: “You are free not to
think as I do....but from this day you are a stranger among us. You can keep your privileges
in the township, but they will be useless to you, for if you solicit your fellow citizens’ votes,
they will not give them to you....When you approach your fellows, they will shun you as an
impure being, and even those who believe in your innocence will abandon you too, lest they

in turn be shunned. (1988, 255-256)

If this is at all descriptive of the cultural climate in the US, generally speaking — granting that
Tocqueville may be exaggerating for effect — one can imagine how the insularity common
among many large corporations, in which one regularly interacts with a small group of peers,
supervisors, internal clients, and direct reports, and in which one’s financial security is

12 Tocqueville continues, “In America, the majority has enclosed thought within a formidable fence. A writer is
free inside that area but woe to the man who goes beyond it. [H]e must face all kinds of unpleasantness and
everyday persecution... Those who condemn him express their views loudly, while those who think as he does,
but without his courage, retreat into silence, as if ashamed of having told the truth” (ibid, 255)
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perpetually at risk of ‘reorganization’—that fear of being shunned by going against majority
(or sovereign, senior executive) thinking might be pervasive. Moreover, one might be
predisposed to assume the majority is decided on a particular topic even where it is not.

CONCLUSION

While most corporations have sanctioned ‘truth-telling’ functions, such as market, design, or
user research, which are given a sort of license to speak out critically about product
development initiatives, the warnings such teams sometimes put forward are subject to a
wide range of constraints on their interpretation and dissemination that can make formal
recognition of risks less likely.

A host of institutional contextual factors can contribute to a felt need for corporate
professionals to be guarded in their communication with coworkers, among them: the often
regular sense of job and financial insecurity for professionals working at publicly traded
companies, particularly those experiencing revenue contraction or organizational
‘transformation’ or restructuring.13 Moreover, institutional practices of communication can
constrain the circulation of risk information and setve to disguise its import when circulated;
such practices include: highly guarded communication up and down the organizational
hierarchy; ‘rolling up’ research findings in abbreviated and, often, sanitized forms for senior
executive consumption, such that risks may be difficult to discern or appreciate; and
competition over, and restricted access to, direct communication with managers senior
enough to wield the power to kill initiatives.

Organizational hierarchy, status, and the relative power of different corporate staff
positions and ranks give rise to a sense of one’s ‘place’ in the chain of command. And along
with implicit metaphors such as organizational ‘heads’ and ‘bodies’ which can serve to
naturalize such organizational hierarchies, can give rise to felt constraints on speech and the
notion that significant decisions—such as whether to kill a product—are to be made by the
‘head.” We have seen how research inputs into such decisions are often highly monitored,
abstracted, and seen to need a positive spin (demonstrating a ‘can do’ attitude, highlighting
‘opportunities not obstacles’). All this can contribute to creating a climate of complicity.

At the same time, none of the foregoing should be taken to mean that the circulation of
risk information will #ecessarily be constrained, that products will not be killed, nor criticism
silenced. Staff in business corporations routinely speak up about things with which they
disagree or are concerned. Moreover, companies can make adjustments to mitigate the
conditions that can give rise to constraints on the communication of risk information. Such
adjustments might include: formally elevating the status of research teams, perhaps giving
them a form of veto power on product initiatives; assuring job security for those speaking up
about risks; or designing product development teams to focus on identifying potential
Achilles heels rather than using research to ‘validate’ their direction.

13 Tt is worth stressing, as Karen Ho informs describes, that job insecurity—through the pervasiveness of
restructurings and large-scale layoffs—is common among many Fortune 500 companies, regardless of their
profitability (Ho 2009, 133, 135, 137). In Ho’s account, “the restructuring movement gained so much momentum
that it left virtually no company untouched....” (2009, 133). In the United States, she reports, employment by
F500 companies dropped substantially in the 1980s and 1990s—from 1/5 to 1/10 of the non-agricultural
workforce (ibid).
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X, formerly Google [X], is an example of a company that appears to have made these
sorts of adjustments. Judging by public accounts, X may be at the opposite extreme of the
sort of constrained environment for communicating risk information described thus far;
there, failure in the form of killing projects or products is said to be explicitly encouraged
from the top. The head of X, Astro Teller (whose official title is “Captain of Moonshots”),
has spoken publicly about how this is done; he describes the organizational climate like this:

The Moonshot Factory is a messy place. But rather than avoid the mess—pretend it’s not
there—we’ve tried to make that our strength. We spend most of our time breaking things.
And trying to prove that we’re wrong...Run at all the hardest parts of the problem firsz. Get
excited and cheer: hey, how are we going to kill our project today?! (Teller 2016, 1:54,
emphasis in the original)

Teller describes a place where staff are supposed to routinely ask, “How can we kill this as
fast as possible so we get on to something that is worth doing?”’; where members of failed
project teams are commended in full view of their colleagues—and given bonuses.

In this way, companies can play with organizational conditions to make ignoring or not
speaking up about risk less likely. But while X may sound like the idyllic opposite of how
many big corporations inadequately communicate risk information and move forward with
projects that probably should be killed, there is at least one indication that even in an
environment like X’s, staff may be reluctant to speak up. Imagine a case in which Teller, a
charismatic speaker, and no doubt a charismatic leader, has expressed enthusiasm about a
certain project. How much less likely would the team be to express their concerns? Perhaps
not coincidentally, X has been regularly lampooned in HBO’s Silicon 1 alley—rather
transparently represented as “Hooli XYZ”—and this Emperor-Has-No-Clothes type
phenomenon was referenced eatlier, including in the opening quote in which engineering
teams refuse to speak up about their concerns about likely delays to a product launch. Such
tendencies may be difficult to reverse, and even at a place like X, may need to be
monitored—perhaps through unbiased observation or ethnography performed by a
protected research function.

Josh Kaplan is a practicing business anthropologist. He holds a PhD from the University of Chicago.
Please direct inquities to: jharriskaplan@gmail.com.
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Papers 3 - Vantage Points

The View From The Studio: Design Ethnography and Organizational
Cultures.

ANNEMARIE DORLAND
University of Calgary

This ethnographic study of designing explores the relationship between the organizational surroundings of the
design studio and the way in which design ethnography activities are accomplished, with a focus on the ways in
which design practitioners are actively negotiating and redefining the perspectives they use to conduct research
work. 1t proposes the twined cultures of reflexcivity and conjecture as frameworks for understanding what it is
that makes design ethnography so different, and for reconciling the integration of the ethnographic toolkit
within the limitations of daily design practice. Based on findings from a para-ethnographic study of designers
at work on an angmented reality project in a large studio, this paper explores the effects of framing design
ethnography as research that looks both inward, and at the future — perspectives which serve to contradict
traditional expectations of the vantage points offered by this methodological toolkit.

INTRODUCTION

When I ask designers at Studio X what they “do” in a day, I’'m unlikely to receive a straight
answer. “We make experiences” comes up, accompanied almost always with an eye roll. I
move pixels” or “I draw pictures” is another common answer, offered as an antidote to
grandiosity of the field’s claim to save the world. The design practitioners that I collaborate
with are tasked with creating the future—with anticipating and shaping the conditions in
which we will engage with a future digital and material world. The way that they (and others
in their field) have adapted the ethnographic toolkit as an inventive and engaging approach
to solving problems in the studio is well documented—and much celebrated—as unique and
innovative. But how are design practitioners learning to do this type of research, and how do
they fit it within the boundaries of designing as a practice? Is the implementation of
ethnographic methods within design practice tied to either the abilities of the design team
(their visual aptitudes, their training and background) or to their attitudes (their willingness
to engage with the sticky, the wicked and the complex in an iterative and ‘designerly’
fashion)? Or could the way they do ethnography instead be a function of an organizational
culture that in itself is radically different than that which shaped ‘traditional’ ethnographic
methods?

In this paper, I am using findings from an organizational ethnography of a design
studio to explore the relationship between an organizational culture and the way in which
design ethnography activities are accomplished by its members. Using perspectives generated
through collaborative and para-ethnographic work in a large scale digital design studio, I will
tell the story of how a specific team of design practitioners learn to interweave design
practice and ethnographic methods to generate a new and unique way of researching. This
paper will ask: what effect does the organizational culture of the studio have on the research
practices of designers? What happens when we map the prevailing narratives about designer-
led research against the lived social structures and social practices of the organizational
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culture of a studio space? What frameworks can be seen through the lens of an
organizational culture; what practices are rendered more visible or valuable when a designer’s
methodological depth of field, focus, and viewpoint are shaped by the socio-material
arrangements of the studio space?

What emerges from the data is a clear picture of how design practitioners are actively
mobilizing two facets of their organizational culture to shape their use of the classic
ethnographer’s toolkit. Design practitioners engaged with adapting the traditional
ethnographic toolkit to their needs and uses tell the story of how the organizational culture
of the studio shapes not only their everyday, mundane ‘research focused’ activity tasks, but
also their social practice: including the way that they understand the role, function and
practice of their ethnographic research work. In doing so, they offer two key insights. First,
they share how a culture of conjecture can reward a design practitioner’s bias towards
forecasting rather than looking at the present during both data collection and analysis phases
of ethnographic research work. Second, they share how their particular studio’s culture of
reflection embeds a bias towards self-examination rather than engagement with participants
outside the design practitionet’s community of practice.

The following sections describe the theoretical perspectives used to analyze and
contextualize emergent findings from the ethnographic study, the study’s use of para-
ethnographic methodology, and two initial theoretical frameworks developed in partnership
with study participants offered as a way to understand how the organizational culture of the
design studio acts to shape the way designers learn and practice ethnographic methods.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Organizational Culture

Through an examination of the way in which the socio-material arrangements of the studio
shape the form of designer-led research practice, this paper attempts to contribute to the
ongoing discussion about how designers work to solve wicked, multifaceted and ambiguous
problems (Buchanan 1992). Despite the growing attention paid to the importance of design-
led research today, the inside of the studio remains a relatively unexamined vantage point
from which to view how design practice actually happens (Murphy 2015). This study aims to
address that gap by providing a detailed picture of how design practice, including the use of
ethnographic methods in the design studio, is changing. The narrative frames applied to
design practice in the organizational setting are deeply informed by the socio-material
arrangements of the studio space (Brown & Duguid 2001); Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury
2012), the institutional logics of the studio organizational culture (Oswick & Richards, 2004),
and the interactional resources and social practices (Chaiklin & LLave 1993) that come to
stand for creative practices in the work of designers (Gunn, Otto, & Charlotte Smith, 2013;
Wilner 2008).

As with any organization, “the way we do things around here” at Studio X is
simultaneously inferred and invisible azd materially embodied (Parmelli, Flodgren & Beyer et
al. 2011). It is constructed from “knowing how” — from the behaviours, conversations,
artefacts and patterns common to the defined group of people that form the living
organization or the curriculum and customs of the people who make up the studio itself.
Knowing “how” to practice design in the culture of Studio X is not easy - the boundaries for
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acceptable behaviours are unmarked on the ‘creative’ side of the studio, and the consequence
for transgressions can range from the social (not being included in the ever present group
chat happening on every monitor but yours) to being ostracized from team briefings and
brainstorm sessions.

Knowing how to be a designer—how to practice design—within the specific culture of
Studio X means more than just a knowledge of docket numbers and client briefs. It means
sharing ‘how we do things here’: sharing the beliefs, values, norms of behaviour, routines,
traditions, sense making and perspectives of the organizational culture itself. By applying
these values and norms to their daily practice, designers on the creative teams at Studio X
operate within what Schein refers to as a “pattern of shared basic assumptions” (1995), each
of which are shaped by and act to shape the mindset that dominates the culture of the studio
organization.

Design Ethnography

One example of ‘how we do things here’ at Studio X is the way in which practitioners practice
design ethnography: the well-established, unique and valuable methodology developed at the
intersection of ethnographic research methods and “designerly” ways of doing (Crouch &
Pearce, 2012; Gunn et al. 2013) (Chatlotte Smith et al. 2016; Anderson 2009). With
ethnographic methods becoming ever more integrated into the larger practice of design
(Crabtree, Rouncefield & Tolmie 2012; Banks, Gill & Taylor 2014) and with an increased
interest in the role of design as a research tool (Chatlotte Smith et al. 2016; van Vaggel
2005), it is not surprising to see this term come up as a descriptor for the designer-led
research conducted as part of client work at Studio X. For design practitioners in this studio,
and in many others, design ethnography has moved beyond the realm of ‘activity’ - or “more
mundane behaviours...everyday work” (Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012, p. 148) - and
into that of ‘practice’ - or “forms or constellations of socially meaningful activity that are
relatively coherent and established” (p. 148). This evolution of design ethnography from
activity to practice serves to validate and value the research form as an essential element of
design practice at Studio X and across the industry (Halse & Clark 2008; Tunstall 2008).
However, less attention has been paid to the ways that an organizational culture can
support specific practices of design ethnography, or how it can impose boundaries and

limitations within this form of research work (Julier 2017; Kimbell 2012). Current
examinations of the practice of design ethnography in the studio setting focus primarily on
three aspects of its social construction: the a#fitudes that design practitioners bring to their
research work, the abilities that enable the practice of designer-led research, and the unique
aspects of the approach that constitute the application of the practice of design ethnography.
First, important contributions focused on the research and problem-solving
methodologies of designers shed light on the role of at#itude in the practice of design
ethnography: an attitude which has come to be defined as a designerly way of knowing, or a
sensibility—the tacit or embodied ‘feel’ for the game possessed by the designers themselves
(Cross 2011; Dorst 2011) . The second area of scholarly interest focuses on the abilities
required for the practice of design ethnography. Contributions from this perspective
illustrate the ways in which design practitioners are trained in the unique professional and
personal skill that marks their community of practice (Duguid 2007) and developed through
their enculturation in their community of cultural production (Scott, Bakker, & Quist 2012;
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Simonsen et al. 2014) . A final area of focus for those interested in the social construction of
design ethnography as a practice form is the unique nature of the approach which constitutes
the method: the tactics and processes that designers undertake in their work as they solve
wicked and complex problems. This point of focus is of particular interest to those invested
in mobilizing the popular conceptions of ‘design thinking’ practices outside of the socio-
cultural matrix of studio culture (IDEO 2014; Martin 2009). In this particular study, the key
point of focus is the organizational culture which informs and shapes the attitudes, the
abilities and the approach: the way in which the socio-material intersections at play in Studio
X tint the lens through which design practitioners on the creative team see the boundaries
and possibilities of design ethnography as a problem-solving method in their daily work.

Using Para-Ethnographic Methods in Creative and Knowledge Intensive
Organizations

Since the design teams that participated in this case study are themselves producers of
interpretation and analysis through ethnographic methods, this study presents a unique and
exciting opportunity for the use of para-ethnographic methods (Holmes & Marcus 2005). In
practice, this means implementing two guiding principles for the study methodology. First, it
means prioritizing the joint production of knowledge with organizational members who are
actively interested in theorizing their own practice. In their role as knowledge producers,
design practitioners at Studio X come to their practice every day with an understanding of
the theoretical and methodological approaches which influence their own personal
petspective, and which define a large portion of their organizational identity. As a
community, designers are highly invested in the reflexive description of their own culture
and have developed the ability to “play the role of culture analysts themselves” (Islam 2015;
Mills and Ratcliffe 2012). This ability to conduct intra-community analysis allows for the
inclusion of the ‘multiple knowledges’ of the research subject outlined by Burawoy, resulting
in what he called a ‘craft production of knowledge’ (1998).

Secondly, the study methodology is guided by the ethnographic methods employed by
the design practitioners themselves: through the use of a para-ethnographic approach, design
teams guide the data gathering, interpretation and analysis processes and use their own
‘toolkit’ of practices and actives to structure the stages of field work and thematic analysis.
The actor-produced perspectives marked, but not defined, by organizational structures and
material assemblages, are treated as “partial visions” (Islam 2015, p. 239) and are analyzed
collaboratively by both the researchers and the participants. Design practitioners participate
in data sorting and coding exercises on site, and field-notes (including observations from
pitch presentations, small team brainstorms, client meetings, hallway interviews and
shadowing sessions) are generated in a collaborative online working space used often in
client work to enable the design team to provide additional commentary and perspective.
Design teams also participate in data analysis by ‘translating” organizational documents and
work flow structures into participant generated ‘process maps’ that more accurately
represented how they understood their practice forms.

This para-ethnographic approach is made possible by the ways in which designers are
already working with theoretical and methodological approaches informed by ethnographic
practice — work which primes them to be highly reflexive about their own community of
practice within the organization, and their practice as knowledge and creative workers within
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a larger cultural segment. As Feyerabend (1975) notes, much of the ‘data’ generated through
participant observation and semi-structured interviews conducted in collaboration with
knowledge-workers (such as design practitioners) is by nature informed by theoretical
perspectives generated through their participation in a community of practice. For this
reason, a para-ethnographic approach is especially useful in allowing designers to participate
in making visible the social structure, theoretical perspectives and cultural implications of
their working world.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The studio workplace of Studio X presents an especially rich vantage point from which to
examine the impact of the organizational culture of the studio on the research practices of
designers. At first glance, Studio X'is a contemporary building in a gentrified area of a large
Canadian city filled with the expected foosball tables, living tree walls, bar areas, video game
centres and nap pods: the embodiment of what we have defined as a creative place to pursue
a passion-directed practice (Viorel Pop 2014). But the view offered from behind the client-
focused spaces filled with golden trophies and wall mounted portfolio displays reveals a
different order at play. It quickly becomes apparent that the organizational culture which
provides the parameters for the acceptable practice of design ethnography here is not
defined by the recreational facilities and client-facing displays of awards and accolades, but
by the white board-walled ‘war’ rooms filled with design prototypes, coffee cups, lap tops
and sketch notes in which design teams spend the majority of their days. With more than
850 workers across 11 offices internationally, the organizational structure of Studio X is
complex and multi-layered. What is immediately clear to visitors and organizational members
alike is that the creative side is different than anywhere else in the studio. Not only are
creative teams spatially divided from accounting, project management, UX and strategy
teams (occupying an entirely separate wing of the studio’s downtown space), but their
reporting and reward structure is different as well.

In total, fieldwork with design teams was conducted over the course of one year-long
project,? allowing for the exploration of “a particular set of social processes in a particular
context” as suggested by Mason (2002, p. 91). All respondents self-identified as members of
Studio X, working in the field of graphic, digital and experience design, and participating
respondents were limited to those employed as part of the particular design team during the
time of the study.4

The first stage of working with designers at Studio X to develop an understanding of
the role of organizational culture in shaping both the practice of design ethnography, and the
deep story of what it means to be a design researcher (Russell Hochschild 2016) included
identifying the base activities that design practitioners identified as part of their own
extended ethnographic toolkit. Through a sorting exercise, design practitioners documented
the various activities that they billed as “research”, and worked collaboratively to sort them
into alternative categories in order to explore potential themes. This stage of the study
served to clarify what design practitioners understood as research, and to differentiate this
from the auditing categories provided by the studio culture. “The way we do things here’ is
different in each organization, but with this sorting activity design practitioners at Studio X
were given a language which frames how #bey engage in ethnographically informed research
work. By working together to analyse the individual activities or “more mundane
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behaviours...everyday work™ (Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury 2012, p. 148) listed in their
billable time records as evidence of a larger practice form, design practitioners were able to
make visible both the culture which shaped their design ethnography work and the biases
that this culture naturalized, encouraged and rewarded.

In the second stage of the study, designers worked collaboratively to identify a new
definition of what design ethnography meant in their studio space. Semi-structured
interviews with individual team members were then conducted with a specific focus on the
definitions generated by the team at large. Observational and interview data was coded and
gathered into relevant themes using Quirkos and collaborative analysis of data and analytical
findings was conducted with the participating members of the design team using Google
Drive to encourage reflexivity and capitalize upon existing professional knowledge (Islam
2015).

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS
Stage 1: Defining Design Ethnography

In the organizational culture Studio X, designers are encouraged to use their allocated
‘research’ time in a variety of ways. The clearest way in which the research values of the
organizational culture are shared and embedded within the design teams is through the
accounting and auditing practices they face each day. By categorizing their research practice
within the organizationally structured categories of the billable time sheet, designers quickly
become adept at focusing on research activities that fall within the acceptable parameters
established by the studio’s management and accounting divisions.5 At Studio X, these
categories of ‘research’ included:

1. Concept generation
2. Concept testing

3. Ideation

4. Prototyping

As knowledge workers and researchers themselves, participant members of the design
team were able to articulate their performance and practice of design ethnography in ways
that were both “conventional and reflexive, reflecting both knowledge of the “common
sense” of organizations and the limits of that common sense” (Islam 243). With this in mind
as a starting point, design practitioners collected, compared and re-sorted their data as a
team. After working extensively with their activity lists, the following two definitions of
design ethnography were proposed:

1. Design ethnography is research that focuses on looking back from the future.
2. Design ethnography is research that focuses on looking inward.

Framing their design ethnography practice as research that focuses on looking back from the
future shines a light on a studio culture of conjecture, and on the ways it rewards a design
practitioner’s bias towards forecasting rather than looking at the present. Within this
framework, design practitioners deny the traditional ethnographic focus on the present and
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on current experience. And framing their ethnographic practice as research that focuses on
looking imward reveals a studio culture of reflexivity - one which embeds and cultivates a
design practitioner’s bias towards examining their own lived experience rather than towards
looking outwards. In this way, design practitioners frame ethnography as best done when
taking the self as the primary subject — a perspective that directly challenges core tenets of
ethnographic practice.

Stage 2: Analyzing the Organizational Cultures of Studio X

Both of these frameworks impact the perspective, practice and production of the design
teams at Studio X, and these mindsets (Dweck 20006) represent a way of understanding the
structuring force of the organizational culture within which designer-led research occurs.
With each project they take on, the design team at Studio X is tasked with evolving a
traditional practice model (notably, ethnography conducted to explore digital technological
platforms) into a form of predictive production: creating a setting where new extensions and
evolutions of the ethnographic toolkit can be observed and clarified as the design
practitioners engaged with “creating the conditions of the future - shaping the requirements
for the future” (Designer A 2017).

A Culture of Conjecture — Design ethnography is often presented to clients working with
Studio X as a process with clear boundaries and stages: methods of concept generation,
testing, ideation and prototyping were audited and accounted for at an hourly rate, and the
analysis was complete when a final deck of findings was presented on a wall-sized flat screen
at a client-approval milestone meeting held in the boardroom. These categories, and the
clarity of this process are rendered irrelevant from the perspective of a designer billing their
time. “You don’t want to know how the sausage gets made” explained one senior creative
director. “We get there. It’s just not a straight line”. This process of practiced design
ethnography at Studio X, messy as it is, would not be possible without the first of two
frameworks embedded in the organization itself: to do “research that focuses on looking
back from the future” requires an established culture of conjecture.

The organizational culture of conjecture at Studio X acts to encourage a bias towards
forecasting rather than looking at the present within the data collection and analysis phases
of the design practitioner’s ethnographic work, and allows design practitioners to revise the
boundaries of their practice to include acts of remembering the future as a form of research. By
encouraging and rewarding the use of a forecasting bias as a way of “making do” (de Certeau
1984) in projects that hold high levels of ambiguity (and low levels of actual data for analysis)
a culture of conjecture allows for a unique and different form of engagement with
ethnographic methods. Design practitioners approach analysis by rejecting the need to
uncover the existing requirements of today’s world, and instead employing a bias towards
forecasting as a collaborative prediction method to allow design practitioners to position
themselves in a hypothetical future. This allows them to extend the boundaries of the
ethnographic method, creating an affordance for generating ideas that can be tested and
reported on from that ‘future’ vantage point. When doing “what I guess you can call
research if you want” (Designer B 2017), members of the creative team actively operate in
the space of the hypothetical and predictive future, working collaboratively to generate ideas
for “when this comes out” (Designer A 2017) rather than actively constraining their ideas
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within the parameters of the present day. This incorporation of ambiguity within the
parameters of the research phase of the project is often presented as a positive feature of the
process by the design team: “Who knows what this space is going to be by the time we are
done. I guess, well we know. That’s our job right?” (Designer B 2017).

In this culture of conjecture, creative team members are expected to dedicate over
half of their ‘billable’ research time to what studio on-boarding materials described as ‘moon
shot” thinking; forecasting scenarios, proposing imaginary contexts and predicting abstract
outcomes for their undefined design solution.

“You never know how it is going to live out, so you have to work on the idea itself. I mean,
we knew this was going to be an experience rather than just a site. We knew it had to live in
public, not on a screen. But they don’t know what the form is going to be in 6 months. Will
we still have any of the VR we’ve got now? No point designing to, you know within the
specs we’ve got - this baby isn’t going to live there” (Designer C 2017).

The shaping function of the culture of conjecture at play at Studio X is supported by
the embedded ethos of innovation, unpredictability and risk for which the Studio was
renowned. Designers who are able to engage a bias towards forecasting during both data
collection and analysis phases of their DE practice are rewarded with larger, more complex,
and more high profile projects and are freed of the “wrist work” required of the “pixel
pushers” in the lower ranks of the team. And by creating a social license for the allocation of
billable hours to practices of forecasting, the designer’s ethnographic toolkit is extended to
include the ‘generation’ of findings through acts of “remembering the future” rather than
through the analysis of field notes or interview transcripts.

The organizational culture of conjecture also acts as a future-focused lens for
designers within their ‘research’ phases by positioning design practice within an adjusted
narrative around what constitutes the labour of design, requiring designers to orient toward
design-as-idea-generation rather than design-as-product-generation.

“We come up with ideas without leaving our chairs - we’ve got to use our imaginations but
you can call that research if you are billing it” (Designer A 2017).

A culture of conjecture (or of ‘remembering the future’) is also reflected in the way
that designers describe their own individual practice:

“We just jump off what is today - but we aren’t designing for today, even if we do it today.
So you can’t only research today. But how can you, you know, research tomorrow? That’s
what we are good at” (Designer B 2017)

Finally, this culture of conjecture is also supported by the material space of the studio
itself. By creating ‘research’ studios out of white boards upon which designers are asked to
transport themselves “into the yonder...defining for ourselves what might be, then reporting
back” (Designer A 2017), rather than spaces where data, transcripts, field notes or video
documentation could be reviewed and analyzed, the material culture of Studio X rewards a
bias for forecasting over data collection, and privileges the use of “remembering the future”
over data analysis and interpretation.

A culture of forecasting—one which encourages looking back from, or remembering, the
future—enables design practitioners to engage an important abi/ity identified as a key trait of
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this community of practice: the ability to conjure or forecast a future state, and to create the
optimal conditions for that reality. By creating a culture of conjecture, the organization of
Studio X enables designers to include their abductive thinking resources in their design
ethnography toolkit, to engage shortcuts in the process of conjure up alternate realities
without the expense of scenario builds or physical prototyping, to incorporate performance
into their research practice, and to iteratively model-test multiple scenarios for multiple
constructed future vantage points without exceeding the allocated billable resources of time
and materials. This ability can also be understood as counterfactual foresight (Hines et al.
2017): a practice understood by neuroscientists as one that increases the brain’s ability to
construct and reconstruct possible realities. By encouraging and activating the redefinition of
the social practice of design ethnography as one of ‘looking back from the future’, Studio X’s
organizational culture empowers designers to create a change in their understanding of what
‘could be’, and to transport themselves to worlds that didn’t yet exist, allowing them to take
creative action and strategic decisions that affected those potential future worlds. This
practice creates a space for the designers to better generate strategies that were considered
unusual or divergent.

A Culture of Reflection — What is perhaps most surprising about the culture at Studio X is
that no one leaves. At least, no one on the creative side. “It’s Hotel California in here” one
design practitioner explained. “Why would you ever leave? You’ve got food here, you've got
a bar here, you’ve got your people here...why go out?” (Designer F 2017). It is this aspect of
the organizational culture that design practitioners point out most often as both a symptom
and a cause of their second proposed framework for understanding what design
ethnography means to them: to do “research that focuses on looking inward”, you need a
culture of reflection.

Through the material resources provided, the social structures that are constructed, and
the activity forms that are rewarded, the organizational culture of Studio X actively
encourages the extension of the ethnographic toolkit to include practices of intra-community
introspection and reflexivity. By limiting the amount of acceptable (or billable) time that
designers are able to spend with external community members, Studio X creates a culture of
reflection: one which encouraged a specific bias towards self-examination rather than
engagements with external participants. After all, if there are no hours available in the
budget, and you’ve got a community of practice that can easily stand in for both the users
and the clients, why wouldn’t you replace the traditional ethnographic approach of ‘making
the familiar strange, and the strange familiar’ with research that relies on the familiar to start
with? This culture of reflection validates and values acts of reflection and reflexivity in both
the generation of data, and the analysis of findings. But most importantly, it affords design
practitioners the ability to use their own community of practice as a resource, the ability to
actively use the self-reflective production of empathy as a generator of innovative and
creative ideas, and the ability to work quickly and effectively using the material and human
resources on-hand to meet budget and timing parameters.

Design practitioners describe the data collection stage of their ethnographic practice
not as field work, interview work or participant observation, but as a form of disaster
checking for design solutions — a method reliant not on external informants, but on intra-
community reflexivity and the reliance on members of their community of practice as
participants in the process.
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“We can test most things out ourselves. That is what we have to do - you get to think about
who will be using this in the end and then put yourself in their shoes. I know lots of places
have time for working with users - I know the whole IDEO thing - but we don’t. So we have
to ask each other, but it works, yes.” (Designer D 2017).

“Sure, I guess I could get used to bringing in users. But most of the time, it’s the client who
is our user you know? I mean, yeah yes we think of the people who come into contact with
the solution. But the person who we have to think of most is the client. What they sort of
think. Good thing, well I do a good impression of the PM on their side. I can be him no
problem!” (Designer C 2017).

When working within this culture of reflection to develop the analytical categories in
this phase of the study, design practitioners reiterate that they themselves often perform the
role of user in lieu of more externally focused research subjects. This is attributed to the
boundaries of time and budget that define each project, and to the repetitive nature of many
design engagements:

“I mean come on. How many times, do I really, I mean how often do I have to test
something I know will work? I can do that here, we’re good at giving the gut check”
(Designer A 2017)

A culture of reflection, or of looking inward’ define both the activity parameters and
the practice parameters of research work, and both are highly informed by the organization’s
larger cultural norms and values. The ability to engage in data collection defined by reflexive
practice and intra-community introspection is valued as a “third eye” into a culture, and
designers who develop a reputation within the community for being especially adept at this
research approach are praised publicly for their “insight” and “understanding” of user
groups at studio-wide monthly meetings. In fact, during the fieldwork period, the ability to
‘look inward’ to generate insight was added as a performance metric on yeatly reviews
conducted by all team leads. It also serves to validate and value personal experience over the
observed experiences of outside participants. Using this framework enables the design team
at Studio X to extend their ethnographic toolkit to include the deliberate generation of
empathy without the participation of users or informants as a research method in their work. This
active production of empathy through self or intra-community reflection has been identified
by neuroscientists to be a key driver of innovative and creative idea generation (Hines et al.
2017). By including acts of personal and collaborative reflexivity within the framework of
‘research’, the organizational culture of Studio X creates a space for design practitioners to
draw upon their own personal expetience to generate an empathic understanding of the lives
of others. Instead of requiring designers to engage personally with research subjects to
understand their experience, the organizational culture substitutes the use of a bias toward
self-examination for this form of research work. And by relying on this bias, the design
practitioners are able to access their own “... library of life” (as a Senior Creative Director
described) as an effective shortcut to generate, test and iterate design solutions for complex
and wicked problems. Without the organizational structures fostered by the culture of
reflection to support this research work (including the public recognition of individuals who
exemplified this skill set and a social license for the position of the designer as a proxy
member of the user group) designers would not have been able to extend their ethnographic
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toolkit to include the use of intra-community introspection as a methodological asset in the
practice of design ethnography at their studio.

CONCLUSIONS

The collaboratively generated findings from this para-ethnographic collaboration highlight
the two ‘cultures’ which actively define the lens through which design practitioners at Studio
X viewed data collection and analysis practice. This is, of course, the story of only one team,
in only one studio. And to complicate the narrative, this particular story is muddied by the
addition of a researcher probing, questioning and complicating a team’s daily practice, and
their own understanding of their work. And yet, the story of the two cultures that shape the
way that designers do design ethnography offers a compelling way for me to understand why
what happens in the studio looks so different than what happens in the methods textbook.

First, a culture of conjecture rewards a design practitioner’s bias towards forecasting
rather than looking at the present during both data collection and analysis phases of their
ethnographic work. The use of the forecasting bias acts as an important and effective tool
for designers conducting research in a culture where they enter the analysis phase without
findings, but with ideas - tasked with ‘remembering the future’ in a room full of white boards
and glass walls rather than with sifting through data. Second, a culture of reflection actively
embeds a bias towards self-examination rather than engagement with participants outside the
design practitioner’s community of practice. By limiting the amount of contact creative team
members have with the external user community, and by rewarding the use of intra-
community introspection as a strategy for reducing valuable billable hours in each project,
the culture of reflection present at this studio embeds a bias towards self-examination. Both
of these cultural frameworks act not only to extend the boundaries of the tesearch-focused
activities that make up the daily work of the design teams, but also to shape the social
practice of design ethnography as it is understood by design practitioners themselves.
Operating within a culture of conjecture allows design practitioners to reframe design
ethnography as research that focuses on looking back from the future. And by engaging in
data collection and analysis within a culture of reflection, design practitioners are able to
reframe design ethnography as research focused on looking inward. Both of these
frameworks serve to extend the classic ethnographet’s toolkit to include the use of biases
informed by designet’s abilities and attitudes while acting as a lens through which design
practitioners see the value and validity of design ethnography as a practice form.

The two driving aspects of the organizational culture of Studio X identified in this
study—a culture of conjecture and a culture of reflection—are not of course, unique to design
studios. Many workplace organizations support, foster and encourage the use of forecasting
as a valid form of idea generation. Still more rely on the reflexive skill sets of their employees
to continue to innovate and grow. However, few organizational cultures are willing to extend
the traditional and normative exp