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Theme 
EPIC2024 and this issue of the EPIC Proceedings marks our twentieth year. For two decades, 
ethnographers and kin working in industry and organizations have gathered at EPIC to 
advance our practice and address some of the most timely and interesting challenges that we 
face as professionals and as human beings. We also have built a warm and generous, constantly 
learning, critically questioning community of change-makers. 

In 2024 our aspiration has been to draw on the foundational collective wisdom this 
community has established; explore displacements and shifts in our business and social 
landscapes; and generate creative new partnerships and practices to meet two more decades of 
challenge and opportunity. 

Today, the challenges are substantial: We have economic retraction and hyperscaling of AI 
that could amplify human creativity as well as automate inequity. We have inspiring 
manifestations of care and community, but also areas of spiraling violence and an epochal 
ecological emergency. We need diverse perspectives, practices, and partnerships to create 
positive futures for our organizations, industries, and professions. Over the past twenty years 
we have wrangled with shifts in society and industry; we need to buckle up for the next 
twenty. 

EPIC2024 took on this meta-theme of past-and-future-twenty through Foundations, 
Displacement, and Generation. 

Foundations 

Organizations and communities create collective foundations, which become the myths and 
rituals that define them. But foundations aren’t just established. Through everyday ritual, 
strategic innovation, and social transformation, foundations are interpreted, extended, or 
directly challenged. We invite you to explore the foundational legacies that have defined your 
organizations, industries, social institutions, methodologies, and professional practices. What 
has been built and achieved? What or who has been excluded or failed? How can we engage 
ethnography to extend enduring wisdom, but avoid over-reliance on “conventional wisdom” 

that prevents positive change and new kinds of value creation? 

Displacement 

Today, important social and technological shifts are developing alongside rapidly unfolding 
ecological crises. Ethnographers can play key roles in illuminating these fault lines, assessing 
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risk and opportunity, and charting paths forward. The models and metrics that have defined 
success in our organizations can be sources of insight, but may also create resistance to change. 
What would it mean to move displacement from the periphery to the center? We invite 
reckoning and risk taking as pathways to positive change. 

Generation 

The next twenty years will depend on redefining our generative capacities beyond hyperscale. 
The value creation that ethnography foregrounds—interpretive, relational, heterogeneous, 
human, and more-than-human—is essential for livable futures. We invite generative and 
generational contributions that employ ethnography in creative partnership with 
technologists, artists, scientists, humanists, and the diverse communities our organizations 
serve. What new networks, collectives, industries, and ecologies can we help steward? 
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AI Mental Models & Trust: The Promises and 

Perils of Interaction Design  

SOOJIN JEONG, AIUX, Google DeepMind  

ANOOP SINHA, Google Technology & Society 

Jeong, Soojin, and Anoop Sinha. "AI Mental Models and Trust: The Promises and Perils of Interaction Design." EPIC 
Proceedings (2024): 12–25. https://www.epicpeople.org/ai-mental-models-and-trust. ISSN 1559-8918. License: CC-BY.

This study offers practical solutions to ongoing issues of trust and accountability in AI, highlighting 

how AI mental models are shaped among consumers in the evolving relationship between humans 

and AI. We argue that although predictability in AI is crucial, alone it is not enough to foster trust. 

The lack of real consequences for AI systems that breach trust remains a key challenge for 

interaction design. Until AI systems face tangible repercussions for trust violations, human trust will 

remain limited and conditional. Our research contributes to the development of socio-technologies that 

prioritize human capabilities and foster productive human-AI relationships. 

1. How Mental Models of AI Are Formed

Well before interacting with a product – marketing, ads, manuals, reviews,

cultural and other information can shape a person's expectations of what it can and 

cannot do. 

As AI capabilities are integrated into digital products we regularly use, we’ve 

become increasingly familiar and comfortable with predictive recommendations 

However, people are skeptical as well. Some users may even assume AI is involved 

without being told so even when it’s not.  

Mismatched mental models can lead a person to expect too much from a 

product that is still being improved, or expecting too little of a high-performing 

product. This can lead to unmet expectations, frustration, misuse, and product 

abandonment.  

Worse yet, it can erode user trust. 

This occurs when a product focuses on a feature's net benefits without 

explaining what the product can or cannot do, and how the product works. It occurs 

when teams ignore affordances or do not consider the user experience of earlier or 

similar versions of the feature. 

If users have formed a mental model of “AI magic” that can help them 

accomplish their task, they may overestimate expectations of what the product can 

actually do and be set up for disappointment from the reality of their experience.  

Taken together, our exploration of AI follows on a rich tradition of ethnographic 

analysis at EPIC into trust, governance, and possibility in high-profile technologies. 

Ethnographic analysis of advancements in technology is a central theme of EPIC. AI 



technologies, much like autonomous vehicles, translate human practices into 

machine learning algorithms. Vinkhuyzen and Cefkin considered the limitations of 

this act of conversion, which raised many of the same questions that users have 

about LLM-based AI technologies (Vinkhuyzen and Cefkin 2016). Elish explored 

applications of machine learning in healthcare, which explored new ways of building 

trust in AI/ML technologies (Eilish 2019). These thrust-forward approaches inform 

our methodology in studying developing trust conditions in technology.  

Other relevant EPIC work focused on decentralized finance and blockchain. 

These technologies are similar to AI in that they both experienced massive amounts 

of public attention (“hype”) and required a renewed look at how trust is built in new 

technologies. Nabben and Zargham examined how decentralized autonomous 

organizations (DAOs), governed by algorithms, refined and challenged core user 

ideas surrounding trust and governance (Nabben and Zargham 2022). Themes of 

imagination and exploration present in AI were also explored via NFTs by Silva, 

who used self-ethnography to explore new frontiers of human possibility (Silva 

2022). These past explorations contribute to our analysis of technology that received 

outsized public attention shortly after its introduction.  

My first exposure with AI was through films like Terminator and Black Mirror. 

These fictional narratives painted a very dramatic and dark picture. But everything 

changed when I first experienced personalized recommendations from my favorite 

streaming services. I was shocked when it felt like it knew me better than I know 

myself. What a powerful moment. That’s when I realized there’s a massive gap 

between my perception of AI and its reality. So I set to work researching how mental 

models of AI are formed and changed. Where are the gaps between our mental 

models of AI and AI’s true capabilities, and how can we bridge those gaps? 

Google’s AIUX team has identified three areas that influence how mental 

models of AI are formed, and how AI product teams can help shift that thinking 

toward a broader awareness of AI’s collaborative abilities. There are 3 major factors 

that influence people as they develop their mental models of AI: Cultural narratives, 

Prior Technology, and Social Cues.  
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Fig. 1. 

1.1 Cultural Narratives 

Culture is in the air we breathe. It is drawn from our preconceived notions of old 

things, changes our feelings about familiar things, and can condition us to love or 

fear new things. 

Much of popular culture is driven by the mainstream media and arts including 

films, and they are creating some very scary and confusing scenarios about AI. 

Classic science fiction stories such as Metropolis or Frankenstein, but also in movies 

and television programs such as Terminator, Space Odyssey, or the famous Netflix 

show Black Mirror recently. 

These are fictional tales and they exist in a fantasy world. Consumer perceptions 

are driven, shaped, and constrained, not only by the actual features of the AI, but 

also by highly emotional and fictional tales and stories.  

In mass media, conflicting views from opinion leaders adds to the confusion as 

well. AI products are typically seen as progressive upgrades to familiar technology, 

making them easier to adopt. However, there's a growing perception that AI could 

significantly disrupt society and initiate a new era. They either present AI as an 

existential threat, or they pass it off as a novelty. 

Mixed messages about the potential impact of AI in society and in everyday life 

is leading to a broader sentiment that this technology is a source of disruption. These 

narratives create uncertainty, leading people to seek more grounded, simpler 

interpretations of how to think about AI.  

Apprehension and uncertainty of AI has driven product managers and marketers 

to embrace the narrative that AI should just be thought of as a “tool.” While this 

message alleviates some of the fear, it also has the potential to limit and constrain the 

full potential of AI as being much more. 

People are hearing two competing narratives about the nature of AI & its 

potential impact on society. 
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Fig. 2. Two competing narratives about the nature of AI and its potential impact on society. 

How might we inspire realistic confidence to help users feel more comfortable with 

AI? That’s the question we should be asking in the public square.  

Creating a more transparent, informed public discourse about AI can combat the 

misinformation and confusion about it. 

1.2 Prior Tech Experiences 

Understanding what types of relevant technology users have experienced can 

help UX designers accelerate or hinder the changes in their mental models of AI. 

Sometimes, prior experience with seemingly similar technologies can actually impede 

the evolution of our mental models about it.  

When first encountering AI, users will turn to prior experiences with analogous 

technologies– and may apply their understanding of those mental models to AI. The 

one most commonly cited is the idea that Chatbots are “just like autocomplete.” 

While these prior mental models might accelerate understanding, they can also 

impede or diminish their willingness to explore AI more broadly. For instance, when 

our AIUX team demonstrated multimodal UX concepts for Google search, people 

associated their experience as a search tool rather than an AI-driven experience. 

There are four technologies that are shaping users’ mental models of AI: search 

engines, non-LLM chatbots, voice assistants, and recommendation systems. These 

technologies prime users to utilize some of AI’s different capabilities. For example, 
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those who inherited a search mental model tended to focus on AI’s information 

retrieval power. 

Fig. 3. Four types of previous technology that people are currently using to make sense of new AI products. 

Take a chatbot, for example. If your users are familiar with chatbots, they may 

understand some of the branching workflows chatbots rely on. These users will likely 

focus on inputting specific keywords, parsing their language based on what they 

believe are essential details needed to achieve the right outputs. 

Understanding someone’s familiarity with AI can help us predict how they are 

likely to interact with it, and what challenges and opportunities the UX will need to 

overcome to help users take advantage of AI’s capabilities. 

1.3 Social Cues 

Human beings are social, and we learn a great deal about our world through 

watching others’ behavior. When it comes to AI, our mental models are constantly 

being shaped by observing others.  
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Fig 4. Making sense of AI is a process of collective learning and social adjustment, not solo encountering. 

To change the way people think about AI – to elevate their mental model of it 

from that of a tool to that of a collaborator – we must do two things: promote 

examples of novel use cases, and imbue the AI with the language and characteristics 

of a partner, not a tool. 

A tool asks, “What can I do for you?” A partner asks, “What are you trying to 

accomplish, and what are your goals?” It thinks big picture and asks big questions. 

Collaborative AI (partner) steps into the creative process early on, during the 

inspiration & ideation stage, and helps the user better understand and conceptualize 

what they want and what they are willing to share, not just how to get it. 

2. Why Trust Matters for Mental Models of AI 

Forging a partnership between users and AI will not emerge overnight. Users are 

accustomed to a one-directional relationship with software, where they operate the 

tool and the tool returns results. This interaction type undergirded most software 

production and computer uses since the graphical user interface was developed in 

1975.  

Re-orienting users’ mental models towards collaboration requires the 

construction of a relationship that goes two directions, where control is ultimately 

shared. An essential condition for this transition is the development of user trust in 

AI. Our mental model findings suggest that users are beginning to approach AI in a 

comparatively new form. Unlike traditional tools, which require constant and careful 

supervision, AI has the potential to act autonomously. This autonomous action can 

be a great convenience in that it frees up time by completing rote tasks, like 

responding to emails or making online purchases. But it also has potentially negative 
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effects, especially if the AI errs in completing its functions. Trust in AI is necessary 

for the construction of a real partnership.  

Building trust with technology is a tenuous process. Take Replika, the AI 

companion platform, as an example. In early March 2023, Replika users noticed that 

the tenor and quality of their conversations with the technology began to change 

(Replika n.d.). Due to safety and privacy concerns, senior leadership at the company 

decided to scale back the range of topics that users could discuss with their AI 

companions. For people who had grown to rely on their AIs, the change was 

catastrophic. One 40-year-old musician told a reporter that the modifications “felt 

like a gut punch (Verma 2023).” In Reddit forums created for users to share 

complaints about the change, volunteer moderators posted the phone number for 

the suicide prevention hotline (Cole 20230. Users were distraught.  

The AIs, however, were fine. Without a theory of mind to recognize that users 

might be perceiving them differently, or the ability to see the relationships as 

voluntary (AIs can’t refuse to be your friend), the systems literally could not have 

cared less – or more. In fact, these Replika avatars were structurally incapable of 

caring because what their users interpreted as signs of love and attraction were 

actually just statistically generated responses to text queries. What this case so sharply 

shows is the fundamental imbalance humans confront when using AI. Trusted 

relationships are so valuable because, in order to form them, we necessarily expose 

ourselves to being disappointed or even hurt. But as a machine, AI has no regard for 

its users, its makers, or itself – even if it’s able to convincingly pretend that it does. 

AI agents represent a step change from past innovations in computing, like the 

graphical user interface (GUI) or earlier applications of machine learning. AI systems 

based on large language models invite users to build trust via natural language, which 

mimics how users build trust with one another. These LLM systems were the first to 

pass the vaunted Turing Test and can regularly produce content indistinguishable 

from humans. This blurring of human and machine capabilities demands a second 

look at the problem of trust-building. 

Trust has become perhaps the most important challenge for HCAI research and 

product development – in particular, how to design AI systems in ways that can 

solicit user trust over time. Trust matters because AIs are becoming more capable 

and agentic, and will depend on user willingness to grant the AIs permission to act 

on their behalf. LLMs – by virtue of their conversational fluency – also introduce 

some of the vagaries of language that result in uncertainty, therefore breaking 

traditional models of trust in computing. In traditional HCI, when a machine does 

not respond to a command, something is broken. With AI, this only means that we 

need a different way to get our point across. Trust lies at the heart of HCAI as a 
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particularly wicked problem: something that is both crucial to develop, yet much 

more difficult to achieve than in previous computing paradigms. 

Recent literature on trust-building with AI systems has explored ways that 

confidence might be established gradually over multiple interactions. Major areas of 

focus include how AI systems present themselves to people (transparency, 

explainability, deference and socially-predictable personas) as well as how they 

perform (giving consistent and accurate results) (Chan et al. 2024; Weitz et al. 2019; 

Upadhyaya and Galizzi 2023). But the Replika case above reveals a much deeper 

problem for human trust in AI that with few exceptions, the field has not yet 

grappled with (Ryan 2020). There is a deep accountability imbalance between 

humans and AIs: As much as AIs might model human personality, we know that it 

does not really have anything at stake in our interactions or face meaningful 

consequences for breaking our trust.  

Between humans, trust is basically a unit of social currency that helps reduce the 

cost and cognitive load of interpersonal transactions (Zak and Knack 2021). First, 

trust both requires and ensures predictability: the confidence that people will act as 

agreed and expected. Indeed, the experience of trust is quite straightforwardly a 

prediction of behavior. But it also works because we know there are consequences for 

violating trust: social or emotional costs paid by breaking agreements or acting in 

ways that are misanthropic or untrustworthy. It is increasingly clear that AI systems 

can demonstrate predictability. But will they ever overcome users’ awareness that 

they are machines, with nothing meaningful at stake? 

When it comes to consequences and accountability, there is a chasm between 

humans and AI systems that’s not so easily bridged through better interaction design 

(Johnson 2014). AI can’t incur real costs, experience guilt, or feel shame. So how can 

people ever really trust something with so little to lose?  

2.1 Predictability Is Necessary for Human-AI Trust, But It’s No Longer 

Sufficient 

Although we take it for granted in many of our human relationships, 

predictability is an essential component of trust. In many ways, it is the core 

prerequisite. We trust others when we have confidence that they’ll do what they say 

and behave in ways that fit our general expectations. This allows us not to worry, but 

to develop a generalized mental model of how a person will act under similar future 

circumstances, and plan accordingly. Norms around acting predictably are enforced 

by social sanction and emotions like guilt and shame. We also gain practical benefits 
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from social predictability. Because there are consequences for acting erratically or in 

ways that break our earlier commitments, the amount of attention needed to monitor 

important relationships is lessened. 

It’s this dimension of trust that computing researchers have been long focused 

on trying to reproduce in our interactions with technology. In classical HCI, trust is 

often framed as predictability; sometimes the two notions are implicitly taken to be 

synonymous. For the most part, designers and scholars have been focused on trust 

as the product of “predictable execution,” that is, user confidence that similar inputs 

will always yield the same outputs. In one of the earliest and most important 

statements of this view, Bonnie Muir contended in 1987 that “the growth of trust” in 

a computer system “will depend on the human's ability to estimate the predictability 

of the machine’s behaviors (Muir 1987).” Much of the power of predictability 

revolves around the setting and maintenance of expectations. Hoffman et al. 

underscored the role of predictable behavior when testing new approaches to 

explainable AI (XAI) systems (Hoffman 2021). When the system does what users 

expect it to do, they grow more comfortable with delegating tasks to it. This view 

(which remains extremely influential for how the industry approaches trust-building 

with AI) holds that after enough engagement and sufficient delivery of reliable 

results, users will judge the technology dependable and trustworthy – and continue 

to engage with it.  

Another way that predictability has been applied to AI has to do with personality 

– and in particular, the ability of AI systems to model stable, consistent, and helpful 

personas over time. LLM-based AI chatbots are already demonstrating their ability to 

perform this kind of predictability rather convincingly. ChatGPT uses first-person 

“I” pronouns when answering questions, invites you to give it a name, and uses 

discursive cues that mimic human behavior. Other products like character.ai go 

further, allowing users to customize the chatbot’s personality and mannerisms 

(character.ai n.d.). In a recent conversation, journalist Ezra Klein and AI 

commentator and University of Pennsylvania professor Ethan Mollick noted that 

different tentpole AI products are adopting relatively stable (and distinct) 

personalities: Anthropic’s Claude feels more literary and intellectual, OpenAI’s 

ChatGPT a “workhorse,” Google’s Gemini more earnest and helpful (Klein 2024). 

These AI product personalities and affinities are likely to grow even more salient as 

time goes on. Conserving a similar persona over time, AIs are helping people know 

what to expect rather than “starting from scratch” in each interaction.  

Yet as the AI ethics researcher Mark Ryan has argued, this is perhaps not quite 

trust in AI so much as confidence in its reliability and predictability (Ryan 2020). 

With traditional computing systems, this was sufficient. But AI’s ability to model 
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humanlike cognition and language, to say nothing of its increasing potential to take 

autonomous action, sets the bar much higher. If we are engaging with AI in a more 

humanlike way through language, our full human definitions of trust are engaged 

– and this requires not just predictability, but consequences. Stakes are a necessary 

condition for trust. Without them, users are deterred from delegating tasks to AI, 

which shortchanges AI’s full potential as a cognitive agent.  

2.2 Interaction Design Alone Can’t Bridge the Accountability Gap – We 

Need Real Costs 

Because AI cues its users into trusting it via language, the most obvious place to 

start is with interaction design. If the main problem for trust is that people feel the 

technology will not face any meaningful costs for betraying them, and that it has 

nothing to lose, can AIs be designed to convince them otherwise? Much HCI work 

on human-AI trust has approached it through the lens of interaction design. In this 

view, making adjustments around tone and personality (deferential, helpful, formal 

or informal) as well as the conversational mechanics (turn-taking, asking for 

clarification or additional information) can boost likeability and feelings of affinity 

with an AI system, making it easier for people to trust (Zhou et al 2019; Rheu et al 

2021).  

How, then, might we use interaction design to convey to users that AI systems 

are also bound by social cost and a recognition of potential consequences? One 

option involves acknowledging and explaining errors. AI systems are still prone to 

hallucination, which damages trust by violating user expectations for predictability 

and reliability. There are also potential costs here (e.g. reputational, professional) that 

are currently born entirely by humans and not at all by AIs – explaining why AI 

insurance is on the rise (El Antoury 2023). There may be value in designing AIs that 

respond to this kind of error not just by breezily offering a new answer, or a rote 

apology – but rather pause to reflect on the nature of the mistake and offer users an 

explanation of what might have gone wrong and why. We heard from many of our 

participants a desire for AI to reckon more explicitly with its limitations, and play less 

at perfection.  

When AI systems acknowledge and explain their errors, they are helping to 

create and strengthen the kind of norms that are required for trust (Cropanzano and 

Mitchell 2005). We know from sociology and anthropology, for instance, that 

apologizing and so acknowledging norm violations brings the community’s attention 

to the broken rule (Garfinkel 2023). When an AI system explains why it made a 
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mistake, people do learn more about how the AI works, but it also reaffirms that this 

is a relationship undergirded by norms that both parties agree are worth upholding. 

These moments of error and explanation can be further opportunities for AI systems 

to clarify the expectations that people have for them, and understand in which ways 

they may not be meeting them. These expectations may extend beyond accuracy or 

truth to qualities like politeness, the desire (and ability) to learn about the user, or a 

tendency to grow more casual and familiar over time.  

Norms are crucial for human trust-building (and now for human-AI trust) 

because they help us know when social costs or consequences can be fairly expected 

and imposed – in other words, they give us a rationale for accountability (Bicchieri 

2014). As people’s interaction with AI systems become increasingly relational, other 

human norms that shape our willingness to trust and collaborate with others may 

come into play with AIs (Bercovitz 2006). These may include not just truth, but 

other qualities like reciprocity, transparency, fairness, and equality (Whitman 2021).  

Another way to convey an understanding of costs at the discursive or 

interactional level might involve having AI systems adopt the language of investment. 

For instance, when a user uploads documents or private information to Gemini and 

starts asking questions about them, Gemini could acknowledge that by sharing their 

goals and data with the AI, they are effectively buying a stake in the eventual output. 

Reciprocally, Gemini might be able to clarify that it also has a stake in the interaction 

going well: it (and Google) might lose a user if the result is unsatisfactory or wrong, 

thus forfeiting its own investment. In this way, AI systems might convey that they 

also have something to lose.  

But none of these interaction design solutions are sufficient for the problem 

we’ve laid out above, which is that people know (however sophisticated the 

modeling) that AIs do not ultimately face meaningful social costs for their behavior, 

and are not bound by the same kinds of consequences that help us trust one another. 

They present the illusion of an AI that is invested, or that knows it has done wrong – 

but they don’t represent actual costs. And people are able to recognize this. Across 

our research, we heard from many participants that AI expressions of strong feeling 

often rang false, because they knew that these were machines without lived, 

embodied experience of the world. There is a risk that modeling a sense of care 

around social costs (e.g. an AI that expresses guilt, shame, or regret around the 

chance of violating a user’s trust) might be seen as insincere or fake instead of 

convincing. Essentially, interaction design solutions relate to the presentation or 

performance of AI, but the accountability imbalance is structural and consequential – 

AIs can’t quite talk their way past it. No amount of explanation will suffice.  
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Ultimately, we will need AI systems that have internal incentives and rules that 

guide them towards ensuring their own trustworthiness. Given that AIs increasingly 

have the ability to optimize themselves for different contexts, we might consider the 

concept of a trust scorecard. Users could indicate their level of trust in AI at different 

points over time, and AIs might be designed to monitor these criteria, and given the 

goal of earning a higher trust score. Inaccurate information, offensive content, or 

errors and omissions would result in a decreased score – while helpful responses or 

successfully completed acts of delegation would bolster trust. Something like an 

internal scoring system could help unlock trust in a way that would be more 

convincing to users, and clarify (building on insights from XAI) that this AI system 

does, in fact, have internal incentives to uphold their trust rather than simply 

predicting tokens. 

For all their successful modeling of humanlike qualities, AI systems are not 

moral agents like humans and are not accountable in the same way. This inhibits 

trust-building. Until we take a fuller and more socially mediated view of how humans 

trust one another, and establish alternative ways of imposing costs on AI systems for 

bad behavior, people will continue to feel that their trust in AI is limited, conditional, 

and precarious.  
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Cybersecurity needs a systems update. How leaders identify and secure against virtual threats has 

fallen out of sync with how everyday people experience the dangers of the internet. Decision makers 

frame cybersecurity in dollars and cents lost, while advocates labor to humanize victims of online 

violence. This space lacks a common definition of safety, which is evident in the growing erosion of 

public trust in platforms and tech policy makers alike. In this paper, researchers from 

complementary ends of the cybersecurity space argue that mixed methods and ecosystems approach 

can lay the groundwork for improved unity between policy and people. 

Introduction 

The internet has grown, fractured, and repaired itself in countless ways since its 

inception in January of 1983 but we’ve now reached a pivotal moment where safety 

and wellbeing concerns impact broad swathes of society, not just individuals. Mass 

shootings at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South 

Carolina in 2015; a Walmart in El Paso, Texas in 2019; and a nightclub in Colorado 

Springs, Colorado in 2022 were all credited with being fueled in part by online posts 

that included shooters’ manifestos and platforms that facilitated hate-speech, a recent 

report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office States indicates. And there 

are countless other examples of violent rhetoric and hate speech growing: Consider 

the rise of online groups like Libs of TikTok, who toe the lines of what platforms 

consider acceptable behavior, in order to dox and harass everyday people. 

Meanwhile, both the public and private sectors are spending millions of dollars on 

the development of new internet “safety” and “security” measures, even as budgets 

for other citizen services continue to shrink (GovTech, 2022; Google, 2023). In 

tandem, trust in internet services across sectors is decreasing, and a drumbeat of 

security and safety scandals commonly erupts across industries (Statista, 2022). So we 

must begin with a conclusion: The ways in which leaders identify and secure against 

virtual threats has fallen out of sync with how everyday people experience the 

dangers of the internet. 

This paper was born out of a collaboration between two researchers working 

from opposing ends of the digital safety and security landscape. It represents not just 

our individual insights from our respective areas of research, but a shared realization 



of the larger cracks in the foundation of the digital safety and security landscape. In 

this paper, we trace and attempt to reconcile the contradiction between what people 

need and what people get. We ask ourselves, what can ethnographers do to mend the 

fracture between the lived experiences of digital violence targets, and the policies 

developed by cybersecurity leaders?  

We’ll start by collectively reviewing how cyber safety and digital violence 

landscapes have shifted in the United States. Then, we’ll present Melissa Banyard’s 

research on the mental models and experiences of extreme targets of digital violence. 

The perspectives of these individuals reveal their contempt and chronic stress as they 

balance a need for connection with a fear of harm. Following this exploration, we 

then shift to the opposing industry perspective with Colin MacArthur’s study of 

leaders within the cybersecurity space, including senior officials across the American 

and Italian governments. We then return to our shared birds-eye view of the 

problem space and propose that for ethnographers to better guide leaders towards 

through the development of more human policies, they might embrace the 

following:  

● A reclamation of the concept of “value” in online security and safety policy

making.

● Better supporting policymakers to create comprehensive yet dynamic maps

of the ecosystem they seek to change.

● Striving to define value by observing how it gets created in the ecosystem.

In essence, this paper is a call for a disruption to the traditional ways of policy 

making within not just the cybersecurity space but any space in which the public and 

policy might interact. We believe that ethnographers have an opportunity to both 

empathize with and challenge leaders in order to generate more effective policies that 

do no harm (or at minimum, begin to better consider those they impact the most). 

Shifting Foundations: Evolving Concepts of Cybercrime 

From our collective experience working within policing and the private tech 

sectors, it’s known that traditional definitions of cybercrime typically revolve around 

two main areas: Financial frauds and scams targeting a wide variety of individuals 

online (and via phone) and mass hacks or breaches. While online financial fraud is 

definitely growing (Wood, 2024), and cybercrime remains incredibly underreported 

(ISACA, 2019), the online harassment phenomenon has molded into a crisis in itself: 

From an American lens, over 40% of the U.S. population has reported experiencing 
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online harassment (Vogels, 2021). The severity of harassment is also reaching a fever 

pitch, with life-threatening incidents including stalking, physical threats, doxxing, and 

swatting (the action of making a false call to emergency services in an attempt to 

deploy a SWAT team to a target’s home) increasing in recent years, (Belanger, 2023, 

Vogels, 2021, Sheridan, 2024). A survey from the Pew Research Center illustrated 

that the most violent aspects of online harassment (like direct threats of violence or 

extreme invasions of privacy) grown in frequency as well (Vogels, 2021). Those who 

perpetuate cyber harassment, whether they be highly motivated individuals or well-

organized groups, often attempt to remove a target’s privacy or damage their 

reputation, removing their sense of well-being and self-worth in the process. 

Malicious intent, often fueled by gender and racial bias, is at the core of many 

doxxing instances, especially within the United States, (Eckert and Metzger-Riftkin 

2020). Contributing factors like more of our lives and livelihoods taking place online, 

the volatile nature of American and global politics, and ever evolving legal conditions 

are all ever-present as well. 

In summary, we’re witnessing an undeniable uptick in a type of cybersecurity 

threat unique unto its own. What separates national security threats, corporate hacks, 

and financial fraud from this emerging category, is how deeply emotionally impacted 

individual targets are, as well as the acute threat on individual’s lives and livelihoods. 

Finally, as this problem escalates, individuals who might be presently unimpacted by 

online harassment but increasingly aware of the volatile nature of internet 

communities are voicing their concerns. Motivation amongst the general population 

to address this problem is growing in tandem, with 93% of adults expressing slight to 

extreme degrees of concern with “compromise of personal information” (incl. 

Address & phone number) being a top concern (Sheridan, 2024). 

In light of these escalating issues, Melissa Banyard, alongside a co-researcher at 

Mozilla, Alice Rhee, facilitated research focused on identifying strategies to support 

victims of digital violence. This research, conducted with the aim of developing 

effective cybersafety and cybersecurity solutions, leveraged firsthand accounts to gain 

insights into the experiences of individuals affected by these forms of abuse. This 

ethnographic approach provided a foundational understanding, revealing 

participants’ fears, mental models, and key needs whilst coping with online 

harassment. 

Research Methodology for the Study of Digital Violence 

The first-hand research described in this section was deployed with the original 

intention of identifying opportunities to support victims of digital violence, on behalf 

of the Mozilla corporation. The core activity in this research involved showing 
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participants, in a one-to-one setting, samples of possible cybersafety and 

cybersecurity-related technology solutions. Participants were asked to provide direct 

feedback on these concepts and force rank them against each other to surface 

insights that a team of designers and developers might act on. In order to build a 

foundational understanding of the experience of online harassment and doxxing, the 

researchers (this paper’s author, in tandem with Alice Rhee, another design 

researcher at Mozilla), embedded an ethnographic approach within these feedback 

sessions. They did this by beginning the session by asking participants to describe a 

significant experience with online harassment, cyber-stalking, or doxxing. From 

there, they explored themes regarding the participants’ fears and concerns, their key 

actions before, during, and after an event, and finally, their concept of personal 

resiliency and recovery from online violence. All conversations took place virtually 

and lasted between 30–90 minutes. 

Participants over 18 were selected if they met two main criteria: 

1. They were working professionals within North America or Europe. For

many participants, the professions they were part of or the subjects they dealt

within their work would be considered “contentious” within the context of

21st-century Western Culture. The co-researchers actively recruited

journalists, health care providers working within gender-affirming care,

planned parenthood, or abortion providers, and community leaders like

municipal politicians.

2. They had experienced some form of direct online threat or digital violence to

either themselves, their workplace, or their close colleagues. Some of these

attacks were semi-organized by online groups (cyberbullying groups, semi-

political organizations), while others were attacks from individual

cyberstalkers or groups of 2–10 people.

Participants had varying degrees of exposure due to their attacks: In most 

extreme cases, participants described moving to new towns or countries or having 

their stories picked up by “alternative” and mainstream news outlets. Their 

experiences were often insightful but devastating, and the opportunity to speak with 

targets of digital violence one-on-one, in a safe manner, brought forth many more 

details than what we could garnish from reading written accounts, or following 

events in forums or public interviews. With respect, this author notes the incredible 

resiliency and activism of all participants interviewed. 
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Finding 1: Platforms Are Failing to Regulate Hate Speech, and People 

Can Tell 

The majority of our research participants within this first study expressed that 

they explicitly believed that current measures to prevent threats and harassment on 

platforms were ineffective. Throughout discussions regarding a platform’s ability to 

block or prevent the spread of violent language, whether it was general or targeted at 

individuals, many participants conveyed a lack of trust in the platform’s capability to 

take action against violent rhetoric. One participant mentioned that platforms don’t 

block attackers “because [platforms] will get into conversations they don’t want to 

have.” They felt that leaders and safety teams within social media companies were 

actively avoiding wading into the complexity required to solve clashes between 

individuals on their platforms. 

Most notably, participants who were established professionals in “contentious” 

areas like reproductive health or those who worked in semi-public capacities like 

published writers were also highly attuned to the subtleties of language that could 

come across as abusive yet did not actually violate the official rules and guidelines 

established by social media platforms. These individuals reflected on how difficult it 

is to clearly define “abuse” within the social media context and questioned the ability 

of social media companies to establish safe spaces without impinging on free speech. 

Concerns sounded like:  

“What counts as abuse? That can be tricky. The messages I tend to get are 

like ‘you’re going to hell…’ [but] they’re not exactly threatening…”  

And from another participant:  

“Blocking strategies work better for grooming and revenge porn than they 

do for extremism. A lot of [hate speech] is coded and cloaked so the AI 

doesn’t pick it up.”  

Most importantly, participants described how organized harassers (like online 

hate groups or serial stalkers) exploited loopholes in the rules. They used subtle 

threats or language that barely stayed within acceptable limits. This led participants to 

lose confidence in the reporting mechanisms on social media platforms for curbing 

abusive content. Many attempted to block individuals but found it ineffective as new 

fake accounts or “sock puppets” would reappear, especially when dealing with well-

organized hate groups. Participants also found that blocking and reporting harassers 

often proved pointless, as the abuse would still occur elsewhere in the online 

community. 
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In a paper published in the Fordham International Law Journal in 2018, the 

author compares German and American hate speech laws (the former’s laws being 

largely regarded as more protective and respectful within privacy and security circles), 

and states that German hate speech laws often prioritize dignity, while American 

hate speech laws prioritize liberty. In our time spent with these targets of severe 

online harassment, we witnessed the fallout, the consequences essentially, of 

lawmakers and social media platform leaders who prioritized “freedom of speech” 

and connectivity without also considering how they’d preserve the wellbeing and 

dignity of even the most vulnerable users on their sites. Our participants called out 

that social media guidelines and state or national laws protected against explicit 

threats, but not implicit ones, and prioritized freedom of speech over the individual’s 

right to peace. 

Relatedly, when prompted further on this subject, some of our study participants 

even expressed the feeling that platforms were actively promoting violent rhetoric. 

Some felt that platforms not only fail to remove abusive content but that their 

algorithm actually rewarded abusers with engagement. They pointed to an increase in 

violent or misogynistic language on their social media accounts, despite their 

attempts to block or report content, as evidence. One participant told us, “They’re 

facilitating hate, yet they don’t do anything to stop [the harassment]”. 

The fact that social media often fosters abuse or calls for violence against 

individuals is not just a perception but a confirmed reality. One possible reason for 

this phenomenon is the conflicting priorities between the concerns of platform users 

and those of advertisers (to whom executives are beholden to). Advertisers, as the 

direct source of revenue for platforms, often have more influence over moderation 

policies and practices than average users (DeCook et al, 2022). DeCook et al also 

point out that AI and automated abuse detection systems are not always effective in 

identifying more subtle forms of abuse, which aligns with the frustrations expressed 

by our research participants. 

Finding 2: Retreating is Not the Answer 

So, if the internet is growing more unstable, more violent as the years go by, why 

don’t people just leave? Step off these platforms, hide themselves and their families? 

Traditional advice in this area from law enforcement, and cyber-safety consultants is 

often to take a “locked down” approach: delete profiles, throw away devices, change 

your locks. Contrary to this, many of the participants we interviewed, especially those 

working in women’s health, LGBTIQA+ rights, or other areas of activism, found it 
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necessary to maintain an online presence even in the face of ongoing harassment. It’s 

essential to recognize that it’s not only journalists and politicians who require public 

platforms to express their views and share their work. Professionals in fields such as 

climate science, education, and public health also need to be online to ensure that 

critical information is available and accessible. Many participants acknowledged this 

requirement in their work, and the risks they chose to take on in order to perform 

their activism and public communication well. They also expressed a strong 

connection to their respective online communities, particularly if they identified as 

women in male-dominated fields, members of the LGBTQIA+ community, and / or 

people of color. 

When confronted with harassment or a sudden increase in abusive behavior, 

participants continued to be active on the very platforms where they were targeted to 

maintain their online reputations, carry on with their work, and assess the severity of 

threats made by the harassers. In fact, very few of those who we interviewed 

retreated completely or permanently from the internet following a bout of 

harassment or violence. This was in part due to the reasons stated above (a need to 

remain online for work and a desire to connect with communities) but also for safety 

reasons. One participant shared with us: 

“If someone is talking about you… you sort of have to know about it. So in 

a situation where people are talking about you… you go down a rabbit hole 

of wanting to see [the harassment] because you’re trying to get ahead of the 

situation. The anxiety kicks in when you’re trying to stay ahead of this wave 

of nonsense... But you’re also reading some really terrible things about 

yourself. There’s this fear that something bigger is going to be said… are 

they going to find pictures of me as a teenager? What are they going to do 

with that information?” 

While some people chose to leave online communities, the majority remained in 

order to stay informed about what was happening. This need to remain aware of the 

situation was accompanied by feelings of burnout, fear, or extreme anxiety, which 

affected the quality of life for both individuals and their communities. 

However, it’s important to note that some people found positives amidst this 

chaos. Those who felt exhausted and frustrated by the platform’s failure to stop 

violent language also had the potential to feel a sense of resilience in surviving these 

attacks. They developed a sense of pride in their new roles as defenders of their 

beliefs and identities online. And this pride, strengthened their resolve to fight for 

their causes, strengthened their sense of their identity being tied to certain values, 

and improved or created new connections to community members experiencing 

similar harassment. 
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Foundations at Risk: The Healthy Internet 

The perspectives outlined above are only intensifying, especially in the ramp-up 

towards the 2024 U.S. election, and other major world events. The growing disparity 

between individual cyber safety needs, law enforcement capabilities, and the policies 

enforced by mainstream platforms underscores a critical challenge. As our identities 

and lives become increasingly intertwined online, the most nuanced aspects are 

exposed to risk. Citing DeCook et al. once again (2022), while categorizing types of 

harm is crucial for moderation efforts, platforms often fall short in addressing the 

root causes of harmful behaviors and content. This failure jeopardizes both personal 

freedoms and our right to privacy, as algorithms prioritize engagement over these 

fundamental rights. Targets of digital violence frequently find themselves overlooked 

when their experiences challenge existing platform rules, and the impact of 

harassment is not easily quantified or measured. These complexities highlight 

pressing questions about how to mitigate unmeasurable phenomena such as “feeling 

controlled” or “feeling watched.” 

There’s a question unanswered at this point in time: Why should platforms police 

individuals? Is that not a job for law enforcement? In our previous experience within 

the Royal Canadian Mounted Police’s Cybercrime Coordination Unit, one of the 

authors of this paper also personally witnessed a lack of existing infrastructure within 

policing to meaningfully support victims of online harassment. In many cases, 

officers were limited by two key things: A lack of strong evidence of a real threat and 

a lack of resources and training to prevent digital violence. Other exacerbating 

factors like systemic racism, sexism, and homophobia were also at play and this is a 

widespread policing phenomenon: “Systemic racism, sexism, and homophobia 

among police officers contribute to disparities in policing practices, including biases 

in who receives assistance and who is ignored.” (Harris, 2020). Existing analyses of 

digital violence cases outside of our first-hand research confirm that particularly in 

cases of doxxing, law enforcement and social media providers rarely provide 

meaningful next steps and support (Eckert & Metzger-Riftkin 2020). Addressing the 

challenges of online harassment demands not only improved infrastructure and 

resources within policing but also a concerted effort to combat systemic biases that 

perpetuate disparities in victim support and response strategies, as well as a need to 

wholeheartedly address policy decisions made within social media companies. To 

address this problem we must instead first acknowledge its complexity. No one 

institution can resolve this issue in a silo. 
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Creating healthier online communities is also an important part of the solution, 

and there have been numerous efforts in recent years to explore and develop new 

spaces for meaningful discussions online (Chedraoui, 2024). However, alternative 

platforms like Mastodon and Cara, while existing on the fringes, have not attracted 

the same level of attention and user base as mainstream social media platforms, 

which have a “stickiness” to them (by design). While we hope to see these emerging 

platforms grow in a healthy manner, there is also an opportunity for researchers to 

challenge and influence the way traditional institutions approach cybersecurity. There 

is potential to re-evaluate platform governance in the wake of the disruptions 

referenced earlier in this paper…and establish new ways of approaching this growing 

problem of online harassment. 

Ultimately, leaders and everyday people need shared values and 

conceptualizations of the problems they’re trying to avoid and fix. No easy feat, so 

before we jump into solutions, let’s start by looking at the other side of the 

conversation: towards the viewpoints of policymakers and leaders within the 

cybersecurity space. How do they conceptualize the problem of online safety? And 

how might we begin to overlap their conceptualizations with those of victims of 

digital violence? Finally, how can ethnographers help leaders towards better platform 

governance? 

Why Violence Happens: Leader Conceptualizations of 

Security and Safety 

We might begin by asking “How does platform governance actually happen?” 

Although we know that governance is a complex phenomenon, with both implicit 

and explicit mechanisms, there are often certain key individuals in shaping a platform 

policy. We call these people “leaders”. Leaders are the people who influence the rules 

platforms set, the norms they apply, and the enforcement mechanisms they create. 

What is the real goal of the platform and platform security? What do the key terms in 

these goals mean? Although leaders may all apply similar socio-technical tactics, their 

underlying conceptualizations of security may well differ substantially. 

The leaders who influence cyber space, its safety and its policy can be found in 

many places. Of course, the leaders of the companies that build and maintain social 

media come to mind first. But these people also exist within a web of influence from 

others. For example, government leaders set rules and make pronouncements that 

create constraints and goals for platform companies. Academics, too, are “leaders” in 

the space – they often suggest mechanisms (combined rules, assumptions, and roles) 

that industry and government leaders adopt. 
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Thus, to understand how platform governance really happens, we looked to 

leaders in tech companies, government agencies, and academia. We aimed to 

understand not just the policies (and how they are set and approached) but also the 

underlying definition of security that sets the ground for their approach. 

Research Methodology for Study of Cybersecurity Leaders 

Between August 2022 and May 2023, one of the authors and his collaborators 

conducted extended interviews with 31 leaders who work on issues of digital safety 

and security. These leaders came from governments, academia, and the private 

sector. We sought leaders from both the United States and Italy, where the authors 

were based. 

Our interviews included senior officials in the United States and Italy’s national 

government. Several of these officials were senior advisors for policy making or 

planning in each country’s cybersecurity agency. Others were responsible for 

education and training in each country’s technical institutes. We found these leaders 

by approaching each country’s security and IT agencies and asking for senior officials 

interested in speaking about cyber security or safety policy making with leaders. We 

also interviewed several U.S. state-level cybersecurity leaders, including the state 

Chief Information Security Officer from several states. 

We approached leaders from each of the major platforms identified by the 

European Digital Services Act. We deliberately attempted to speak with people from 

both the American central policy-making circle and others. In the end, we often 

spoke with VP-level security and safety officials from several of these companies, 

although they explicitly required the companies themselves to remain unnamed. 

Finally, we also approached and interviewed academics whose work is influential 

in private and public sector governance. We largely found these leaders through 

recommendations from private and public sector leaders. We also conducted a large 

literature analysis (not reported here) that surfaced several  

We met leaders in their offices or invited them to a workshop planned for Milan, 

Italy. The interviews were semi-structured and ranged from 30 minutes to 3 hours. 

They covered topics like the leaders’ personal definitions of cybersecurity or safety, 

their current focus, the concept of key players, and common challenges. 

This work was funded by a grant from the U.S. Mission to Italy. Excerpts from 

many of the interviews can be found on the “Cybersecurity for Public Value” 

podcast, where some interview recordings have been republished with permission. 
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Failures of Generation: The Very Narrow Definition of Safety and 

Security 

When we asked leaders how they defined “cybersecurity” or “safety,” we often 

received blank looks. These words are so commonly used and treated as self-

explanatory that almost no one could articulate what their “target” was. 

When they did try to articulate it, many moved away from defining safety or 

security and towards sharing the actions necessary to accomplish it (whatever “it” is). 

For example, they described the rules they were trying to implement in their 

organization or particular technologies they wanted adopted state-wide. Sometimes, 

leaders would talk about the other things that safety and security would enable. For 

example, if a system is secure, the company can continue to profit from it, and the 

users can continue to use it. 

When leaders shared the desired effects of cyber safety and security, they got 

closer to telling us what they thought cybersecurity really was. For the majority of 

interviewees, cybersecurity and safety were: 

● Aimed at organizational self-preservation. In other words, they were 

about keeping their organization alive and functioning. For private sector 

leaders, this often meant making money (and maintaining the reputation 

necessary to make money). For government leaders, this often meant 

avoiding scandal that lessened government trust (and led to sudden 

leadership change). 

● Supporting other organizational processes. Attaining “security” or 

“safety” were never goals in and of themselves. They were rather important 

measures to ensure that other parts of the organization. For example, 

government leaders spoke about ensuring the “safety” of critical business 

processes, like mailing important letters or depositing checks. Business 

leaders talked about the “critical customer journeys” that are essential for 

governments to continue to make money. 

● What could be “easily” – quantitatively – measured. We noticed (as did 

our interviewees) that describing cybersecurity in terms of preserving 

organizations and their processes was easy to measure. “Either we’re online, 

or we’re not,” as one participant mentioned to me. And whether existing 

processes are operational and speedy can also be easily quantified. In other 

words, there was a pull toward. 

In other words, the security and safety that leaders aim for is ultimately what’s 

simply measurable: whether the organization and its processes live or die. 
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Sometimes, they move a degree away, by considering whether reputation or 

organizational trust could disturb the organizations and their processes. 

We have generally not separated leader discussions about cyber “safety” and 

“security” here. That is purposeful. For both, the operationalization is about the 

same. Although leaders interviewed might lean more on organizational reputation 

when considering safely, their ultimate goal is still measurable organizational self-

preservation. 

Myopias of Cyber Safety and Security Governance 

What happens when leaders start to influence policy based on these implied 

definitions? We believe victim frustration can be directly tied to how leaders 

conceptualize these terms. Deciding what security and safety actually mean – or even 

what behaviors they enable – are not theoretical exercises; they have real impacts on 

individuals’ lives, feelings of safety, and sense of autonomy. 

Much is lost by conceptualizing security and safety in such a limited way. There’s 

nothing wrong with considering organizational preservation and what’s easily 

“measurable” while influencing governance. The problem is when little else is 

considered and how those limits trickle into the policy-making at hand. 

For example, when they consider organizational preservation, leaders often 

ignore the preservation of other entities in their orbit. Leaders of tech companies did 

not mention the preservation of their democratic societies as a key value at hand. 

Public sector leaders likewise often did not talk about the preservation of their 

capitalist partners. As a result, their governance process evaluates possible courses of 

action against existential threats to their organization but not necessarily to others. 

There’s a deep irony in this myopia: the internet has created these organizations, 

these threats and tied many private sector actors and governments deeper together. 

Each’s existence depends on the other. In their attempt to preserve themselves, they 

may undermine everyone else they depend upon. 

The myopic focus on protecting essential “business processes” leads to similar 

mistakes. Business leaders are so focused on recognizing particular routines or 

activities to be protected that they miss other views of an organization. For example, 

one leader mentioned that he never realized there was a “psychosocial element” of 

organizational response to a cyber threat or attack. In other words, even when the 

systems responsible for the business kept running, their operators might be shocked 

or overwhelmed by the risk. The emotional resilience of his employees was essential 

– but none of the organization’s policies acknowledged this. 
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As most ethnographers know, an obsession with what’s countable – on etic 

questions – leads to predictable blind spots. For leaders of cyber security and safety, 

this amplifies the problems of other myopias. Because leaders prioritize what can 

easily be measured in numbers, they are unlikely to notice the less tangible but 

important ties they hold with other organizations. Because they focus on processes 

that have a countable output, they fail to conceive their organizations in any other 

way. 

Another way to describe these myopias is a failure to comprehensively assess 

value-at-risk. Value-at-risk is a financial term for how much the value of an 

investment could lose if market conditions change. Financial risk management is 

obsessed with creating a comprehensive picture of the value-at-risk for a company 

from many angles and given many interconnections. Interestingly, as several leaders 

pointed out, most organizations (public and private) don’t do the same thing when it 

comes to setting safety and policy governance on their platforms. An organization’s 

finance department probably does a better job at assessing what could really be lost 

than its “cyber risk” department. 

Frustrated Leaders: An Opportunity for Displacement and Generation 

Despite these myopic approaches to governance, leaders themselves offer hope 

of change: their own frustrations with the limits of their own governance processes. 

Indeed, they actively seek to displace their existing myopias and take generative 

approaches to new policymaking. Prodded by academics in their orbit, several leaders 

noted there were obvious limits to their processes. As one private sector leader 

shared: 

“Look, I know there are many things we’re missing. I just can’t find a way 

to systematically manage them all without going nuts. I wish there was a 

way to think more broadly, but I have 10 fires on my desk.” 

Some leaders noted that they have tried to “widen the lens” of their safety and 

security governance. Sometimes, they explicitly charge their governance groups with 

considering the societal risks their platforms provide, only to get “blowback from 

shareholders.” Sometimes, they encourage taking the viewpoint of victims of 

violence on platforms but struggle to systematically manage them the way they do 

“essential business processes.” They certainly feel cybersafety and policy governance 

have ample room for improvement. 
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Conclusion: Using Ethnography to Displace the Old 

“Cybersecurity” and “Cybersafety” 

We believe that ethnographers can help craft better, more human-centered 

policies within the cyber safety space. There are many already doing so, like Susan 

Squires and Molly Shade (2015), who spoke on the importance of identifying gaps 

between policy as it is written and policy as it is interpreted by individuals across a 

variety of professions: “Dourish and Anderson (2006) point out that individual risk 

perception is embedded in a context of language, rhetoric, values, norms, and 

cultures shared with other members of their work community or group.” From our 

collective research and experience, we know with confidence that leaders in the 

public and private sectors tend to heavily rely on statistics and quantitative evidence 

to commit to change within cybersecurity areas. Governance is an opportunity for 

mixed methods application: we don’t expect leaders to abandon their graphs and 

numbers; we just hope to deepen and widen their conceptions of security and 

privacy. 

Drawing on the work of participatory public administration researchers, we 

propose that ethnographers aiding security and safety policy making: 

Ethnographers Should Explore the Concept of “Value” in Online 

Security and Safety Policy Making  

For massive online platforms and the governments regulating them, value is not 

simply profit lost or GDP gained. We draw inspiration from Moore’s (1995) work, 

which articulated that policymakers and leaders have a responsibility to create 

something “substantively valuable for the society” and can do so by following a 

feasible, sustainable, and legitimate strategy (p. 71). Policymakers can (and should) 

derive value by creating policy that orchestrates the interconnected actors. They need 

to discover all of the forms of value their organization wants to protect (including 

those not related to the organization itself). And that starts with a more 

comprehensive view of their environment. In order to do so: 

Ethnographers should use their tools to help policymakers create a 

comprehensive, dynamic map of their ecosystem 

The ecosystem includes all the values, organizations, individuals and behaviors in 

their orbit (Osborne et al, 2021; Akaka et al, 2013). In particular, ethnographers 

aiding organizational policy-making should use interviews, workshops and other 
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participatory methods to identify how several different possible “targets” of policy-

making connect together (as adapted from Osborne et al, 2021):  

● Macro-level: the societal values and institutional norms related to the 

organization and its domain 

● Meso-level; the other public and private organizations in the domain and the 

relationships and technologies that connect them together 

● Micro-level: types of single individuals, like victims or content creators, that 

relate to those organizations 

● Sub-micro level: the particular behaviors of individuals as they interact with 

each other or those organizations 

Organizations Should Define Value by Observing How It Gets Created 

in the Ecosystem 

Instead of hypothesizing and assuming about when and how organizations and 

individuals work together to create “safety” and “security,” we should seek the places 

where it actually happens. In other words, instead of defining safety from the top 

down, we should define it based on where individuals see it happening in the system. 

And we should look not just between typical relationships, like technology provider 

and user, but at those all around. 

The Ecosystem Approach to Cyber Safety in Practice 

There are already promising signs that some government agencies and platforms 

are adopting elements of this approach in their policymaking. In our interviews, one 

government agency responsible for elements of internet policymaking had recently 

begun a new strategic planning process. At the beginning of their process, one of the 

senior leaders shared his slogan: “No assumptions!” He explained that he wanted to 

carefully examine the agency’s role in making the internet safe and secure and avoid 

previous simplistic assumptions about the key goals. To re-examine assumptions 

about policy goals, the agency’s leader invited people with various perspectives about 

the agency’s role on the internet to share their perspectives on questions like “What’s 

most important to protect?” and “How do we make lives better?”  

Their answers fell into the categories described above: 

● Macro-level: Some of the attendees spoke to the ways that the agency 

advanced societal values. One spoke about how the internet allowed “people 

to create their own destinies,” invoking individualism. Another spoke about 

how the internet advanced “productivity in safety.” 
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● Meso-level: Others spoke about how their organizations and collaborations 

with the agency enabled their work to continue. Interestingly, they also often 

talked about organizations that did not interact directly with the government 

agencies, but were benefited by their actions second or third hand. One 

speaker conjured the “network of institutions, not computers” that compose 

the internet. 

● Micro-level: Happily, there were also people without institutional 

connections in the group. Some of them were people who had created 

individual small businesses on the internet; others were “content creators” 

who benefitted from the advertisements that appeared next to their products. 

Each of them discussed how their individual livelihoods depend on the 

internet. 

In other words, the discussion identified actors or values created at many 

different levels of the internet. In subsequent months, the senior leader kept 

reminding the strategic planning team of this discussion and returning to the levels 

and types of value described. He encouraged them to consider how various 

regulatory measures protected the value described at different levels. For example: 

● The strategic planning team noted that much of their existing regulation and 

advice about computer and network configuration served only the “meso-

level,” and only part of it at that. It tended to only contemplate the 

organizations that were directly affected by the team’s rules and focused on 

ensuring their ongoing survival under different potential threats. However, 

the planners noted that organization-targeted regulation had many “ripple 

effects” on other entities. For example, requiring organizations to adopt 

certain approaches to authentication strengthened the government agency’s 

interactions with them but made it harder for those organizations to do 

business with their partners. 

● The senior leader also noted that almost none of the agency’s programs were 

targeted at protecting the “micro-level.” Those people who depended on the 

internet, but were increasingly dubious about whether the government and 

platforms wished to protect them (as mentioned earlier in this paper in our 

interviews with targets of digital violence). The few individual-level programs 

were focused on behaviors. This realization forced the leader to consider 

how organization-targeted regulation might be reshaped to protect 

individuals (not just organizations themselves). He said:  

2024 EPIC Proceedings 41



 

 

“I still have an image in my mind of [meeting participants] tearfully talking 

about what they would lose if [platform] changed their rules, even if that 

platform still exists.”  

● Above all, the planners increasingly returned to the societal values (beyond 

“keeping governments and related organizations productive”) their work 

promoted. Several remarked that they realized the role their decisions played 

in maintaining the country’s approaches. 

Although a relatively haphazard set of realizations, these set in course a less 

“myopic” policy process at this agency. This process inspired the authors to consider 

how ethnographers could further enrich conversations about “what’s at stake” on 

the internet and in turn prompt organizations to be less myopic. 

Final Note: Ethnographers Deserve a Seat at Policy 

Tables 

If nothing else, we hope the preceding research and these examples show how 

qualitative methods can contribute to security and privacy policy-making. 

Cybersecurity and “security studies” rarely use ethnographic tools, and 

ethnographers often cede this topic to the “technical people.” We provide a 

counterexample. 

Ethnographic approaches are not just useful for shaping websites, apps, and 

tools (as is often discussed these days) but also for the bigger ideas that guide 

institutions and their policies. Ethnographic research can enter the “strategic level, 

not just in shaping what products are built, but how our internet is stewarded. 

Perhaps the authors’ collaboration can serve as a small example. Although we had 

worked together in the past, we conducted the two projects described here 

separately. Each brings a different lens to cybersecurity and safety, and combines 

them to propose a different way to widen the perspective of policy makers. 
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This paper examines LLM deployment through African lenses that engage content’s complex social, 

technological, and linguistic landscape. We propose an adaptable framework for LLM research 

based on an extensive synthesis of research literature and our primary research in Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa. Our work unearths instances where LLMs could perpetuate 

digital colonialism or exacerbate existing sociopolitical tensions, as well as how they are contested and 

adapted. We emphasize the imperative for an embodied ethnographic approach that engages the 

inherently fluid, flexible, and multicultural nature of language, and connects LLM technologies with 

the complex social contexts in which it is built and deployed.  

Introduction 

In Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, a Gen-Z student is assigned to research local folktales for a 

heritage and culture project. After briefly searching online and asking around their community with 

limited success, the student turns to a digital tool powered by a large language model (LLM). They 

use it in English because it doesn’t work well in Amharic, one of their first languages. The LLM 

generates a story about Abba Otho, a supposed folk hero from the Amhara region known for his 

bravery and selflessness. The student includes this narrative in their project and receives a failing 

grade: neither the story nor the character exists in Ethiopian folklore. The LLM had fabricated a 

convincing yet entirely fictional tale, one infused with a Westernized concept of heroism. 

This hypothetical example, derived from an experiment with a widely available 

LLM and local insights from Ethiopian researchers and community members, brings 

into relief the stakes of language technology today and some of the potential hazards 

for language and culture: the erosion of linguistic diversity, the spread of 

misinformation, and the loss of traditional knowledge transmission methods, to 

name a few. This paper aims to help researchers anticipate and diffuse some of the 

risks posed by LLMs and to support culturally informed deployments that enhance 

local agency. We adopt an African optic to synthesize observations and, grounding 

them in primary research, propose a two-phased framework to help guide 

ethnographic work in the area. 

 

https://www.epicpeople.org/decolonizing-llms-ethnographic-framework-for-ai-in-african-contexts
https://www.epicpeople.org/decolonizing-llms-ethnographic-framework-for-ai-in-african-contexts


Note that when we refer to “LLM research in Africa,” we primarily mean using 

an ethnographic lens to study widely available LLMs (i.e., post-release) by 

considering the contextual interactions between real people and these technologies. 

Language is one of the principal ways humans communicate, make meaning, and 

embed individual identities within communities. Until recently, computers could not 

reliably create linguistic content at a level comparable to native, fluent, human 

speakers. That changed in late 2022 with improvements to OpenAI’s ChatGPT, a 

type of “generative artificial intelligence” (AI) called an LLM. These models are 

advanced deep learning algorithms, a subset of machine learning (ML) that can learn 

from its own errors and process vast amounts of data. LLMs can perform a variety 

of natural language processing (NLP) tasks, such as machine translation (MT), as 

well as other language-related tasks (e.g., text generation, summarization, question 

answering). 

Our languages mold our understanding of the world (Koerner, 1992), and our 

technologies embody the assumptions of their makers (Tamkin et. al., 2023). 

Language is inherently fluid, flexible, and multicultural. Today’s largest and most 

widely used LLMs are not. They are overwhelmingly trained by teams located in the 

US (Talat et al., 2022), and trained to operate on unspecified variants of English text 

(Bender, 2019).1 The global deployment of LLMs, a product of WEIRD—Western, 

Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic—Silicon Valley (Henrich, 2020), 

therefore risks perpetuating its creators’ unconscious biases and blind spots and 

presenting their worldview as the worldview to a global user base expecting results 

from an unbiased computer program. 

But what about the rest of the world’s population, whose written and spoken 

language repertoires do not include English? And what about those aspects of 

culture, language, and experience that remain undigitized? That have not yet been 

disembodied? The human operating system has thousands of coding languages, so to 

speak, and early attempts at localizing LLMs to other languages have produced 

mixed results. Many researchers practicing in the technology industry actively engage 

the challenges of conducting ethnography and user experience (UX) research with 

the goal of improving the technologies and practices enabled by LLMs. As this push 

broadens to other languages, there is a growing urgency to examine how these 

technologies are, or might be, adapted to diverse linguistic and cultural contexts, 

specifically African ones. 

Many African languages face numerous challenges for language technology 

development, and are therefore sometimes classified as low-resource languages 
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(LRLs). The challenges they face include limited text corpora for digital computation, 

annotated speech data, linguistic annotations (e.g., part-of-speech tagging, named 

entities), standardized writing systems, and parallel text data for translation (Adelani 

et al., 2021; Magueresse et al., 2020). Broader resource limitations, such as funding, 

infrastructure, human expertise, and educational support, further impede progress 

(Leong et al., 2023; Nekoto et al., 2020). The lack of adequate natural language data 

online exacerbates the issue, and the text that is available often does not reflect 

everyday language use (Zupon et al., 2021). Consequently, most African languages 

receive little to no support from widely available technological tools and the support 

that does exist is of varying quality. 

The number of languages supported by available tools remains extremely limited 

compared to Africa’s linguistic diversity. The Niger-Congo language family, one of 

the largest commonly cited groups in the world, includes some 1500 languages 

(Good, 2020). Machine translation tools with the most expansive language support 

(e.g., Google Translate, Niutrans, Alibaba Translate) cover less than fifty African 

languages as of June 2024 (Machine Translate, n.d.). This limited support, even by 

some of the programs and apps that work in the largest number of languages, stands 

to further emphasize the dominance of English in the digital world. For those who 

simply use the internet to find and consume information, just over half of all 

websites are written in English, with Russian being the second most prevalent 

language at a mere 5% (Kemp, 2024, p. 107; Web Technology Surveys, n.d.). The 

only African language without modern colonial roots that makes up greater than .1% 

of website content today is Arabic. Yet Arabic has a long and layered history on the 

continent, shaped by various waves of contact and imposition, and some 

communities in North Africa and South Sudan regard Arabic as a colonial language. 

The example of Arabic in Africa, or African Arabic, raises important questions 

about what constitutes an African language and the role of self-determination in 

linguistic decolonization—topics we’ll explore in this paper. African self-

representations and identities play a decisive role in the discussion as well. For 

instance, many North Africans identify more as Arab or Arab-Muslim than as 

“African.” This single snapshot opens our eyes to Africa’s layered partitionings—

linguistic, geographic, ethnic, national, racial—and their interconnections across time 

and space (Aidi et al., 2021). African experiences are not monolithic or one-

dimensional when it comes to language or anything else. 

The contrast between pluralistic, multidimensional, multilingual Africa and 

today’s monocultural, English-centric LLMs is stark. As one of the most linguistically 

diverse continents, Africa looms as a challenge, a gut check, and an opportunity for 

both ethnography and LLM technology. Ethnography’s embodied engagement, 
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through direct interaction with people and researcher reflexivity, uniquely connects 

LLM technology with the complex social contexts it is built from and deployed into. 

A Global and African Overview of Cultural Awareness in LLM Research 

The challenges LLMs pose regarding cultural representation and bias are already 

a major topic of interest for researchers, industry professionals, and various other 

stakeholders. Recent efforts in this space employ diverse frameworks and heuristics, 

with the shared goal of creating language technologies that serve the needs of all 

users, regardless of their cultural or linguistic background. Some initiatives 

specifically aim to understand the convergence of scale and power asymmetry posed 

by the global deployment of LLMs. Our review of current academic and gray 

literature in this dynamic field can be broadly categorized into three areas: (1) 

evaluative studies that identify and analyze cultural bias in LLMs and related AI 

systems beyond Western contexts; (2) efforts to develop technical solutions to 

enhance cultural representation in LLMs and language technologies; and (3) 

initiatives promoting AI education and responsible governance. While many research 

and development efforts have a global scope, there is a growing body of work 

specifically addressing African contexts, recognizing (as we do) the continent’s 

unique linguistic and cultural landscapes and the need for contextualized solutions. 

We situate our research within the first two areas. 

Evaluative studies published in the past year lay bare the significant gaps in 

cultural awareness and representation in LLMs and related AI systems as a first step 

towards redressing them. Studies assess LLM capabilities across cultures, languages, 

and geographies (e.g., Ahuja et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2024; Masoud et al., 2024; 

Moayeri et al., 2024; Shafayat et al., 2024; Watts et al., 2024), as well as cultural 

competence in vision-language models (e.g., Karamolegkou et al., 2024) and text-to-

image models (e.g., Kannen et al., 2024). In specific sectors like healthcare, 

researchers examine equity-related biases in AI applications globally (e.g., Pfohl et al., 

2024) and in Africa specifically, as intersected by contextualized axes of disparities, 

including colonialism (Asiedu et al., 2024). 

Technical solutions focus on creating culturally rich datasets and benchmarks for 

LLMs and related language models. Global initiatives range from stereotype 

benchmarks (Jha et al., 2023) to solutions for integrating cultural differences through 

LLM augmentation (Li et al., 2024) and datasets covering thousands of 

ethnolinguistic groups (Fung et al., 2024). Some studies, like ours, push towards 

more meaningful participation, addressing issues like the expropriation of intellectual 
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property through collaborative dataset creation (Nayebare et al., 2023; Suresh et al., 

2024). A growing network of research labs, open-source projects, and AI initiatives is 

strengthening the foundation for LLM research and technology relevant to African 

languages and cultures. While not all exclusively focused on LLMs, these efforts 

develop crucial language resources and tools, many crowd-sourced, that support 

culturally aware and linguistically diverse AI development. Examples include the pan-

African open-source project Masakhane, GhanaNLP, Digital Umuganda in Rwanda, 

and EthioLLM in Ethiopia (Tonja et al., 2024). Other important contributors include 

the Distributed AI Research Institute (DAIR), Algorine, and Lelapa AI. These 

initiatives, through various approaches, collectively advance ML and NLP capabilities 

that underpin LLM development for and about African contexts. 

The third category in our review encompasses governance and education 

initiatives. Collaborative frameworks bringing together researchers in academia and 

industry, civil society, and governments are establishing guidelines for inclusive AI 

governance (African Union, 2024; AUDA-NEPAD, 2023; O’Neill et al., 2024; 

UNESCO & Moroccan International Centre for Artificial Intelligence, 2024). While 

these frameworks often address AI broadly, they have significant implications for 

LLM development and use. Examples of educational efforts in Africa include AI 

literacy research (e.g., Oyewusi, 2024) and gatherings like the Deep Learning Indaba 

and the African Computer Vision Summer School. Alongside these efforts are 

government-backed initiatives, such as those in Nigeria (Nigeria Federal Ministry of 

Communications, Innovation & Digital Economy, 2024), focused on creating 

nationally relevant AI capabilities, often partnering with local industry and research 

talent to realize that vision. 

Our study builds upon and complements this rich range of ongoing efforts 

through our focus on ethnography at the intersection of LLMs, language use, and 

their cultural impact in African settings. 

Paper Organization 

The paper has two parts: a research paper and an adaptable framework for 

conducting LLM research in Africa. The research section provides context for the 

framework through four key areas. We begin with an introduction to Africa’s 

techno-linguistic terrain and an exploration of the relationship between technology 

and language in Africa. We then examine African decolonization theory as it relates 

to language. Finally, we present selected research examples from UX studies 

conducted in Africa between 2023 and 2024. Our insights draw from collaborative 

projects and a targeted survey of African UX researchers, which we conducted in 

May 2024 specifically to inform this paper. 
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The two-part framework follows. We start with research planning, emphasizing 

reflexivity, historical awareness, and co-creation with African perspectives, all 

underscored by ethical practices such as informed consent and data governance. 

Then we move to research execution, outlining practical steps for data collection and 

analysis within a sustainable, mutually beneficial framework that emphasizes and 

integrates local expertise and inclusivity. By advancing ethnographic approaches that 

engage with Africa’s unique sociocultural and technological landscapes, we aim to 

promote research that is thoughtful, collaborative, supports local agency, and 

contributes to the ethical, culturally relevant, and sustainable implementation of LLM 

technologies—an approach we frame as decolonizing. 

Africa’s Techno-linguistic Terrain, Agency, and 

Innovation with LLMs 

Africa pulses with linguistic diversity, hosting over 2,000 living languages across 

more than fifteen language families (Ethnologue, 2022). Among these, seventy-five 

African languages are said to number at least one million speakers. Nigeria reportedly 

has over 500 spoken languages and Ethiopia more than eighty, though these figures 

and language classifications are dynamic and open to interpretation (Mwinlaaru & 

Xuan, 2016) and have been understudied in the case of Africa (Lüpke & Storch, 

2013). The South African constitution recognizes eleven official languages, with 

dozens more living alongside them. 

Africa’s rich linguistic diversity parallels, and arises from, its geography. The 

savanna grasslands of Sudan and the South African fynbos. The tropical rainforests 

of the Congo Basin. The vast Sahara stretching across all of northern Africa. The 

patchwork of Afromontane forest enclaves in the West and that follow the East 

African rift systems from the Red Sea down to the Great Escarpment of the 

continent’s southern tip. African lands, like the continent’s languages, defy generic 

characterization and insist on multiplicities and interrelations. 

Similarly, Africa’s technological landscapes, especially its digital realms, are a vast 

system of interconnected yet distinct segments. These segments are characterized by 

pockets of high innovation alongside regions of technological absence, and they 

form a dynamic whole often subject to unpredictable disruptions. Thinking about a 

system of “connectivity rifts” captures the uneven and unequal distribution of digital 

infrastructure and access, where advanced technologies like LLMs coexist with areas 

lacking internet connectivity entirely. In sub-Saharan Africa, about 600 million 
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people (more than half of the region’s population) lack access to electricity, and 

many more have limited or unreliable power (United Nations, 2023). 

Viewed from one perspective, we can understand Africa in sociologist Immanuel 

Wallerstein’s terms as a “periphery”—a place that provides resources for lucrative 

technologies and also a market for selling them (Eades, 2012). This dynamic creates 

continuous cycles of enrichment and benefit for the “core” countries that extract the 

resources and sell the technologies. For centuries, Africa has been both a destination 

and resource for global (non-African) technological aspirations. Take cobalt as an 

example. Cobalt is key to lithium-ion batteries and many other technologies, and 

70% of current production occurs in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Gulley, 

2022). While Western companies have historically dominated the extraction and 

utilization of African resources, recent shifts have seen significant Chinese 

investment. Currently, 80% of the DRC’s cobalt output is owned by Chinese 

companies. Numerous reports detail human rights abuses in its mining, including 

child labor and forced labor, causing harm rather than providing benefit to some 

Congolese people (United States, 2023). Meanwhile, those who rely on informal 

cobalt mining to get by often live in extreme poverty (World Economic Forum, 

2020). 

And yet, Africa is fundamentally a core of technological innovation and 

adaptation, and has been for many millennia. A historical snapshot of the continent 

features myriad instances of technological development: innovation, importation, 

assimilation, adaptation, and imposition in the fields of textiles, manufacturing, 

mining, marketing, transport, currency, commodity exchange, and so much more. 

These historical systems laid the groundwork for today’s wealth of tech hubs, 

startups, and platforms that, as ever, “create synergies between imported and locally 

invented modes of innovation and entrepreneurship” (Mavhunga, 2017, p. 18). 

Writing about the incorporation of new technologies into hunting practices among 

the vaShona and maTshangana in Zimbabwe, science and technology historian 

Clapperton Chakanetsa Mavhunga compels us to see users as designers and 

innovators full of creative resilience, rather than merely recipients of technology and 

innovation (Mavhunga, 2014). Such a lens allows us to see the capacities people 

already have (and have always had) to engage and deploy technologies, and in doing 

so to assign those technologies new meanings and purposes. 

It is a near-truism that people shape and are shaped by technologies. 

Technologies are driven by human “passions and politics and pitiful calculations” 

(Latour, 1996, p. viii), and heavily influenced by broader structural and institutional 

factors. Technologies evolve through cycles of experimentation, development, 

socialization, consumption, and consequence. Advancements in hardware and 
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software are resisted and embraced in an ongoing negotiation between resources, 

innovation, power, and the multiple, overlapping contexts—social, cultural, 

geographic—that both enable and constrain their adoption (Williams, 1974). 

Technology’s integration into African life, life anywhere on the planet, is contingent 

and contextual. So too is it open-ended, with multiple uses and outcomes that 

depend on agency. 

Historically, technologies have served as tools of production and pleasure, and as 

instruments of domination and displacement—sometimes all at once. Contemporary 

views often equate technology with tools designed for convenience and efficiency. 

Such a utilitarian perspective, Western in origin, contrasts with philosophical ideas of 

technology as a way to reveal truth (as touted by European philosophers from 

Aristotle and Plato to Heidegger). Today, technology tends to be synonymous with 

the latest and the finest; continuous development and progress is implied. What do 

these Western perspectives mean to, and for, the rest of the world? What about 

Africa? 

Enter “AI”—two letters that encapsulate a vast array of computational 

techniques and emerging machine capabilities, often shrouded in mystery and 

perceived (or even promoted) as magical. Generative AI tools like LLMs blur the 

lines between reality and imagination, creation and regurgitation, human and 

machine, transmission and truth (Yiu et al., 2023). The allure of LLMs lies in their 

ability to produce human-like text, images, and speech almost instantly, confounding 

users with its capabilities. Anyone with access to the tool can witness the show, but 

behind the curtain is a model tethered to its predominantly English-language text 

corpora and encoded with the opinions, knowledge, biases, and assumptions—the 

Western “habitus” (Bourdieu, 2022)—of its creators.2 

One multinational company’s academic paper likens MT, a technology related to 

LLMs, to a wizard’s “magical device” from 1970s science fiction, capable of relating 

“all possible vocables to every conceivable system of meaning” (Costa-jussà et al., 

2022, p. 4). The public-facing presentation introducing their dataset and model for 

multilingual MT promises “high-quality results” in fifty-five African languages. 

However, researchers Asmelash Teka Hadgu, Paul Azunre, and Timnit Gebru (2023) 

identified critical quality concerns with the dataset (e.g., potential inclusion of 

machine-translated content) and the model’s performance (e.g., significant 

performance gaps for colloquial language).3 These researchers argue that promoting 

such flawed models and datasets as high-quality solutions for underrepresented 
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languages undermines the indigenous African language research ecosystem (Hadgu et 

al., 2023, pp. 1–2). 

LLMs, MT models, and other advanced language technologies see global use, 

including across Africa for those who can access them. The notion that these tools 

should primarily serve their development communities has merit, yet it ignores the 

reality of worldwide adoption and the potential for both positive and negative 

impacts in varied cultural and linguistic settings. Consider these complexities and the 

ethnographic imperative comes into clear relief. Researchers are tasked with 

investigating the social contexts and power dynamics of technology use, probing 

how systems and narratives are constructed and enacted, and ultimately illuminating 

the agency of those who create, use, and adapt these tools of “imported magic” 

(Medina et al., 2014). 

Researching LLMs in Africa demands collaboration with African people, from 

the ground up. It requires awareness of all stakeholders’ assumptions, historical 

contexts, and prevailing narratives. And it means starting with African vernaculars 

and local engagements to establish an equal ground, or, in ML parlance, to create the 

“ground truth”: the directly observable reality (which developers aim to model). For 

ethnographers studying LLMs in Africa, the ground truth emerges from reflexive 

inquiry and culturally sensitive interactions, whether on-site, online, or anywhere else. 

This foundation leads us to deeper explorations of linguistic agency and 

decolonization. 

(De)colonizing Language 

In addition to being linguistically diverse and rich in technological innovation 

and adaptation, Africa is highly multilingual. Some scholars hold that multilingualism 

itself is the continent’s lingua franca (Fardon & Furniss, 1994). Most Africans speak 

several languages, often including a regional language that might be used as a 

medium of instruction in higher education (Brock-Utne, 2017). Our May 2024 survey 

with African UX researchers in Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, and 

Tanzania, introduced in detail below, found that nearly half of respondents (13 of 

27) have a linguistic repertoire that includes more than one language, and some (4 of 

27) have a repertoire of three or more languages. 

Africa’s multilingualism is shaped by the frictions of its physical landscapes and, 

paradoxically, sustained by poor infrastructure and investment. These conditions can 

act like isolation in biology, encouraging linguistic diversity by creating barriers that 

prevent linguistic homogenization. Conversely, more resources and interactions 

between communities—equating to less friction—typically lead to less linguistic 
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diversity. In many regions, multilingualism is particularly widespread among the 

urban lower classes, motivated by mass rural exodus and resulting language contact 

(Lüpke, 2010). Consider the linguistic landscape of Nima, Ghana’s largest zongo (a 

Hausa word meaning “strangers’ quarters”), or enclave of intra-African migrants 

(Moro, 2023). Ethnographic research by sociologist Kwesi Kwaa Prah (2009) found 

that almost 70% of Nima residents he interviewed spoke at least four languages, and 

about 40% spoke five or more. In Ghana, and elsewhere, multilingualism is 

especially pronounced in oral domains compared to written ones, although the 

linkages vary and the correlations are not one-to-one (Lüpke, 2013). 

Africa’s linguistic resilience is also exemplified by the adaptation of ex-colonial 

languages into forms that reclaim and Africanize them, as seen in distinctive local 

styles or mixed colloquial registers of Pidgins and Creoles (and Pidgincreoles like 

Juba Arabic discussed below). “English in Africa comes in many shapes and sizes,” 

as South African sociolinguist Rajend Mesthrie puts it, “all of which look set to 

grow” (2019, p. 19). The versatile and adaptive aspects of Africa’s multilingualism 

raise the important question of when and how foreign languages become 

indigenous—just what counts as an African language, and who gets to decide? 

Sociolinguist Jan Blommaert reminds us that “the horizontal distribution of 

languages…rarely matches the vertical distribution of languages as codified in 

language policies” (2007, p. 11). This observation holds true both in the postcolonial 

present and the colonial past. Many African countries designate “national” or 

“official” languages that are or include ex-colonial languages (Afrikaans, Arabic, 

English, French, Portuguese, Spanish), although there are notable exceptions, such as 

Ethiopia (Amharic), Somalia (Somali), and Tanzania (Kiswahili). Over time, several 

countries have strengthened local language policies—Kiswahili in Kenya and 

Tanzania (Robinson, 2024), and Amazigh (or Tamazight) in Morocco and Algeria 

(Alalou, 2023). 

National languages and linguistic unity are often state-driven projects aimed at 

building national identities and a coherent national populace. The “official language 

problem” (Pool, 1991), intersected by ideological, political, economic, and other 

factors, typically means that resources are rarely allocated to support indigenous 

languages beyond those designated as “official.” The functional hierarchies 

established through these policies in postcolonial Africa have led to a variety of 

outcomes: some positive, such as increased communication and administrative 

efficiency; and some negative, such as the marginalization of autochthonous 

languages and the loss of cultural heritage. 
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The struggle to balance vernacular and vehicular languages is marked by the 

legacies of colonialism. Colonial experiences in Africa, plural and diverse, triggered 

profound changes in language use and most other dimensions of life. Indigenous 

languages were suppressed (or pressed into the service of the colonizers) as 

European languages like English, French, and Portuguese were forcibly imposed and 

institutionalized. Sociologist Bonaventura de Sousa Santos (2014) termed this 

widespread dispossession of local languages and knowledge “epistemicide.” 

The case of African Arabic showcases the complexities of language use and the 

power dynamics impinging upon it. Arabic, like Amharic, Tigrinya, and other Semitic 

languages, evolved through ancient interactions—many characterized by 

dominance—between Western Asia and Northeastern Africa. Across centuries, 

Arabic exerted a profound influence on major indigenous African languages 

throughout the continent, such as Hausa, Wolof, Kiswahili, and Somali. In North 

Africa, French was imposed to the discouragement or outright exclusion of local 

vernaculars—including Arabic. However, in the postcolonial era, the linguistic 

policies of the governments of Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, and Sudan, guided by a 

strong ideological push for “Arabization,” themselves imposed Arabic on public 

domains, sometimes at the expense of local vernaculars (Tilmatine, 2015). Today, 

Arabic is considered less colonial than French in parts of North Africa but more 

colonial than English in South Sudan. When South Sudan in northeastern Africa 

gained independence in 2011, the government recognized English as the national 

language and dismissed Arabic as a colonial imposition—including homegrown 

variants like Juba Arabic. As a result, that widely spoken Arabic-based pidgincreole 

remains neither recognized as an official language nor officially acknowledged as an 

indigenous language (Manfredi & Tosco, 2016). Decolonization “unleashed many 

ironic and unintended effects,” in the apt words of scholar of African American 

literature and postcolonial theory Vaughn Rasberry (2021). Some effects, like 

Arabization, recapitulate the dynamics of past colonialism in new forms. 

Power asymmetries, both broadly and specifically in the context of language, 

have evolved into new forms in today’s digital age, often characterized as data 

colonialism (Couldry & Mejias, 2024; Benyera, 2021; Birhane, 2020; Kwet, 2019). 

Where traditional colonialism concerned the acquisition of physical and epistemic 

territories for economic extraction, data coloniality revolves around the extraction 

and control of data. Design and research executive Ovetta Sampson reminds us that 

all data is produced by people, “it is the manifestation of who we are as people” 

(2023). In Africa, people produce data in contexts of limited infrastructure (the 

“connectivity rifts” introduced above) and limited data protection laws. Various 

other structural and relational challenges, many stemming from diverse local norms, 
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complicate interactions between external entities and African communities (Abebe et 

al., 2021). All of this is set against a backdrop of enduring social, political, and 

economic inequalities and a history of resource exploitation (Coleman, 2019). 

Power asymmetries extend to the process of cultural and linguistic translation. As 

anthropologist Talal Asad noted, and our research examples below give shape to, 

cultural translation involves navigating “asymmetrical power dynamics and 

understanding the pressures within dominated and dominant societies” (1986). The 

task of exploring these processes and determining what Asad called “the limits and 

possibilities of effective translation” falls on the researcher. 

Asad’s call to action takes on added significance in the context of LLMs, where 

struggles for control increasingly extend to language data—the vast amounts of 

digitized linguistic resources necessary for their development. For example, Te Hiku 

Media in New Zealand recorded over 300 hours of annotated audio in te reo Māori, 

only to fend off corporate entities trying to use these recordings for their own data 

sets. The data governance plan drafted in the wake of the experience stipulates that 

“the project must directly benefit the Māori people and any project created using 

Māori data belongs to the Māori people” (Graham, 2021). 

Considering the wide-ranging experiences of colonization and the ongoing 

colonialesque exploitation through modern means, a decolonizing framework is 

relevant and necessary. Decolonization literally means the negation of colonization, a 

concept built upon recognizing colonialism’s legacies and aspiring to counteract 

them. Decolonization is multifaceted, comprising a continuum of meanings, 

practices, and definitions. Language plays a central role. 

Kenyan writer and academic Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o places indigenous African 

languages and cultural expressions at the heart of decolonization. For Ngũgĩ, 

language is not only a means of communication but also an essential “carrier of 

culture” (1986, p. 4). Similarly, African linguist Irina Turner (2023) writes that 

“languages contain not only semantic concepts describing life worlds but also 

ontologies that relate to holistic spiritual and philosophical existence” (p. 73). Words 

are a legitimate and necessary means for liberating the human mind from oppression. 

Reclaiming and revitalizing indigenous languages, it follows, is essential to 

decolonization. Zimbabwean historian Ngwabi Bhebe writes of oral traditions, 

cultures, and languages as “powerful instruments for the restoration and assertion of 

African pride and identity after colonial devastation” (Bhebe, 2002, p. 37). 

Others emphasize that decolonization is primarily a matter of self-determination, 

where people have the capacity to choose their languages and systems, regardless of 
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origin. Philosopher Olúfémi Táíwò (2022) argues for a move “beyond linguistic 

decolonization” (p. 101), advocating for a pragmatic, instrumentalist approach to 

language. Táíwò joins Amílcar Cabral, writer, intellectual, and founding leader of the 

PAIGC (African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde), in 

affirming African agency in decisions of whether and what to borrow or adapt—and 

in doing so own—from colonial languages and cultural artifacts (Cabral, 2016).4 

Táíwò and Cabral recognize the knotty ties binding colonial and indigenous 

languages, such that they cannot be simply disentangled. Their emphasis on 

individual and community autonomy in language choice bears deeply upon LLM 

research in Africa for two reasons. First, because ethnography bridges theoretical 

frameworks and on-ground realities. Second, because industry ethnographers 

connect the complex social world of human behavior and action to the development 

of “complicated products and services that their work informs” (Hoy et al., 2023). 

Ethnographers can throw light on diverse expressions of African agency in 

digital contexts by studying how Africans navigate technologies designed primarily 

for ex-colonial languages. To support African agency, we must first acknowledge the 

multidimensionality and heterogeneity of African languages, lands, and lives. African 

experiences, as with African languages, are many and varied; they encompass the 

influences of colonialism and also extend beyond them. Agency can be expressed 

and autonomy exercised in many ways, including through language. Many Africans 

use English or other colonial languages instrumentally, as tools to interact with 

technology and the world, regardless of fluency. 

Researchers therefore need to investigate: 

1. Language use: What languages do people use, when, and why? 

2. Language-technology interaction: How do language choices shape 

technological use, and vice versa? 

3. Digital communication preferences: When might African individuals or 

communities prefer using English for digital communication over local 

vernaculars? Do those preferences differ across demographics or geographic 

regions? 

Language choices profoundly shape technology use, making their study central to 

LLM research in Africa. Attention to agency—the ability to choose, adapt, innovate, 

or abandon tools to meet local needs and contexts—transforms the research into a 

decolonizing endeavor. A direct way to bolster African agency is to integrate it 

throughout the research process. This means researching with African communities, 

researchers, and scholars, not just talking to them. The framework presented later in 

the paper provides guidance on how to implement this approach. First, we explore 
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practical examples illustrating how technology, language, and agency intersect in 

several African contexts. 

Beyond Big Knowledge: Local Insights from Africa 

Exploring Africa’s techno-linguistic terrain and the contours of linguistic 

decolonization helps us clarify that advanced language technologies like LLMs are 

not merely technical innovations; they are catalysts for social change that stand to 

reshape how people communicate, express their culture, and interact with the digital 

world. As we consider the path to decolonizing LLMs, we must understand the 

complex interplay between these technologies and local African contexts. The 

following examples of real-world research scenarios where language, technology, and 

cultural dynamics converge illustrate both the challenges and opportunities that arise 

when global tools meet local African realities. 

Research Example 1: Kiswahili Language Localization (2023) 

Table 1. Research Example 1 Methodology 

Location Nairobi, Kenya; Dar es Salaam, Tanzania 

Sample N=10 each market, 90-min in-lab IDIs 

Participants 
Native Kiswahili speakers who use digital devices set to Swahili, 

balanced age, gender, and SEC mix 

Tasks 

Feedback on overall app language based on usage recall, task navigation 

in live applications, detailed language feedback on steps of these tasks 

using screenshots 

Two Kiswahili studies, conducted with identical methodologies and stimuli but 

using localized imagery, highlighted significant issues with the language use in digital 

platforms. Participants in Kenya expressed that the Kiswahili they found online 

tended to be excessively formal and academic, and unreflective of their everyday 

language. Additionally, there was a perceived bias towards those with more 

proficiency speaking formal Kiswahili in Tanzania and certain Kenyan regions, 

primarily inland. Several Kenyan participants said they opted to use their devices in 

English to avoid these issues. While participants in Tanzania generally found the 

language appropriate and aligned with their expectations for digital Kiswahili, overly 

formal expressions sometimes led to feelings of exclusion even for them. These 

varied responses direct attention to the nuances of language use and the challenge of 

creating universally suitable solutions in the linguistically diverse, postcolonial 
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contexts of Africa, where imposed linguistic norms can marginalize local dialects and 

the ways of speaking associated with certain socioeconomic classes. 

Because LLMs are trained on digital language, which is often gleaned from the 

news, Wikipedia, and other sources that may prioritize more formal writing norms, 

they carry the risk of creating outputs so formal as to inadvertently exclude those 

who speak exclusively in more casual registers. That is, they risk reproducing the 

linguistic exclusion observed in these studies. Just as online Kiswahili felt overly 

formal to Kenyan participants, LLM outputs might alienate speakers of casual 

registers. This digital linguistic divide echoes historical patterns: formal English in 

postcolonial contexts often signaled education and rank, while Kiswahili’s inclusive 

evolution incorporated Arabic loanwords for practical communication, often in the 

context of trade. If LLMs fail to adapt to diverse linguistic needs, they may 

inadvertently reinforce socioeconomic and regional language disparities in the digital 

realm. 

Research Example 2: isiZulu Language Localization (2023/2024) 

Table 2. Research Example 2 Methodology 

Location Johannesburg, South Africa 

Sample N=15, 90-min in-lab IDIs 

Participants 
Native isiZulu speakers, balanced gender and 

SEC mix, 50% Gen Z 

Tasks 
Feedback on brand language preferences, 

design walkthrough with transcreated stimuli 

This study assessed communication styles on an online content platform 

available via app and web browser with young native isiZulu speakers. The first 

challenge was recruiting these speakers, who predominantly use devices set to 

English and prefer the browser version over the app. Translating, or more 

specifically transcreating (i.e., adapting content for cultural relevance while 

maintaining the original intent), test materials from English to isiZulu was another 

significant hurdle. The process involved collaboration between local moderators, 

experts, linguists, ethnographers, and UX researchers. A local Zulu expert who had 

previously served a central governmental role in culture preservation played a crucial 

role. He felt compelled to help the team “get it right” after experiencing sleepless 

nights worrying about potential missteps. We observed instances where isiZulu 

language, written and checked by professional translators, was considered outdated 

or strange by participants, who reported feeling baffled by the mock content they 
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were shown. This study demonstrates how even carefully wrought human 

translations can unintentionally alienate native speakers. 

The challenges we encountered with isiZulu translations mirror and amplify in 

LLMs. Currently, major LLMs struggle with language dynamism—regional diversity, 

borrowing, code-switching, slang, and other elements of living languages common in 

multilingual African contexts (Orji & Umeobi, 2023). Researchers argue that most 

major LLMs use an English-based backend for key aspects of their workflow, 

creating invisible translation layers that, by design, distance the model from non-

Anglophone users’ language and knowledge base. For example, Zhao et al. (2023) 

and Wendler et al. (2024) separately hypothesize that multilingual inputs are initially 

processed in English. Kew et al. (2023) discuss another technique, cross-lingual 

transfer learning, which leverages data from resource-rich languages (primarily 

English) to improve performance for LRLs. Such approaches can result in LLM 

outputs as distant or unintelligible as the carefully crafted isiZulu translations that 

perplexed our study participants. To mitigate these issues, LLMs should be trained 

on extensive multilingual data, with rigorous validation by native speakers from 

various regions and backgrounds. 

Research Example 3: Survey of African UX Researchers’ Perspectives 

on LLMs (2024) 

Table 3. Research Example 3 Methodology 

Location Remote 

Sample 
n=27, 20-min survey with multiple choice, scale, 

and open-ended questions (10 open ends) 

Participants 
African UX researchers in Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, and Tanzania 

We surveyed UX researchers across six African countries to assess LLM 

perceptions and use, focusing on language representation, accuracy, cultural impact, 

and associated ethical concerns. Respondents reported their native languages as 

Afaan Oromo, Afrikaans, Amharic, English, Hausa, Ibibio, Igbo, isiZulu, Kikuyu, 

Kiswahili, Nigerian Pidgin English, and Yorùbá. Most researchers (19 of 27) were 

familiar with LLMs, and over 80% had used them. The results paint a nuanced 

picture of benefits and challenges in multilingual African settings. English dominated 

LLM use (22 of 27), with half rating LLM performance in English highly. Several 

praised LLMs, used in English, for helping them clarify technical terms, summarize 
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and paraphrase text, and edit content. A few called them “indispensable” in their 

personal and professional lives already. 

Half of our survey participants reported using LLMs for information-gathering 

tasks. While some saw potential for cultural knowledge preservation, many expressed 

concerns about misrepresentations and misinformation. Cultural sensitivity—defined 

here as the ability to preserve the nuances of diverse cultural contexts, languages, and 

historical narratives in LLM outputs—emerged as the top ethical concern (20 of 27), 

followed by data privacy (16 of 27) and data rights (14 of 27). Respondents stressed 

the importance of LLMs being able to identify and accurately interpret local 

expressions and practices. Several highlighted instances where LLM output failed in 

this regard—for example, incorrect biographical details about local political figures in 

Ethiopia or output that felt culturally “off the mark,” as one researcher in South 

Africa put it (recalling the Western habitus noted earlier). 

LLM performance with African languages presented significant challenges. 

Surveyed researchers identified dialects and variations (15 of 27), idiomatic 

expressions (14 of 27), cultural nuances (13 of 27), and syntax/grammar (13 of 27) as 

major areas of concern and poor performance. Experiments with Yorùbá, isiZulu, 

Amharic, Afaan Oromo, Nigerian Pidgin, and Kiswahili revealed substantial 

inaccuracies in LLM performance with these languages. Examples include: 

Untranslated words 

A researcher in Lagos, Nigeria, reported using English-centric LLMs effectively 

for simple writing tasks in English. However, including even a single Yorùbá word 

led to inaccurate outputs. For instance, “mo fe je iresi?” (“I want to eat rice”) yielded 

responses ranging from partial translations (“you want to eat some iresi?”) to 

unrelated texts about Nigerian towns or general meal statements. A Johannesburg-

based researcher likewise noted LLMs often leave colloquial expressions 

untranslated, citing the isiZulu word “Mzansi” (a colloquial name for South Africa) 

as an example. 

Incorrect translations 

An Addis Ababa researcher prompted an English-centric LLM to explain the 

Afaan Oromo word bukke. The LLM responded: 

In Afaan Oromo, the word "Bukke" can refer to a "shelter" or "shade." It is 

used to describe a place or structure that provides protection or cover, 

typically from the sun or weather. 
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The Ethiopian researcher called out the LLM response as “totally different” 

from locally known meanings of bukke as “beside” or, in some dialects, “sensual 

organ.” Notably, the very first result on a classic Google Search for “Afaan Oromo 

‘bukke’” yields a 1975 Peace Corps document titled Oromo for beginners that gives 

“beside” or “by the side of” as correct translations (Peace Corps, 1975). 

Nigerian Pidgin translations yielded the poorest results reported. Several 

researchers noted that LLMs tended to either default to English or produce 

erroneous interpretations. Supporting these anecdotal observations, Ojo and Ogueji 

(2023) found incorrect English meanings when translating from Pidgin and retained 

English usage when translating into Pidgin. Variation in Pidgin seems to matter, too. 

Adelani et al. (2024) suggest major LLMs favor Nigerian Pidgin variants used by 

more educated groups. 

Kiswahili Performance 

In contrast, Kiswahili showed more promising results. Native speakers in Kenya 

and Tanzania reported satisfactory experiences in-language on ChatGPT 3.5, noting 

reasonably accurate knowledge of current affairs and public opinion, with only minor 

translation challenges. This LLM’s better performance stems from Kiswahili’s vast 

speaker base (approximately 200 million) and prominence in education, 

entertainment, and politics. Kiswahili is the only African language officially 

recognized by name by the African Union alongside Arabic, English, French, 

Portuguese, and Spanish (African Union, n.d.). Crucially, Kiswahili has a higher 

online presence and has been included in several benchmarks for assessing LLM 

performance. However, even with Kiswahili, a significant performance gap separates 

high-resource languages (e.g., English and French) and African languages on current 

open as well as proprietary models (Alabi et al., 2024). That performance gap 

highlights the importance of local and multilingual initiatives (see examples in our 

earlier section “A Global and African Overview of Cultural Awareness in LLM 

Research”). 

Research Takeaways 

In many ways, translation is both the heart of ethnography and its central 

challenge, as ethnographies translate words, ideas, experiences, and lives (Clifford & 

Marcus, 1986). Translation is also at the heart of all human interactions. As Grice 

(1989) observes, some degree of translation effort is required in all conversations, 

even between two people using the same language. Working across languages and 
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cultures scales the effort and raises the stakes. The first two research examples above 

on dynamism within African languages spotlight the need to plan and execute 

research aimed at understanding not only how and why people use digital 

technologies but also the nuances of their language use—which languages in what 

contexts and why, and the specific dialect(s) that are intelligible and appropriate to 

them in those contexts. 

Working with languages like isiZulu goes beyond simply having a native speaker 

translate. It requires an awareness of just how much comprehension and perception 

can vary across speakers, registers, tones—nuances current LLMs often struggle to 

capture. To give another example, in Igbo, akwa can mean egg, cloth, or cry (as in 

tears) depending on pronunciation and context, even though it has the same spelling. 

LLMs, typically prioritizing frequency, might lack the contextual understanding to 

distinguish such homonyms accurately. 

Proceeding from a position of respect for the dynamic, contextual use of 

language, we can work to uncover the needs of our subjects and surface insights that 

may provide practical guidance on how to create products that are useful and 

relevant. Failure to do so risks misguided technological development and undermines 

efforts to preserve multilingualism, especially among younger generations who 

liberally use English. Additionally, there is a need for awareness of the new 

generation that has grown up with two linguistic realities: family and community 

memories of indigenous knowledge and linguistic wealth, and the postcolonial, 

Westernized world they now live in. This duality colors their use of technology. 

The third research example, findings from our survey, lays bare LLM translation 

challenges across languages, and in doing so point to the broader risks of linguistic 

dilution and the unintended imposition of colonial languages, not to mention poor 

product uptake. Simple translation tests, as seen in the above examples, serve as a 

common “litmus test” for end users to gauge how well an LLM accommodates their 

languages. Poor translation accuracy can lead users to exercise their agency in several 

ways, each with distinct implications: 

1. Avoid using the LLM in their first language; switch to another African 

language or opt to use English. 

2. Abandon LLM use entirely, believing the technology doesn’t work for them. 

3. Accept incorrect translations, potentially abandoning local vernaculars—and 

their embedded knowledge systems—for perceived more authoritative, often 

Anglocentric terms. 

For those who choose to use LLMs, and as users increasingly rely on LLMs for 

learning and writing, the model’s linguistic features may not only shape their own 
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language choices and style but also influence those who consume and interact with 

their content. This impact could manifest in shifts in word choice or register—for 

example, encouraging the use of specific terms or phrasing that might not otherwise 

be employed. Language use often evolves under the influence of dominant linguistic 

frameworks, potentially leading to the gradual displacement of local terminology and 

its embedded knowledge systems. As Ghanaian philosopher Kwasi Wiredu (1997) 

warned, thinking about things in English “almost inevitably becomes thinking in 

English” (p. 12). However, LLMs can also lower barriers to working in English and 

boost confidence, offering micro steps towards leveling a steep linguistic playing 

field. 

LLMs, while primarily language models, are increasingly used as information-

gathering tools and de facto knowledge repositories (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2024). Half 

of our survey respondents reported using them this way, as already noted, and 

mostly in English. This usage pattern raises concerns in the African context, where 

without close human collaboration, LLMs may produce outputs that not only 

contain discernible errors, as seen in our translation examples, but also potentially 

distort or omit marginalized histories and cultures. Wachter et al. (2024), Oxford 

Internet Institute researchers at the University of Oxford, describe such outputs as 

“careless speech,” content that appears plausible and confident but includes factual 

inaccuracies, misleading references, and biased information. In Africa, where 

linguistic and cultural diversity is vast, this misinformation risk is particularly acute, 

carrying both immediate dangers and the long-term risk of homogenizing diverse 

histories and cultures. 

In a similar vein, Shah & Bender (2024) stress that while LLMs may provide 

access to information, they often lack provenance and remove the valuable process 

of manually searching through materials, which offers a range of choices and 

promotes critical thinking. The healthy friction of searching for information 

manually, whether via a search engine on a smartphone or perusing a physical space 

such as a library or a bazaar (Roberts et al., 2023), enables transparency and user 

agency. 

These challenges and risks necessitate close attention by researchers on the 

ground and echo the calls we heard for foundational improvements to LLM 

technology by African researchers. Specifically, they voiced the need for broader 

representation of African languages in training data and improved contextual 

understanding tailored to local needs. And they pinpointed community driven 

research as key to gathering representative, multilingual data beyond widely spoken 
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languages or social media vernaculars. The framework we present next provides a 

roadmap for research that will help to actualize these calls. 

Framework for Ethnographic LLM Research in Africa 

We invite the ethnographic community to view Africa with “many eyes” 

(Mavhunga, 2017) and recognize the innovations its peoples and governments 

contribute alongside the challenges they face. To provide practical know-how, we lay 

out below a grounded, inclusive approach to research that centers African agency, 

vernaculars, and epistemologies. This framework is designed to guide LLM research 

in African settings but is adaptable and can benefit various other settings. It covers 

each stage of the research process from study design to dissemination. 

Research Planning 

1. Identify Assumptions and Research Team Positionality 

Start by conducting researcher reflexivity exercises to identify and challenge 

personal assumptions. Reflect on how your knowledge of the African subject has 

framed your perspective, and recognize the limits of your access and knowledge 

despite intentions. This foundational step is critical in crafting a research framework 

that benefits the studied communities and not just the entities developing or using 

LLMs. 

Engage with relevant African scholars to understand existing narratives and 

incorporate them into the research framework. Conduct desk research, focusing on 

works by Africans to cultivate historical awareness and assess risks and 

opportunities. Preparatory impact analyses should grasp the knowns and the 

potential benefits and harms of the new research and should consider colonial 

histories, language landscapes, and the research landscape. 

Key Questions: 

● How do my assumptions shape the research questions and approach? 

● What does the team hypothesize about the forthcoming research? What do 

these hypotheses demonstrate about the team’s assumptions? 

● What are the socio-political and economic statuses of the language 

communities of study, and how does LLM research and technology play into 

these power dynamics? 

● What are the tensions between the interests of users, societies, and the 

owners of LLM technology? 
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● Does the research consider how the LLM technology could address specific 

challenges identified by African communities? 

● How will success be measured, especially if the ultimate goal is intangible or 

long-term? 

2. Co-Design to Empower Local Voices 

Involve community members and local experts throughout the research process 

using participatory research methods. Start the process of building equal partnerships 

with local researchers and communities by first listening to their stories and 

experiences as Africans and as African researchers. This approach requires researcher 

modesty and an acknowledgment that there might be cultural protocols to follow or 

limits to access and knowledge, or both. 

Brainstorm together how you might integrate local methodologies and ethical 

frameworks to enhance the research’s relevance and remain locally grounded. Be 

imaginative and creative as you scope the project—what culturally relevant methods 

will capture the most holistic view of participants’ truths? Consider factors like 

regional language variation, geographic and generational language use in sampling 

strategies, device constraints, and connectivity disruptions during recruitment. 

Prioritize inductive reasoning in interviews, using semi-structured scripts or 

embedded ethnography over deductive hypothesis orientation. Favor longer-term 

engagements like participant observation over rapid assessments to gain deeper 

insights. 

Two examples of ethnography in Africa illustrate the power of culturally 

sensitive, participatory research methods and the insights (and learnings) they can 

yield. First, Hanover (2014) used storytelling during co-creation research in rural 

Ghana to “diffuse our authority as researchers” and stimulate judgment-free 

conversation. The approach worked well, except with school children, where they 

added an object-based dimension using action figures. Hanover’s team learned that 

the Western “superhero” trope did not resonate locally; instead, the nearest cultural 

analog was black magic—a source of fear rather than empowerment. Second, Abebe 

et al. (2021) employed storytelling with fictional personas, developed through 

iterative interviews with African data experts, to challenge dominant narratives on 

data sharing in Africa. The team’s decolonizing approach brought local perspectives 

to the forefront and surfaced important counternarratives. 

To further enhance the participatory approach, tap into the principles of value-

sensitive design (e.g., Friedman & Hendry, 2019), co-design (e.g., Zamenopoulos & 
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Alexiou, 2018), and participatory synergy (Bennett et al., 2021; Eglash et al., 2024), all 

of which emphasize the importance of integrating stakeholder values and 

collaborative creation. Map stakeholder networks and aim to include as many voices 

as possible in the research. 

Make “AI” a topic of discussion from the start to create space for all 

stakeholders to voice their perspectives and concerns, especially because the most 

publicly visible AI in 2024 are LLMs. Recognize that each stakeholder and 

participant may have a different understanding of those two letters. These 

understandings can vary in terms of what AI is, how it has been developed, its 

technical processes, and its contextual history. They may also differ on how AI might 

be managed and the opportunities and risks it presents for them individually, 

organizationally, and societally as producers of data, as consumers, as Africans, and 

as global citizens. Share your knowledge and answer questions to the extent possible, 

while acknowledging the limits to your knowledge. Be transparent about the gaps in 

understanding, and actively seek input from experts to address the more thorny or 

technical questions. 

Everyone involved in the research will benefit from the transparency, especially 

those in the “hidden part of the iceberg” of Africa’s data-sharing ecosystem—Global 

South researchers, data subjects (individuals and communities), data workers, 

activists, and others (Abebe et al., 2021). This “hard needed first step” (Dignum, 

2023) to find shared ground will encourage mutually respectful relationships and 

help to demystify the processes, possibilities, and risks at hand. 

Key questions: 

● How can data collection methods be adapted to respect cultural norms? 

● How can African-centric methodologies, such as the ubuntu principles of 

respectful relationships (Khupe & Keane, 2017), be integrated? 

● How might I or my research contribute to building local expertise? 

● How am I talking about LLMs and AI with the local research team and 

participants? To the extent known, what are the materials used in the LLM 

gathered from and who is involved? 

● How can I work within legal and organizational bounds most effectively and 

ethically? 

● What cultural protocols do I need to observe, and what are the budgetary 

and time implications? 
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3. Recruiting & Informing Participants 

Building on the co-design and collaborative mentality from the research 

framework design phase, approach recruitment and data collection with a similarly 

attentive, caring, and compassionate mindset. 

Consult with local partners to understand demographic aspects for creating a 

balanced participant pool. At the same time, recognize that efforts to include 

participants will inevitably exclude some individuals (Spivak, 2003). The most 

disadvantaged are often the most difficult participants to recruit for studies, such as 

those with low literacy, limited time, or lack of access to appropriate networks. 

Consider that database recruitment, though commonly used in Western contexts, can 

bias samples to an English-proficient, literate, digital, and legally identified participant 

pool. In-field recruitment can increase the diversity of the participant pool and 

extend participation to vulnerable groups. 

Use best practices for recruitment to avoid pressuring participation through high 

incentives (Teixeira da Silva, 2022). Make efforts to identify the excluded and those 

who choose not to participate, and think about the implications of their absence 

(Birhane et al., 2022). Beyond direct participants, consider those who will be 

impacted by the end product, including communities affected by LLM-generated 

content. Consider ways to reach out to these groups in future research. 

Informed consent is more than a form! Prioritize truly informed consent where 

participants are given as much information as possible about what the study is 

looking to understand, how it will be conducted, and what the data will potentially be 

used for. Tailor consent forms and information sheets to be culturally appropriate 

and easily understandable. Plan your study in a way that gives participants power 

over the data collected and knowledge of the results to the extent possible within 

legal frameworks and organizational constraints. Data governance policies have 

historically been extractive, with acute consequences for marginalized and indigenous 

communities. 

Researchers, as the bridge between institutions and participants, have a 

responsibility to do more than share a form. They need to deeply understand the 

consent process, ask questions, and make sure local partners and participants do too. 

Neglecting ethical data use at the planning stage can cause “irreparable harm” 

(Abebe et al., 2021) during as well as after a project. Conversely, when researchers 

act as responsible data stewards (Ada Lovelace Institute, 2021), ethical data practices 

build trust and increase the likelihood of further collaboration—they become 

empowering. 
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Key questions: 

● How can I select African communities to work with, prioritizing 

representativeness? 

● Who am I including and excluding in the research process, and why? How 

can I ensure that efforts to include participants do not unintentionally 

exclude others, especially the most disadvantaged? 

● Do participants truly understand what this research—and their 

participation—will be used for? Do I? 

● How can I confirm that participants fully understand what they are 

consenting to, particularly in contexts with limited literacy or digital literacy? 

● What measures can be taken to provide genuinely informed consent, beyond 

just ticking a box? 

● How can we account for the power asymmetries in consent dynamics, 

especially in regions with limited market competition and high service 

dependency? 

Research Execution 

4. Grounded Input (Data Collection), Grounded Output (Synthesis) 

Research execution should be anchored by local teams’ active involvement, with 

a deep connection to the community and nuanced understanding of cultural 

contexts. Use local moderators and interpreters whenever the situation permits for 

effective data collection. Choose moderators carefully to match participant profiles 

in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, language, and other factors. Their rapport and 

sense of trustworthiness and relatability will elicit more discerning feedback and, 

above all, an inquirer that will be sensitive to cultural protocols for the given 

discussion. 

Prioritize local languages for data collection and analysis to surface the richest 

insights. Employ translation at the final stages for non-native language researchers 

and readers. Translation is not neutral and can strip context or distort meaning. 

Stress the importance of high-quality simultaneous interpretation if used. Always use 

human transcription and translation unless a tool is vetted by a local team and 

known to perform well with the African languages in question. Even then, use the 

tool as a secondary or tertiary complement. Transcription tools often miss nuances 

between speech and action, akin to deciphering dialogue in literature without 

narrative cues. Emphasize the importance of translations and transcriptions that 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 69



 

 

 

resonate contextually and capture the essence of what participants say, which is often 

conveyed subtly or between the lines. 

During synthesis, continually reflect on how you will craft a narrative that 

responsibly translates the data, recognizing it as knowledge obtained through face-to-

face human contact in historically specific conditions (de Pina-Cabral, 2011). Review 

your analysis at multiple points, both internally and with local research partners and 

stakeholders. In other words, validate results-in-progress using cultural context 

debrief sessions with local teams, for example, and iterate based on their feedback. 

Relate stories and situations—the ethnographic data—with proper context and 

analysis to build reliable and robust knowledge. Take into consideration that 

participants typically express themselves more comfortably in their first language(s), 

so even if research outputs are aimed at improving a global, English-centric interface 

(e.g., social media platform, e-commerce site, search engine), the value of local 

insights that convey an understanding of local vernaculars remains essential. 

Remember that ethnographies can and should be artful and evocative narratives 

(Stoller, 2023), but never novels or fictions. While you can never present the full 

picture, aim to provide as representative a slice as possible, knowing it will be 

received and subsequently applied in ways beyond your control. And remember that 

ethnographers practicing in industry are custodians of knowledge, tasked with 

communicating insights to stakeholders in a way that captures the dimensionality and 

texture of user experiences. Acting as a clear channel for relating local situations to 

non-local audiences is challenging, as the isiZulu example above demonstrates, but 

getting it right matters most. Keeping these fundamentals top of mind during data 

collection and synthesis is paramount, as they underpin the narratives and 

deliverables that will follow in the later stages of the research process. 

Key questions: 

● What additional training might need to be conducted to prepare local 

moderators to extract the data needed? 

● What balance of rigidity and flexibility is ideal to achieve rich results? 

● What methods, including unconventional methods, will likely produce the 

most insightful results? 

● What stories do participants tell themselves to make sense out of their 

realities? 

● How might observations and interviews unfold in a way that allows both the 

research goals and participants’ agency/desire to be heard? Can both be 

achieved? 
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● How will you identify and handle unarticulated needs in languages you do 

not personally have competence in? 

5. Create Research Artifacts, Socialize Them, and Drive Impact 

By the time the research project progresses to write-up and dissemination, the 

research team must take special care to simultaneously continue engagement with the 

local participants and local team, while re-engaging with the stakeholders who are 

tasked with implementing the research’s findings and recommendations. 

Researchers can continue collaboration with the local community or participants 

by asking them if they would be willing to review the eventual findings and 

recommendations. Continuing the feedback loop can give the researchers 

reaffirmation that their interpretation of trends in the ethnographic data, and what to 

do about them, remain consistent with African participants’ wishes and emic 

interpretations. 

Ongoing contact with the local team is more straightforward. Local partners 

typically collaborate with researchers on final deliverables by contributing insights, 

analysis, and recommendations. However, to avoid abstracting their knowledge in 

research documents, we recommend including the local team in any working 

sessions, readouts, or design sprints where product team stakeholders consume and 

integrate research outcomes. Visibility and inclusion not only empower the team to 

clarify any misinterpretations but give visibility to their embodied knowledge. 

LLMs necessitate a different path to impact than other digital products. If the 

research uncovers opportunities with the interface itself, then the approach is similar 

to other static products, i.e., working with product, design, and engineering to make 

fixes. However, if the research uncovers opportunities in model training, language 

use, veracity, or other aspects of LLM-powered generation, then other paths to 

impact must materialize, such as rewrites, novel training sets, or model 

modifications. 

Rewrites constitute direct corrections to LLM output to improve future outputs, 

and they can be a powerful way for those impacted by a model to influence it directly 

and in terms it can “understand.” If rewrites are useful and practical for stakeholders, 

researchers can assess the interest and willingness of participants or local team 

members to submit them. Additional training sets are another similar way to 

influence models, but because the learning may be less supervised, and the ratio of 

new material to old material small, the impact may be less pronounced. If the model 

itself needs to be modified, then the researchers will likely need to have a thorough 

discussion with the product and engineering teams. If local team members or 

participants can be present, all the better, but when proprietary discussions are 
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occurring, the researcher is often the best positioned person to represent 

participants’ and local teams’ concerns and insights in an informed manner. 

Key questions: 

● How might we keep participants involved, or at least informed, of how their 

involvement is affecting change? 

● How might we create project deliverables using a co-creation/co-ownership 

model? 

● How might we avoid alienating members of the local team from the 

knowledge they help to create? 

● How might we facilitate contact between product team members, local team 

members, participants, and their communities? 

● How can we change the LLM in accordance with the wishes, desires, and 

aspirations of African participants? 

● How might we make sure things get done after the readout occurs and the 

project is closed? 

Conclusion 

LLM research in Africa bridges two complex worlds. It means engaging with the 

continent’s unique techno-linguistic terrain and confronting the layered impacts of 

colonial history. And it means grappling with LLMs—the most significant tech 

development since the smartphone. 

LLMs pose substantial risks, both narrow and broad, real and potential. Models 

with English-centric designs may be particularly prone to embedding biases, blind 

spots, and omissions. Access to LLM-powered tools varies by language and 

socioeconomic status, potentially reinforcing power asymmetries and further fueling 

data colonialism. The environmental toll of LLMs adds to existing climate concerns. 

Across it all, the negative consequences of these risks and others disproportionately 

affect the Global South, including Africa. And they can manifest in subtle yet 

profound ways—recall the example of the fictional Abba Otho tale at the paper’s 

opening. 

Yet, turning from critique to possibilities, global and African initiatives across 

interconnected sectors—spanning grassroots movements, research labs, tech 

startups, academic institutions, government agencies, civil society, and educational 

programs—showcase the potential of developing useful applications of LLM 

technology that serve African people. These efforts address crucial preconditions like 
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infrastructure, governance, and digital literacy while expanding the possibility space 

for decolonized LLMs by exemplifying a vision of users as agents who are active 

shapers of technology. When we lean into all the complexities, ambiguities, and 

contradictions of LLMs and Africa, and LLMs in Africa, challenges become entry 

points for fresh perspectives—a necessary “different optic” (Mavhunga, 2017). And 

when we view LLMs less as fixed products than as sets of open questions (Moss & 

Schuur, 2018), we enable co-creation and collaborative innovation. 

Researchers, developers, policymakers, and community leaders are working in 

concert to understand LLMs culturally and contextually, develop solutions for gaps 

and risks, and build towards a responsible AI future that reflects and is driven by 

African voices. Ethnographers play a vital role in this ecosystem: Our proposed 

research framework builds two-way knowledge bridges between tech teams and local 

communities. Sturdy bridges pave the way for generative partnerships capable of 

influencing model development and creating technologies that work for Africans on 

their terms, in their languages. By centering Africa, a continent whose languages and 

knowledge have long been marginalized, we advance a collaborative vision and 

contribute to the crucial work of decolonizing LLMs. 
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1. Additionally, there is evidence that some LLMs perform better and cost less with Latin-script 

languages that have shorter token lengths (Ahia et al., 2023), specifically American English (Yao, 

2024), and that some LLMs use English as an “internal pivot” language in certain representation layers 

(Wendler et al., 2024). 

2. Habitus refers to the ingrained preferences and dispositions shaping how individuals perceive and 

interact with the world, their social positioning and subjectivity, their “feel for the game” (Bourdieu, 

2002, p. 27). 

3. Hadgu is co-founder and CTO of Lesan, a MT system for LRLs developed in Ethiopia. Azunre is a 

Ghanaian-American AI researcher and entrepreneur, founder of GhanaNLP and Aglorine. Gebru is 

founder and director of the Distributed AI Research Institute (DAIR). 

4. Today, the interconnectedness Cabral championed is being channeled, literally, through the 

“Amilcar Cabral Submarine Cable Project,” a $90 million initiative supported by the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the World Bank seeking to expand broadband 

connectivity across West Africa 3,130 km from Praia, Cabo Verde, to Monrovia, Liberia (Front Page 

Africa, 2024). 
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With a strategic analysis of the push to “democratize” research—to open the research practice to 

non-researchers—this paper charts a path to shape the future value and practice of ethnography. 

While democratization debates often focus on concerns that it will take jobs away from trained 

researchers, I focus instead on what democratization looks like in practice and why it is appealing to 

organizations. I argue that democratization is a window into the changing knowledge practices, value 

systems, and organization of labor in modern tech environments. Through this lens, I lay out concrete 

ways ethnographers can have more agency and long-term influence in our evolving organizational and 

business contexts. 

Confronting the Rise of Democratization 

Applied ethnographers have often found themselves in a state of precarity, 

forced to contemplate change as their work context has evolved (Baxter, Courage, 

and Caine 2015; Mack and Squires 2014). For example, several EPIC papers have 

focused on corporate ethnography’s search for “product-market fit” relative to 

changes in the corporate world and the field of user experience research (Madsbjerg 

2014; De Paula, Thomas, and Lang 2014; Cefkin 2009; Bandyopadhyay and Buck 

2015; Flynn and Lovejoy 2014). Others have focused on applied ethnography’s 

preoccupation with distinguishing itself from academic ethnography and 

anthropology (Nafus and Anderson 2014). “One of the recurring themes has been 

the concerns surrounding how ethnography is defined in organisations and what that 

means for ethnography’s significance and relevance to business in the long term” 

(Badami and Goodman 2021). 

So what are we grappling with in this current moment? The last few years have 

seen serious shifts in the state of UX research—and by extension, ethnography. 

Concerns about the economy and the rise of artificial intelligence have led to 

researcher layoffs and the tightening of design budgets in tech companies, 

culminating in what some have named “the UX research reckoning” (Antin 2023), in 

which research seems to have been hit particularly hard compared to other 

disciplines. This is a stark contrast to the “golden age of UX research” in the mid-

2010s and early 2020s, which saw a rapid increase in research jobs and the hiring of 

many former academically trained researchers—many fleeing their own job crises 

tied to the decline of tenured positions in academia (Cultural Anthropology 2018). 



 

 

 

As such, the nature and landscape of UX research at many companies is 

changing. Smaller research teams are asked to do more—and more quickly—as 

companies also ask adjacent disciplines like design and product to conduct research1. 

This is driven, in part, by questions about research’s ability to deliver value 

proportional to its monetary, labor, and time investments (Belt 2019)—something 

which is exacerbated in ethnography because of its longer timelines and horizons for 

impact. According to one survey, “43% of research teams have been asked to justify 

resources but despite that, 28% of teams are expected to do more research” (Bien 

2022). 

Cue calls to “democratize” research: to enable people without “formal” research 

training to participate in the research process, with the ultimate goal of increasing an 

organization’s capacity to be human-centered2. “Democratizing UX research,” 

according to one article, “makes research (collecting, storing, sharing, and accessing) 

accessible and possible for anyone within an organization, regardless of their role. It 

aims to break down traditional research barriers and hierarchies, allowing cross-

functional teams to contribute to and benefit from user insights” (Ethnio 2023). 

Democratization, therefore, can happen at any and all levels of research, from 

planning research to analyzing data to using insights to make decisions (Ethnio 

2023). 

This raises important questions about the various forms democratization takes. 

What types and phases of research are democratized, and how much of the practice 

is entirely hands-off (Tang 2023)? In democratized environments, how are research 

responsibilities distributed differently, and how does this begin to change what 

counts as “research” in the first place? 

Although the concept and practice of democratized research existed before the 

current “UX research reckoning” (Antin 2023), articles summarizing the UX 

research trends of 2023 and 2024 make it clear that democratization is now 

particularly in vogue (IAM Design Maker 2023). “Research is not just for UX 

researchers anymore; it’s a team sport,” says one article (Akhmedov 2023). Others 

push this even further, arguing that democratization is a core part of the modern 

researcher’s job (Ethnio 2023; Sirjani 2020)3. This trend toward democratization is 

undoubtedly tied to the previously noted market forces, which caused companies to 

reduce the research function and try to do more with less. But it is also tied to long-

standing perceptions that qualitative research is as simple as “talking to people” and 

therefore does not require extensive skill training. 
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Democratization, however, is not without its critics. One claim is that 

democratization harms the integrity of the discipline and puts jobs at risk (Balboni et 

al. 2023). “Researchers spend years studying, developing skills, and understanding the 

nuance of their profession, the same way developers and designers do for theirs” 

(“Wolstenholm 2023). What might happen to researchers and the research practice, 

some ask, if research activities are increasingly done by others? Will researchers lose 

their jobs, as appreciation of their expertise and role wanes? “It’s not shocking that 

UXRs are being laid off in droves after the whole ‘democratization’ trend kicked off. 

If everyone thinks they can do research (and they can’t), then there will be no jobs 

for dedicated researchers” (Balboni et al. 2023). 

This criticism takes on a particular flavor when it comes to ethnography. While 

many ethnographers hail from academic environments, in which they are taught 

specific skills, methodologies, theories, and approaches, others learn in deeply 

embodied ways, when they are thrown into the field and must learn on the fly. Given 

the range of backgrounds and modes of learning associated with ethnography, is this 

concern—that democratization harms jobs and disciplinary rigor—legitimate, or 

simply a form of disciplinary gate-keeping?  

Another claim is that democratization reduces research quality and impact and 

increases the burden of education and training (Balboni et al. 2023; Nash 2023). 

Conducting research studies is often a complex process, and decisions about 

methods and participants can significantly impact insights (de la Nuez 2019). 

Mistakes made by non-researchers, some argue, “can lead to confusion, bad 

decisions, and even legal problems” (Tang 2023). Training, others argue, is a unique 

skill that is separate from craft, and which requires time investment to plan and 

implement (Ronsen 2022). Moreover, democratization often assumes that partners 

are able and willing to learn research practices, which is not always the case in fast-

paced corporate environments (Ethnio 2023; Soucy 2023). 

Given these critiques, this paper approaches the topic of democratization from a 

different angle. Instead of focusing on the negative aspects of democratization or 

arguing that non-researchers should not be able to do research, I argue that 

democratization is a hallmark of important shifts in organizational structures and 

values—which should be examined critically and contextually4. How might we stop 

seeing the democratization of research as an existential threat or something binarily 

good or bad, and instead see it as a window into the changing knowledge practices, 

value systems, and organization of labor in modern tech environments?  

If we approach democratization as a research question in and of itself (Thomas 

and Lang 2014; De Paula, Thomas, and Lang 2014), we might begin to ask: in places 

where democratization is the norm, how are certain types of knowledge and impact 
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valued? What counts as expertise, and for whom? What kinds of labor, skill, and 

training are embodied in democratized research, and what does this mean for the 

future of ethnography? How can we imagine a better, more careful future where 

others are involved in research and ethnographic work, but in bounded ways? 

Using my own team’s practices and experiences as data, I explore how 

democratization manifests in a particular civic tech context and highlight the unique 

questions and challenges that emerge. First, I argue that ethnographers are uniquely 

equipped to use their skills to interrogate the organization’s attempts to democratize 

research. By understanding what the organization seeks to achieve with 

democratization—and what the term “democratization” means in various contexts—

ethnographers can help research deliver more value and more directly address 

organizational problems. In doing so, ethnographers can create feedback loops, 

redefining what “research” is and showing how it can have different types of impact. 

Second, I argue that ethnographers can articulate new ways of working with and 

within organizations by approaching research through the lens of risk. Models of 

more “careful” democratization often advocate for drawing boundaries between 

tactical and strategic research, where non-researchers do carefully-scoped tactical 

research, leaving more strategic research as the domain of trained researchers. 

“Tactical evaluative research is the sweet spot for democratization. Every new 

feature should at least go through basic usability testing before launch” (Nash 2023). 

In this vein, strategic work is often seen as more complex and in keeping with 

traditional imaginings of ethnography, while tactical work is seen as a less skillful and 

impactful practice. 

But this devalues the risk and impact that some tactical research entails. Talk to 

any usability expert, for example, and they will tell you how much skill and training is 

required to conduct impactful, high-quality usability studies! In this paper, I move 

beyond the tactical/strategic divide to show how ethnographers can identify the 

types of risk that might arise in various projects. This lens of risk can empower 

ethnographers to develop more contextual and varied working models for how and 

when to involve non-researchers. 

Ultimately, this paper explores how ethnographic skills are needed in this 

moment of change and can act as a diagnostic and prognostic tool. How can 

ethnographic skills help us understand the root causes of efforts to democratize 

research, while also determining ways to intervene and shape what research is and 

does in the future? Democratization is happening, and, at least for the foreseeable 

future, is here to stay. Ethnography will not survive if we continue to see 
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democratization as a threat rather than something that is “good to think with.” We 

have to grapple with trends like democratization seriously if ethnography—and the 

interpretive and relational value creation it foregrounds—is going to have a role in 

future organizations. 

This paper asks: How can ethnography rearticulate the value and impact research 

brings and, in doing so, shift organizations towards a different model where 

democratization does not entail fundamental threats to the research practice and 

discipline? How can ethnographers have more agency in imagining their futures, 

which might entail different configurations of labor and practice as work 

environments themselves evolve? 

A (Shortish) History of the Democratization of Research 

and the Opening up of Knowledge Practices 

Where does this idea about democratizing knowledge come from? And what 

does it entail? Is it singularly tied to this moment of destabilization in the UX and 

ethnographic community, or is it part of something bigger and broader? 

Tracing the history of democratization in organizational research and 

anthropology, one could argue it is tied to the emergence and growth of phenomena 

like user experience, design thinking, and agile product development over the last 

several decades. User experience, which emerged in the early 1990s as a way of 

pushing technology companies to think beyond computer interfaces and usability 

(Stevens 2019), advocated for involving users in the design process through iterative 

feedback. 

Similarly, design thinking, which emerged in the early 2000s with an emphasis on 

empathy and human-centered problem-solving (Knemeyer 2015), contributed to the 

idea that anyone involved in product development could surface and engage with 

user needs. Moreover, design thinking opened up a space for research to become its 

own function, by driving a need for “insights” to help companies understand how 

designs impacted end users. 

On the other hand, agile product development, with its focus on cross-functional 

collaboration and iterative testing, created a role for tightly-scoped research and 

insights to interface with engineering frameworks and timelines. Through its 

emphasis on “lean” product development, agile also gave rise to hybrid roles in 

which PMs were encouraged to own the entire product lifecycle—including research. 

More recently, the push towards democratization has intersected with and been 

enabled by a variety of research tools that claim to increase research efficiency and 

speed. Such tools open up parts of the research process that have traditionally been 
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managed by researchers—like participant recruitment and data analysis—giving 

easier access to non-researchers. For example, remote unmoderated testing platforms 

provide quick access to participants, while AI data analysis software empowers 

anyone to analyze research data. Driven by notions that research (particularly of a 

more academic nature) takes too much time and effort, these tools aim to automate 

certain aspects of the research process, delivering insights faster and cheaper. But as 

these emergent technologies make things that formerly required craft and expertise 

available to everyone, they do not necessarily “democratize” the interpretive skills 

required to use those technologies in meaningful ways. 

One could also argue that the democratization of UX research is part of a 

broader movement to make knowledge practices more accessible and open (Levin 

and Leonelli 2017; Kelty et al. 2015). Take, for example, the recent open science 

movements in the United States and Europe: these aimed to make scientific data and 

papers more widely available, to increase the transparency of scientific research 

processes, and to make knowledge from publicly funded research available through 

open-access publishing. Similarly, the citizen science movement has tried to open up 

the very practice of science to non-experts over the last several decades. This has 

given rise to many collaborative scientific endeavors (Rosas et al. 2022; Polleri 2020; 

Grace-McCaskey et al. 2019), which have also been enabled by the rise of open 

technology platforms that enable crowdsourcing and collaboration. 

This turn toward “openness” has also extended to the social sciences, as 

academics have sought to make research more participatory and to foreground the 

experiences of those who are often the “subjects” of research, particularly under the 

broad banner of “participatory action research” (Participatory Action Research, n.d.). 

Here, communities involved in and affected by research are considered experts and 

are encouraged to produce their own insights, foregrounding their own lived 

experiences. Take, for example, the EPIC paper “Empowering Communities: 

Future-Making through Citizen Ethnography,” which explores how the 

democratization of ethnography on a project dealing with high rates of youth suicide 

empowered local communities to generate, synthesize, and act upon findings 

(Badami and Goodman 2021). Drawing inspiration from feminist and post-modern 

studies, with their focus on structural inequality and power relations, these 

participatory approaches aim to decolonize knowledge and history. They question 

and challenge the power dynamics in more traditional and academic forms of 

knowledge production, arguing that these are extractive, giving little back to the 

communities from which knowledge is taken. 
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The turn to participation takes a particular flavor in design, with the rise of 

participatory design and co-design from the 1960s onward. These approaches aim to 

involve all stakeholders—employees, partners, customers, citizens, end users—in the 

design process, to ensure designs meet user needs and are usable (Wikipedia 

contributors 2024). Here, the public is invited to participate throughout the design 

process, from problem definition to design exploration (Bødker et al. 2022; Di Russo 

2012; Asaro 2000). What stands out is how these movements to open up knowledge 

practices place less value on formal training and technical/academic expertise, often 

valuing and recognizing lived experience instead. However, in practice, more 

participatory approaches do not always break down the divide between stakeholders 

and end users; often, they simply end up enlarging the number of stakeholders 

exposed to the research and design practice. 

Ultimately, democratization is not just about re-organizing how data is collected 

and interpreted. It reflects broader shifts in knowledge and value systems and the 

organization of labor. When it comes to the democratization of research more 

specifically, what does the push to redistribute certain types of power and agency say 

about the organization (Tang 2023)? How does the push toward democratization 

create different “epistemic cultures” (Cetina 1999) in different organizations? When 

research is democratized, what power is shared and what remains? What questions 

and outcomes are important, and for whom?  

The Problem Space: A Reflection on the State of 

Democratized Research in the Author’s Organization 

If we see the democratization of research as a generative moment, as an 

invitation to leverage ethnography to look into and interrogate the dynamics of 

organizations (Madsbjerg 2014; Flynn and Lovejoy 2014), what does democratization 

look like in practice? How does digging into the specifics of how democratization is 

enacted—the motives, dynamics, outcomes—reveal how democratization is varied 

and contextual as a practice? 

I began working for the County and City of San Francisco in 2021, about a year 

before the large tech layoffs I referenced at the opening of this paper began. After 

4.5 years at a large social media company, I left a team of 1000 researchers and 

joined a team of 1: me. On my new team, San Francisco Digital Services (colloquially 

referred to as “SF Digital Services”), I was responsible for leading the research 

practice for a team of 50 (made up of a design practice of two researchers including 

me, two service designers, and three UX designers). I had to ensure research 
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contributed to the team’s mission to scale government digital services across the city 

through partnerships, consultations, and the building of new digital tools. 

This move was a conscious career decision. I knew that leaving a highly-

resourced environment where I was surrounded by many like-minded colleagues 

would involve a good deal of adjustment. To this end, one of my core 

responsibilities was building an inclusive research practice; however, my new role 

came with a limited number of templates, resources, research tools, and no dedicated 

research operations team or person. The researcher who had previously held my role 

had created some resources and practices, but these were not widely adopted by the 

team and were seen as providing limited value. As a result, I had to personally carry 

out (and create processes for) all aspects of the research process, from participant 

recruitment to data storage. In summary, the research practice was not set up in a 

way to facilitate the scale articulated in the team’s mission. 

As I started to set up the research practice, one of the biggest adjustments I 

encountered was the push to “democratize” research in the organization. I was told 

(or perhaps strongly encouraged) to enable others, not just researchers, to lead and 

conduct research. This is a typical setup in civic and government organizations, 

which tend to be less well-resourced than private sector. However, this job marked 

the first time I had considered the term and concept. In academia, as I pursued a 

PhD in anthropology, knowledge was so specialized and resources were so guarded 

that the idea a non-academic could conduct research was preposterous. (After all, 

academia isn’t called the ivory tower for nothing.) In the private sector, the quality 

and rigor of knowledge were highly prized, largely because UX research was fighting 

to be taken seriously in a data-driven organization. Moreover, sensitive research had 

been leaked to the press, leading to debates about the rigor of conclusions and 

ultimately leading to more of a rigorous process around the production of 

knowledge. Given my background and previous work experiences, the idea that non-

researchers should participate in research was understandably alien. 

As I digested my new team’s democratization mandate, several alarm bells 

sounded in my head. Did non-researchers have the skills to navigate complex 

problem spaces, scope ambiguous research questions, and produce high-quality 

insights? Did they have the conceptual tools to generate impact and influence a 

complex organization like the government—a feat that even senior researchers 

would struggle to do? Moreover, why was research, not other disciplines, being 

pushed to democratize? Was research considered a low-skill activity if anyone could 

do it? What did that say about the value placed on research within the organization?  
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I was particularly sensitive to this line of thinking for two reasons. First, I had 

spent over ten years of my career studying and gaining academic accolades in 

ethnographic research. The suggestion that my expertise did not require training and 

skill was painful. Second, I had come from a private sector organization where 

ethnography and other qualitative research methodologies were often less valued and 

respected than quantitative methods (Levin 2019). Because qualitative research 

inherently deals with small sample sizes, it was not seen as “rigorous” or “objective” 

compared to quantitative methods like surveys or log data analysis. For example, 

when I tried to argue that insights from qualitative research could be generalized 

through careful sampling and by exploring underlying themes and factors, I received 

significant pushback from quantitative experts. They were so enmeshed in a 

statistical understanding of “representativeness” that they were affronted by the 

suggestion that qualitative research could extrapolate in certain, more inductive ways 

(Smith 2018). 

I began to wrap my head around the idea of democratization at SF Digital 

Services—giving myself space to grapple with questions and concerns. I took stock 

of the previous research that had been done, to learn about the questions the team 

had asked, the type of impact they wanted to have and the ways they went about 

generating insights. A good chunk of the team’s research had been done through a 

rolling research program: the researcher before me had set up monthly research 

sessions to generate qualitative insights. In this model, the researcher had created 

templates and guidelines, but had left non-researchers responsible for everything 

from participant recruitment to conducting studies to reporting on insights. In other 

words, the researcher had empowered non-researchers to do their own research, but 

had not provided guidance or oversight on execution and analysis. 

As I dug into the decks and presentations that had been created, and as I talked 

to teammates who had been involved in the program, I saw how this approach was 

problematic. Many of the resulting slide decks and reports contained misrepresented 

and imprecise insights. The team had not considered how participant recruitment 

and sampling might affect their work. They had reported on qualitative insights in a 

way that did not carefully engage with sample size and composition and did not 

focus on the “why” of the findings. They approached the data through a falsely 

quantitative lens, saying things like “⅖ users like X feature”. They also focused on 

user preferences instead of user behaviors. Ultimately, the team had not been 

coached on what qualitative research could and couldn’t do. Their access to research 

templates and tools had not resulted in rigorous work. 

These errors and misconceptions are common throughout qualitative research 

and were not unique to my team. Less experienced qualitative research practitioners 
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frequently try to make quantitative claims with small sample sizes, but because 

qualitative research does not try to and can never be statistically representative, such 

claims are not possible. In addition, less experienced qualitative practitioners often 

focus on user preferences (“I like design A better than design B”) without digging 

into the “why” behind such preferences. This focus on preferences (rather than 

behavior) can also create inaccurate data, because what people say and do are often 

not the same. Often what matters more in small-scale qualitative data—particularly 

in usability studies—is observations about how features do or do not enable people 

to complete tasks. In previous roles, I had seen how such errors or misconceptions 

had led to bad product decisions: when researchers used small-scale qualitative 

research to conclude that one prototype was more appealing than the other, instead 

of focusing on how and why certain aspects of each prototype worked well or 

poorly. 

While the rigor of the qualitative research was certainly a problem, there were 

several other reasons the rolling research program was limited in its impact. The 

questions had been selected to fill rolling research slots, rather than through the lens 

of riskiness or potential for impact, and therefore focused on small and non-urgent 

questions. The insights were scoped only to singular features, rather than overall 

patterns and behaviors. The solutions focused on organizational pain points rather 

than user needs. As a result, non-robust research data had potentially led to poor 

product decisions and outcomes, making it harder to “surface and 

evangelize…accurate and fact-based about user needs, expectations, and behaviors” 

(Carey 2019). 

It is common, especially in less mature teams, for people to lack coaching on the 

importance of examining the tradeoffs with doing research. This is problematic for 

research for a number of reasons: requests can outpace capacity (raising questions 

about whether research is a good use of the team’s time), and research effort may not 

always lead to impact. Moreover, research becomes a crutch for decision-making—

something that teams turn to if they are unsure about the right path for a given 

product or project. In these cases, it can be beneficial to empower teams to say no to 

primary research and coach them instead on the range of approaches they can take 

to gain research-like insights, such as literature reviews, competitive/heuristic 

assessments, and stakeholder interviews. 

I carried these questions and observations into my new research role, paying 

attention to how my colleagues talked about the importance of research and 

approached the craft of qualitative methods. Over time, as I carried out and 
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supported several research studies, I realized that the push to open up research to 

non-researchers glossed over critical skills that researchers brought, which could 

ultimately influence key decisions in the organization. Firstly, researchers cultivate 

the skills to frame problem spaces and wade through complexity and ambiguity 

through discovery and research design. We are taught the importance of finding 

hypotheses to test, and identifying where there is the greatest ratio of effort to 

impact. This is often done by treating research requests as research projects in and of 

themselves; spending extra time at the beginning of projects to ask clarifying 

questions often yields research that is more tightly scoped and more precise on the 

intended impact. 

For example, several team members approached me for help scoping a research 

project on why editors of city websites weren’t adhering to guidelines and rules 

around content best practices when they produced new pages in a content 

management system. The question was a good one, but I sensed that it was 

scratching the surface of the problem, and that we would have better insights and 

more impact if we framed the problem differently. I asked my team members to 

elaborate on why they thought editors were behaving in certain ways; this revealed 

that problems that manifested in the creation of content in a content management 

system were influenced by many upstream things, like onboarding and training. As a 

result, we expanded the scope of the research to explore the major challenges and 

pain points editors were experiencing throughout their editing journey. As a result, 

the team realized that compliance was not really the issue, and that a misalignment 

between editor skills and values was creating conflict instead. 

Another skill researchers bring, which often goes unremarked upon, is the ability 

to carefully select and tailor approaches and insights. Researchers use multiple 

inputs—questions to be answered, resources and time available, potential for 

impact—to gauge which method works best for a given project. Once the project is 

going, researchers are trained to recognize and respond to various types of bias, such 

as the selection of certain participants or the disconnect between what people say 

and what they do. After data has been collected, researchers use their knowledge of 

stakeholders and the organization to frame insights as a response to key questions 

and to showcase a strong point of view, which ultimately helps the research resonate 

and have more impact. Having tools available does not lead to insights (Mitra 2020), 

because “Anyone can collect data—it’s knowing how to collect it, what to do with 

that data, and synthesizing the results into valuable actions that’s the hard part” 

(Carey 2019). 

For example, when our team was just beginning to think about a visual refresh 

for SF.gov, I started a research project to explore what makes a city website feel like 
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a city. This research asked participants to compare their experience across several 

municipal websites, to reflect on what elements of each website reminded them of 

the city and enhanced or detracted from their overall experience. One path forward 

would have been to present the results in a straightforward way, outlining what was 

good and bad about each website and why. However, I knew the team needed other 

help and impact. They needed to understand what role aesthetics played in the 

overall experience of using a government website. For example, was usability more 

important than the look and feel of a website, and if so, what did that mean for 

future designs? Moreover, in the early stages of a redesign, the team needed high-

level guidance about design values rather than insights at the feature level. Because I 

had the research skills not just to collect data, but to frame the insights in response 

to issues the organization was facing, the research had widespread impact. 

Using Ethnography to Understand the Needs and Values 

Underlying Democratization 

Given my concerns and fears, I initially resisted democratization. I doubled down 

on research quality and process, creating intake and review processes, as well as an 8-

week “research curriculum” to teach non-researchers fundamental qualitative 

research concepts. But my resistance to democratization was met with resistance 

itself. My efforts to bring a focus on rigor and quality were met with skepticism and 

frustration. Team members didn’t see problems with what had been done before; 

instead, they saw me as a gatekeeper of research, as someone who was preventing the 

team from connecting and empathizing with users. As a result, my team members 

didn’t view me as a trusted expert. They felt forced to jump through seemingly 

unnecessary hoops when their process worked fine. 

Pretty soon, I knew my approach—resisting democratization by pushing my 

team members to adopt my own standards and values around research rigor and 

quality—was not working. The overall volume of research decreased, and 

stakeholders stopped coming to me with questions. So I did what any researcher 

would do: I approached the phenomenon as a mini research project, using 

ethnography as a way to understand the root causes and themes, and to explore the 

historical and current research practice (Nash 2023; Knoll 2023; De Paula, Thomas, 

and Lang 2014; Thomas and Lang 2014; Bandyopadhyay and Buck 2015). What was 

the organization trying to achieve with democratization? What did it need and value? 
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What was it optimizing for? How had research been conceptualized and leveraged in 

the past? What was the culture of decision-making like? 

I began with informal interviews with key members of the team, making sure to 

speak to people from a variety of backgrounds. I wanted to know about their past 

experience was with research, and how it had been shaped by the context in which 

they had worked. One teammate, who came from another established civic tech 

organization, explained how research had been a “team sport.” For them, weekly 

team meetings had included video clips of user research, and widespread 

participation in research had increased the organization’s connection to its end users. 

Another teammate from a small tech startup explained that gathering quick feedback 

on early-stage features had been standard practice for product managers because 

researchers were not present on the team. 

All of this pushed me to ask important questions. What did my colleagues’ 

desires around democratization reveal about their own needs, and the needs of the 

organization, when it came to research? My team wasn’t an academic institution or a 

large tech company, so did it matter if a teammate produced a sub-par research 

report, or none at all? Turning my questions inward, how had my past experiences 

shaped my views? What other compromises was I willing or needing to make? What 

expectations were reasonable to place on others, when it came to following process 

and reporting on insights?  

As a start, I explored how the needs around democratization were different in 

my current organization compared to the private sector. My new team was not 

focused on increasing speed and efficiency, at least not at the outset. The desire to 

democratize research was not driven by a need for faster insights; rather, it was born 

from a recognition that one researcher would struggle to support a team of 50, much 

less an entire city government. If the team’s overall mission was one of scale, to 

provide internal tools and processes to level up city staff, how could one person 

support that? (There is also something meta here, in that the team’s overall mission is 

one of democratization in and of itself: SF Digital Services saw itself as providing the 

tools and frameworks to help other city staff deliver digital services themselves. 

Perhaps this contributed to the idea that knowledge production could and should be 

participatory.) 

Similar to the needs around democratization, the team’s capacity for and 

approach to research was highly contextual and different from the private sector. In 

my previous role, stakeholders were often too busy to participate in (or did not place 

value on participating in) research studies. It was difficult to “bring people along” 

with the research, as I was constantly vying for their time and attention. On my team, 

because the pace of work was slower and more deliberate, stakeholders had more 
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time to engage with and even conduct research. They respected that researchers were 

as busy as other team members, and did not expect researchers to always carry out 

studies. However, I noticed that when non-researchers came up with and initiated 

research projects, they tended to focus more on methods than questions. In other 

words, they more intrinsically saw the value in talking to users of their products 

(compared to the private sector, where research is often an afterthought compared to 

A/B testing), but didn’t necessarily know how to conduct or initiate research in an 

impactful way. 

Another thing that emerged in informal interviews with colleagues was that not 

everyone had the same definition of “research.” For example, tensions arose when a 

product manager wanted to do research with users to explore reactions to an early-

stage prototype of a new content management system5. Was this research? Who were 

they talking to, what hypothesis and problem were they exploring, and what changes 

would be made? In this case, overlapping roles and terminology made the definition 

of research murky. In another example, a content strategist and researcher both 

wanted to use a card-sorting tool, which is often construed as a “research tool,” but 

for different reasons. The researcher planned to use the tool to explore residents’ 

mental models around groups of city services, while the content strategist planned to 

use the tool to get buy-in from city staff. Tensions arose when both the researcher 

and content strategist presented the outcome as “findings.” Different levels of rigor 

had been applied to the methods and framing of the two projects, which created 

confusion around how each set of “insights” should be leveraged and used to make 

decisions. 

“Research,” I realized, was thought of and used much more broadly than I or my 

research peers would have intended (Carey 2019). It was synonymous with gathering 

quick input or feedback, generating empathy, building consensus, and doing 

community engagement (Democratic Society 2023). This took the shape of 

comments like, “I got feedback from some colleagues about X” or “We did some 

quick research to validate Y” or “We need to hear from our users more.”  

This is not to say that things like customer feedback aren’t useful or valuable 

activities; they are “great for building empathy, sparking product ideas, and providing 

real-world examples of product usage… [but are not] representative or rigorous” 

(Nash 2023; Mateljan 2022). But as Jen Pahlka artfully describes, user research and 

things like “public input” are not the same (Pahlka 2024). Feedback is often 

unconcerned with bias around sampling and self-described behavior, and is focused 

on “listening” rather than exploring problems or proving hypotheses. 
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Over several years, what I learned was: construing research with these activities 

created confusion over goals and outcomes. Missing from these so-called “research” 

activities was a focus on testing hypotheses, methodically and rigorously approaching 

problems rather than solutions, and centering the pain points of users over the 

organization. But for my colleagues, these considerations were not important, 

because the activities they called “research” ultimately had different goals, like 

building consensus and generating empathy. For my colleagues, it wasn’t important 

to be rigorous or to focus on quality, and as a result, my own emphasis on quality 

and rigor landed on deaf ears. 

This was a pivotal moment for me. I realized that the organization didn’t just 

need more clarity on who should do research. It was at a state of maturity 

(Bandyopadhyay and Buck 2015; Metzler 2020) where it needed help with knowing 

how to make decisions and create clear priorities—for which research is one of 

several valuable tools (Mazur 2023; Blom 2023; Dombrowski 2021; Yost 2016). As a 

result, I needed to redefine and clarify what “research” was and how this research 

vision could better serve the organization's problems, needs, and goals. And even 

more importantly, I needed to help the organization increase its capacity to make 

informed and careful decisions, while showing that research was one tool among 

many. Ultimately, my role transformed into one of organizational change, where I 

was attempting to exert influence on and change multiple levels of the organization, 

as a way to carve out a different role and set of practices around research. 

Using the Lens of Risk to Deliver Impact with Care 

 As I engaged with this challenge—helping the organization improve its 

decision-making skills while also showing how research should and shouldn’t play a 

role—I decided to use the lens of risk. I have drawn on this concept throughout my 

career, as I have struggled to handle high volumes of research requests. Seen through 

the lens of risk, the question becomes not “Should we do this research?” but rather 

“What is the risk of doing or not doing this research?” (Cuciurean-Zapan and 

Hammel 2019; Lalley 2019; UX Guys 2016). 

This reframes the conversation around tradeoffs and encourages people to 

project into the future, to consider the possible outcomes that research (or a lack 

thereof) can lead to. By opening up the logic around research decisions, stakeholders 

are empowered to become better decision-makers across the board, using risk as an 

input alongside impact and effort. Instead of feeling compelled to conduct research 

on features before launch, out of worry or a need for validation, stakeholders can 
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assess the risk of decisions and courses of action, while also considering the various 

tools that are available to them to mitigate those risks (Belt 2019). 

In this paper, I advocate for researchers and ethnographers to use the concept of 

risk not only to determine whether research should be done, but also how it should 

be done and by whom. The focus is on how opening up research can create different 

types of risk at various levels of the organization. This creates a clear set of 

considerations for researchers to guide how they include non-researchers in and 

scope research projects. 

Below, I outline the various risks that opening up research to non-researchers 

can create, and provide examples of how this manifested in specific projects. 

Risk to the Product and End Users  

If research is a crucial aspect of product decision-making, what happens if 

insights aren’t robust and lead to poor product decisions? If qualitative data is not 

interpreted with care, or if personal experiences and anecdotal observations are 

encoded as research, the wrong features might be selected and invested in. This may 

have adverse effects on end users, inadvertently making features harder to use, or 

creating features that do not solve actual user problems (and overall decreasing the 

value products provide to end users). 

For example, in my previous role, I conducted research on settings for a social 

media app. At the time, it was customary for us to select a “random sample” of 

participants, which often included a mixture of age, gender, income, and occupation. 

This research often led to conclusions that participants wanted more control over 

their settings, which led the product team to create granular controls for various 

aspects of the settings experience. However, I prompted the team to think more 

carefully about sampling, and to consider how participants with lower digital skills 

could provide pivotal insights into the settings experience. When we included these 

participants in the research, we learned that granular settings created serious 

problems for people with lower digital skills. Participants had little awareness, 

knowledge, and experience with settings, and as a result, felt fearful and 

unempowered by granular controls, because these placed an increased burden on 

participants to learn about and manage complex user experiences—often through 

the language and framing of internal features. 
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Risk to the Research Practice 

Given research teams are often small and understaffed, saying yes to one project 

almost invariably involves saying no to another. If non-researchers are not 

encouraged to use a rigorous process to determine whether research should proceed, 

they risk taking researchers’ time away from other more impactful projects. Over 

time, the research practice risks having less impact and becoming narrower and less 

foundational—focused on answering specific questions rather than driving 

strategy—unless non-researchers are trained and encouraged to look beyond tactical, 

evaluative work. Moreover, there is a risk that research becomes a panacea for 

everything, diminishing broader problem-solving skills that can leverage other forms 

of expertise and approaches to decision-making. 

For example, a team member approached me with a research project to evaluate 

changes to the page where editors would log into the content management system 

for SF.gov. The team wanted to “make sure” that the changes were not going to 

have a negative impact, so they assumed research could help answer that question. 

However, when I took them through research intake, I encouraged them to think 

about how significant the change was, and what bad outcomes they thought might 

arise. As we talked, they realized the change was not large enough to significantly 

disrupt the page's user experience. In the end, they decided not to do research, which 

freed up my time and their time to do other work. 

Risk to Participants 

A foundational part of training to be a researcher is learning about participant 

safety and ethics. This leads to practices like ongoing consent, verbal informed 

consent, anticipating questions that could bring up trauma, carefully asking about 

highly personal experiences, deleting data after a certain period of time, and more. 

We are often taught to put the safety and experience of the participant first, above all 

else, but what happens if we allow others without this training to do research with 

these populations? What potential harm can this cause to participants, and how 

might that reflect poorly on the team and the product? 

Example: When our team began working with a Department that administered a 

permit for street vending, we decided to research the user experience of the permit 

form, because we knew that the people who needed the permit were from 

marginalized communities—according to the city partners and community 

organizations who helped applicants fill out the form, this group of people did not 

speak English, had lower rates of literacy, and also had lower digital skills. However, 

neither I nor the other researcher on the team were fluent in Spanish, so we had to 
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figure out who would conduct the research. A non-researcher on the team was fluent 

in Spanish, so she assumed she would conduct the interviews. However, as 

researchers we were highly concerned about participant safety: was it ethical or 

appropriate for someone without training in research ethics or trauma-informed 

research to work with marginalized communities? What would happen if the 

participant disclosed something highly personal or if a question brought up past 

trauma—would the non-researcher know to pause the recording or switch from 

questioning to comforting?  

Risk to the Organization 

When we do research that spans a wide range of topics and scopes, there is 

always the potential that we will conduct research on things that are political or 

sensitive—and which might lead to negative press, lawsuits, or government inquiry. 

This might entail recruiting participants to interact with a form for a competitive 

grant application before the application is available to the broader public. It might 

also entail researching something that carries legal risk to the organization, where if 

that research was leaked, the organization could be subject to lawsuits or other public 

inquiry. This type of risk is often less visible to individual contributors, given their 

more limited view of the organization, but it is still important. 

Putting it all Together: Leveraging Risk in Decision Making 

So how do we as researchers navigate these risks to make decisions about how to 

support our teams with research? On some teams, researchers advocate for 

guardrails, and for reducing the scope of work by non-researchers to tactical 

research. But on my team, I created frameworks and processes that opened up the 

decision-making process to non-researchers and taught them how to assess tradeoffs 

around risk, impact, and effort. 

Through a process of research intake, we asked non-researchers questions like: 

“What would happen if we didn’t do the research?” and “Will you be working with 

any sensitive populations?” and “What will change as a result?” We also assessed the 

positionality of non-researchers, exploring their past experiences with research and 

interviewing, their willingness and availability to learn, and their familiarity with and 

expertise in the problem space. This took the shape of a guided conversation, where 

non-researchers were asked to think through questions on their own, and then were 

encouraged to discuss them in the open later. 
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This encouraged the team to spend more time at the beginning of a research 

project than they otherwise would have, as an investment into thinking through 

potential positive and negative outcomes. It also increased their decision-making 

skills and empowered them to assess the best course of action—increasing the 

organization’s overall skills. Over time, I saw my teammates’ frustrations with what 

they had formerly perceived as gate-keeping fade, as they were exposed to the logic 

that led to nuanced decisions. Conversations shifted from “no you can’t do this” to 

“here’s what could happen if you do this.” I also saw my teammates start to 

understand and empathize with the decision to have trained researchers conduct 

studies with marginalized populations or highly ambiguous problem spaces. Through 

the process of intake, they were exposed to the importance of experiences with 

ethics and trauma-informed research—and the potential harm that could come to 

participants. They were also exposed to the complexity of scoping and prioritizing 

impact for nebulous, ill-defined projects. 

Ultimately, the process of research intake, and the surrounding conversations it 

generated, made clear the decisions about: 

● Whether the research should proceed, or whether we should leverage other 

decision-making tools, like relying on external research or doing an expert 

evaluation 

● Who should lead the research, and how closely the researcher should 

collaborate on various aspects of the work 

● How narrowly or broadly the research should be scoped 

● Any precautions that need to be taken or check-ins we need to have to go 

over specific topics or practices. 

This is not a perfect approach, but it has allowed us to open up the research 

practice in a way that helps the organization increase its ability to make decisions 

while mitigating various types of risks. What this requires of us as researchers, 

however, is an investment in being present through the entire research process, not 

just at the beginning—as both players and coaches. We must learn to say no in a way 

that resonates and provides other options, and we must invest in continued 

relationship building with team members (often outside of the research realm, by 

embedding ourselves in teams), which buys us the goodwill to shape the outcomes of 

projects we do not always own. 
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Conclusion: Can Ethnography Save Itself? 

As ethnographic practitioners, we are inherently familiar with the concept of 

democratization. Through the very act of doing ethnography, we accept that our 

expertise is complementary and often secondary to the expertise of participants, 

whose lifeworld we seek to elevate. Less familiar, however, is the attempt to 

democratize our own expertise. We reject (often in a knee-jerk sort of way) the idea 

that our stakeholders have equal experience and expertise with research ideas, 

methods, and practices. 

So what happens, then, when we turn this phenomenon—this insistence that 

anyone can do research—into an object of fascination and inquiry? Ethnography is 

uniquely suited to this task. How might our skills help us navigate this moment of 

institutional and disciplinary precarity?  

Ethnography isn’t going anywhere. The title above is surely sensationalist. But 

my point is: simply pushing back on democratization, by insisting on the primacy of 

our own expertise, is self-defeating. Doing so does not address why democratization 

is often so appealing. As such, this paper encourages ethnographers to put aside our 

pride, to push against our urge to protect our discipline, and to instead see ourselves 

as organizational change leaders. The goal of this paper is not to argue for or against 

democratization, but rather to use the push for democratization as a way to 

interrogate an organization’s needs and figure out ways for research to have more 

impact by satisfying those needs. “Research has been done, and will continue to be 

done, by people who don’t have “researcher” in their title. It’s imperative that we 

improve the quality of their work, rather than pretend that it doesn’t exist” (Sirjani 

2020). 

Why does this matter? Why should we bother? The stakes here are bigger than 

our job security. If we do not insert ourselves into the democratization debate, 

shaping how it plays out in practice, research will have less impact. Poor decisions 

will be made. People might be harmed. What counts as research will not be shaped 

by those who have the most power to make sure research is impactfully and carefully 

done. How might we turn our fear into (guarded) curiosity by leveraging our 

ethnographic skills to ask questions like: how is “research” getting redefined and 

why? What counts as training and expertise, and why? What problems are truly being 

solved here, and why? 

So what does “good” democratized research look like? Where is the most impact 

to be had as a researcher, and how—when considering how to intervene in 

democratized contexts? Through the lens of risk, researchers can make better 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 104



 

 

decisions about where to invest their time and energy and where to push back 

against stakeholder notions of research topics and practice. Researchers should be 

empowered to define democratization on their own terms, based on what the 

organization and end users need. As such, this paper is an invitation to consider how 

to leverage ethnography to intentionally shift and redistribute power throughout the 

research practice and process. 
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Notes 

Many thanks to Kate Zykowski, Matthew Bernius, Cyd Harrell, Taylor Nelms, Jennifer Ng, and 

Andrew Symington for their thoughtful feedback and insights on this paper! 

 1. A turn which is, in some ways, reminiscent of how research was done in organizations before the 

“professionalization” of user research. 

2. The term “human-centered” refers to the idea that people (customers, users, etc.) are at the center 

of business and creative processes. With a human-centered approach, teams are empowered to 

“design products, services, systems, and experiences that address the core needs of those who 

experience a problem” (DC Design 2017). 

3. According to one survey, over two-thirds of designers and half of PMs do research, with that 

research skewing toward evaluative and qualitative work (Akhmedov 2023). 

4. Here, I follow a similar approach as this paper (Cefkin, Anya, and Moore 2014), which takes the 

rise of more open and distributed work, and questions the conditions which give rise to it as well as 

the impact it has on work relations. 

5. This product manager had come from a company where their responsibilities were porous—

something that is common in smaller, less well-resourced organizations, where people must function 

as “jack-of-all-trades.” 
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This paper establishes a framework and toolkit for designing Generative Artificial Intelligence 

(genAI) that address foundational challenges of these technologies and reframe the problem-solution 

space. The stakes are high for human-centered solutions: genAI is rapidly disrupting existing 

markets with technologies that exhibit increasingly complex and emergent abilities, and accelerate 

scale, cognitive offloading, and distributed cognition. The Problem-Solution Symbiosis framework 

and toolkit extends, rather than displaces, human cognition, including tools for envisioning, problem 

(re)framing and selection, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the alignment of stakeholder needs 

with the strengths of a genAI system. Applying the toolkit helps us guide the development of useful, 

desirable genAI by building intuition about system capabilities, developing a systemic understanding 

of emerging problem spaces, and using a matrix to identify if and when to offload tasks to the 

system. The framework is informed by systems theory, frame analysis, human-computer interaction 

research on current AI design approaches, and analogous approaches from spatial computing design 

research. 

Introduction 

ChatGPT, Open AI’s chatbot, reached 100 million monthly active users within 

two months of its November 2022 launch, making it the fastest-growing consumer 

application in history (Hu 2023). This milestone is widely seen as a breakthrough 

moment for generative AI (genAI), a class of machine learning (ML) that generates 

text, image or sound output, based on user input of the same modalities (Google 

2024). Countless companies across sectors, industries and geographies have since 

integrated genAI into their offerings, optimizing existing foundation models (i.e., models 

trained on a wide variety of unlabeled data that can be used for a broad range of 

tasks, as Murphy (2022) explains) or training new models for their use cases. 

Furthermore, a majority of senior executives across industries agree that genAI will 

“substantially disrupt” their industry over the next five years (MIT Technology 

Review Insights 2024). 

Business leaders seek to “ride the wave” of this disruptive technology 

(Christensen and Bower 1995), pushing for “AI-first strategy” (Acar 2024). This 

push results in the application of genAI across use cases, regardless of whether the 

technology is well-suited to solve for the target audience’s needs. Coupled with 

unique aspects of genAI technology that we will subsequently discuss, this push 



 

creates new challenges for ethnography practitioners seeking to guide organizations 

towards building technology that is useful and desirable for people. 

This paper seeks to provide ethnography practitioners with guidance on how to 

“ride the wave” of genAI, especially given the rapidly-evolving, emergent genAI 

solutions driving organizational strategy. We will begin with an examination of the 

unique challenges genAI presents for developing human-centered solutions and 

discuss genAI’s potential to perform increasingly complex cognitive tasks, 

concluding that genAI urgently needs ethnography to build solutions that think with 

us, rather than for us. We then examine how teams currently design genAI systems, 

and discuss challenges and shortcomings of existing approaches to problem framing 

for genAI projects (Yildirim and Pushkarna et al. 2023; Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023), 

grounded in the practice of understanding and generating solutions for existing 

problems. 

We posit that current approaches to guide the development of human-centered 

technology do not address a foundational challenge. Namely, genAI is a solution that 

unlocks new problem spaces, whereas current approaches focus on solving for 

existing problem spaces. We examine the reasoning mechanisms behind human-

centered practitioners’ current approaches to problem framing, and the tension 

between this framing and genAI’s solution-first growth. We then offer a new 

framework to address the foundational challenge, helping reframe the interplay 

between problem and solution space to align stakeholders’ needs with strengths of a 

genAI system. We offer three tools that follow from the framework, which 

practitioners can use to help teams build useful, desirable genAI solutions that think 

with us, not for us. 

Why GenAI Needs Ethnography 

There are two unique characteristics of genAI systems that simultaneously make 

human-centered solution development challenging, while also creating the potential 

for powerful – and potentially harmful – capabilities. First, with each new generation 

of foundation model, it becomes increasingly difficult to anticipate the system’s 

behaviors a priori without ample hands-on experimentation. This challenge is rooted 

in three genAI system capabilities: scale, homogenization and emergence (Bommasani et al. 

2021, De Paula et al. 2023; see Endnote 1 for further details). 

Scale enables models to ingest massive amounts of data. Homogenization 

enables models to adapt to multiple tasks, modalities and disciplines, obviating the 

need to build separate models for each function. Emergence enables models to 

exhibit unprecedented and unexpected capabilities. For instance, when engineers 
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make a small change to one part of the model to better solve certain types of 

problems (e.g., math problems), new behaviors emerge as a result of the system’s 

complexity (Klein 2024). These changes are not pre-programmed or trained into the 

model. The system may also “perceive” patterns that are not there (i.e., 

hallucinations), leading to unreliable output. Hands-on experimentation with genAI 

models has been proposed as an approach to develop intuition about the solutions’ 

vast and often unpredictable capabilities (e.g., Mollick 2023, Walter 2024). 

Second, as genAI systems’ capabilities rapidly expand, so to do the range and 

complexity of tasks we can perform using these tools, and by definition, the potential 

problems that the technology could be applied to solve. We can examine ChatGPT’s 

evolution as a case study (Open AI 2024a). The initial foundation model, GPT-3.5, 

was capable of natural language understanding and generation, with the ability to 

maintain context within shorter conversations. GPT-4, introduced in March 2023, 

offered more advanced problem-solving skills and more reliable responses, could 

retain context over extended conversations, and included multimodal abilities (i.e., 

processing and generating a range of data types beyond text, such as images and 

audio). GPT-4o, introduced in May 2024, honed its multimodal capabilities and 

added real-time functionality, with latencies comparable to human conversational 

turn-taking (Open AI 2024b, Stivers et al. 2009). This tool is not only capable of 

advanced cognitive tasks (e.g., thinking through a math problem), but also the ability 

to carry on a conversation approaching human capabilities and adopt a personality of 

the user’s choosing. 

Looking ahead, the technology industry widely accepts that artificial general 

intelligence (AGI) – roughly defined as “AI systems that are generally smarter than 

humans” (Open AI 2023) – is inevitable (Dilmegani 2024). Industry leader Open AI 

states, “as our systems get closer to AGI, we are becoming increasingly cautious with 

the creation and deployment of our models”, indicating movement towards AGI as 

an end goal (Open AI 2023). Teams building genAI systems require ethnographers’ 

guidance, not only for applying genAI where it is useful, but also extending, rather 

than replacing, human cognition in ways that are desirable to people using the 

technology. This requirement is especially urgent, given genAI’s exponential, 

worldwide growth and evolution (McKinsey and Company 2023). 

One could counter-argue that new technology has always enabled some amount 

of cognitive offloading (Risko and Gilbert 2016), enabling distributed cognition from us to 

our technology tools (e.g., Hutchins and Klausen 1996). For instance, outsourcing 

navigation in a familiar city to Google Maps, or using your phone’s calculator to 

calculate a tip at a restaurant. We posit that genAI is already shifting us into a new 

realm of cognitive offloading given its increasingly advanced capabilities. 
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Ethnographers have the potential to help teams navigate questions about how much 

of our executive function we wish to distribute to a genAI system, and under what 

circumstances. 

It is also important to highlight that the data on which genAI models are built 

can reflect cultural, social, ableist, gender, racial, ethnic and/or economic trauma 

(Sampson 2023), harming those who use genAI tools. For instance, Open AI’s 

DALL-E 2 image generator showed people of color when prompted for images of 

prisoners, or exclusively white people when prompted for images of CEOs (Johnson 

2022). Humans are also susceptible to automation bias, in which we tend to favor 

information from automated systems – even to the point of ignoring correct 

information from non-automated sources (Sampson 2023). This is particularly 

problematic given genAI’s emergent behavior and potential for hallucination. 

Best practices have begun to emerge for mitigating genAI’s harm and bias risks, 

such as organizations establishing, a priori, what content the model will not generate, 

devising harms modeling scenarios, implementing adversarial testing, and heightened 

model performance monitoring. These approaches are well-documented in both the 

EPIC community (e.g., Sampson 2023; De Paula et al. 2023) and the broader ML 

community (e.g., Gallegos et al. 2023), and are therefore not a focus of the current 

paper. 

Designing GenAI Systems: Current Approaches and 

Challenges 

Ethnography practitioners have already been engaging with the development of 

genAI systems. Research on this engagement provides evidence that designing for 

complex, emerging ML systems like genAI presents three unique challenges (Yang et 

al. 2020). First, familiar user-centered design (UCD) approaches (e.g., sketching, and 

subsequently gathering feedback on, a low fidelity prototype of a user interaction, or 

conducting a “Wizard of Oz” evaluation; Klemmer 2002) have limited applicability, 

given the emergent nature of the genAI models’ behavior. Relatedly, teams typically 

begin the design process with a solution in mind or in hand. If a team has the 

resources to train a foundation model from scratch, they are still likely seeking to 

“ride the wave” of genAI and know they want to explore using this specific 

technology for an application. More likely, the team is seeking to customize (e.g., 

fine-tune) an existing foundation model, meaning that there is a fully-fledged 

solution (i.e., foundation model) already available that the team is building from. 

Early promising approaches to address these challenges include the development 

of prototyping tools that require minimal coding expertise, allowing practitioners 
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across backgrounds to experiment with AI and data (e.g., Carney et al. 2020). Teams 

have also reported success with regular, rapid experimentation with the technology 

solution, including a tight collaboration loop between product teams and engineers 

(e.g., ML engineers, data scientists; Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023, Walter 2024). 

This experimentation approach overlaps with the second challenge – namely, 

genAI requires adaptations to how cross-functional teams collaborate – specifically, 

how product teams (e.g., ethnography practitioners, designers, product managers) 

and engineers building and/or customizing the foundation models (e.g., ML 

engineers, research scientists) work together. Members across teams have different 

ways of knowing (Hoy et al. 2023), including specialized language and workflows. 

Disconnects can quickly become amplified given the speed at which genAI 

technology develops. 

Promising approaches to remedy these disconnects include ethnography 

practitioners and other product team members sensitizing ML engineers to user 

needs (Zdanowska and Taylor 2022) – for instance, using visuals and other boundary 

objects to help align cross-functional partners (Lee 2007, Star and Friesemer 1989), 

and close cross-functional collaboration between ML engineers and the product 

team to identify system capabilities (Yang et al. 2020). Some examples include a list 

of synthesized system capabilities (Yildirim and Pushkarna et al. 2023; Yildirim and 

Oh et al. 2023) and regular, cross-functional experimentation with an in-

development system (Walter 2024). 

The third unique challenge is a central tenet of this paper: genAI solutions 

unlock new problem spaces, standing in contrast to the human-centered playbook of 

solving for existing problem spaces. We have seen symptoms of this foundational 

challenge documented in human-computer interaction literature on how teams 

design AI-based solutions, manifesting in struggles practitioners face early in the 

design process. 

Specifically, practitioners report needing support in “getting the right design” 

(Yildirim and Pushkarna et al. 2023; Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023). This phrase 

references Bill Buxton’s (2007) distinction between identifying that your design 

solution is solving a valuable problem for people, versus refining its usability after 

the solution and intended use case are identified (i.e., “getting the design right”). Existing 

AI design guidebooks (e.g., Google 2019, IBM 2022, Apple 2023) tend to focus on 

solution refinement, leaving practitioners seeking guidance on early-phase problem 

framing and reframing, and subsequent ideating on solutions that are both useful and 

technically feasible (Yildirim and Pushkarna et al. 2023; Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023). 

The following section examines the reasoning mechanisms behind this foundational 

challenge. 
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Foundational Challenge: Problem-first Versus Solution-

first Framing 

GenAI is an example of a disruptive technology entering the market, displacing 

established markets and generating new ones (Christensen and Bower 1995). A 

famous past example is when Apple introduced the iPhone in 2007. This technology 

solution displaced mobile phone incumbents like Blackberry and Nokia, but was also 

the necessary precursor for mobile-first use cases and related business models to 

emerge – for instance, sharing photos via social media (e.g., Instagram), ridesharing 

(e.g., Uber) and mobile payments (e.g., Venmo). In the same way, genAI is starting to 

displace technologies we considered mainstream even mere months ago, and create 

new ways of accomplishing tasks – for instance, moving from a search bar to a 

prompt bar. 

Disruptive technology – be it the iPhone or genAI systems – are, by definition, 

solutions that are then applied to use cases, rather than solutions developed around 

people’s needs. Per Paul Graham, co-founder of startup accelerator and venture 

capital firm Y Combinator, genAI is, “the exact opposite of a solution in search of a 

problem. It’s the solution to far more problems than its developers even knew 

existed” (Graham 2023). In other words, the solution (genAI) unlocks a number of 

problem spaces – all of the aspects related to understanding and defining a given 

problem people face (Simon 1969; Newell and Simon 1972). 

The dynamic of a solution (genAI) unlocking new problem spaces creates a 

tension between human-centered design practitioners and genAI. We argue that this 

tension is rooted in how we approach problem framing in genAI solution 

development. Dorst (2011) examined the reasoning patterns that experienced 

human-centered design practitioners use to frame design problems. The following 

equation typifies a successful design solution: 

 

𝑊𝐻𝐴𝑇 +  𝐻𝑂𝑊 𝑙𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑠 𝑡𝑜 𝑉𝐴𝐿𝑈𝐸 

 

In this equation, “WHAT” is an object, service, or system. “HOW” is a known 

working principle that will help achieve the value one aspires to offer customers 

(“VALUE”). The “WHAT”, in combination with the “HOW”, should therefore 

yield the aspired “VALUE”. 

When presented with a complex design problem, experienced practitioners tend 

to encounter the following equation, in which the only “known” variable is the 

assumption about the value that they seek to achieve. The solution (“WHAT”) and 

the working principle (“HOW”) that achieves the value are unknown. 
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? ? ? + ? ? ?  𝑙𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑠 𝑡𝑜 𝑉𝐴𝐿𝑈𝐸 

 

This requires abductive reasoning, working backwards from value. Here, 

experienced practitioners adopt a frame, shown in square brackets in the equation 

below. The frame implies that applying a certain working principle (“HOW”) will 

lead to the aspired value. The frame leaves the solution (“WHAT”) to be 

determined. 

 

𝑊𝐻𝐴𝑇 + [𝐻𝑂𝑊 𝑙𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑠 𝑡𝑜 𝑉𝐴𝐿𝑈𝐸] 
 

Before designing a solution, the practitioner tends to search for what Dorst calls 

the central paradox – the crux of what makes the problem difficult to solve. This is 

done through searching problem space (e.g., via ethnographic research, sense-

making). Once the practitioner has a clearer view of the central paradox, they 

progress to the solution (“WHAT”). 

In contrast, disruptive technology like genAI presents by beginning with the 

solution (“WHAT”), per the equation below: 

 

𝑊𝐻𝐴𝑇 + ? ? ?  𝑙𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑠 𝑡𝑜 ? ? ? 

 

Taking a conventional framing approach in this context will leave the practitioner 

with two unknown variables (“HOW”, “VALUE”), untethered from the solution 

(“WHAT”). This may explain what is observed when human-centered practitioners 

working on an AI-based project report user needs that the AI system cannot help 

address (Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023). The current approach is, “What solution could 

unlock this value?”, whereas we need to reframe to, “What value could this solution 

unlock?”  

Adding further complexity to this reframing is that “WHAT” is difficult to 

define with specificity, due to genAI’s emergent properties. Teams must 

acknowledge this uncertainty, treating the potential problems that a genAI solution is 

uniquely positioned to solve as a hypothesis. That said, there is evidence that 

grounding a cross-disciplinary team in a general inventory of AI system capabilities at 

the start of an ideation session can help the group generate ideas for applications that 

are both useful and technically feasible (Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023). In this same 

study, a traditional UCD approach to brainstorming, which starts strictly from 

problem space, led to generating ideas that were constrained both in usefulness and 

technical feasibility. Even ideas that were viewed as high value to end users required 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 117



 

extremely high system accuracy (e.g., predicting sedation dose for ventilated patients 

in an intensive care unit, Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023). 

This examination of problem framing mechanisms highlights the tension 

between the current human-centered playbook and the solution-first framing that 

disruptive technology dictates. The subsequent section proposes a new framework to 

help solve for this tension, and offer a path forward to align an understanding of a 

genAI system’s capabilities (i.e., solution space) and the needs of potential 

stakeholders of this system (i.e., problem space). 

New Foundations: The Problem-Solution Symbiosis 

Framework 

We offer the Problem-Solution Symbiosis (PSS) framework to help model 

the interplay between problem and solution space when building genAI solutions 

(Figure 1). We have previously demonstrated the dominance of solution space when 

working with disruptive technology, and how this can disrupt application of 

traditional problem framing if we assume problem and solution space are expanding 

in sequence, rather than in parallel. The PSS framework models this co-existence of 

problem and solution space. The arrows represent touchpoints at which each space 

can symbiotically inform and evolve the other. For instance, taking inventory of 

system capabilities can influence how we frame problem space (i.e., “what value 

could this solution unlock?” is predicated by an understanding of what the solution 

can do), and how subsequent work to understand problem space (e.g., ethnography) 

can inform development of the genAI system. 

 

 

Figure 1. Problem-Solution Symbiosis (PSS) Framework. The solid purple line represents problem space. The dotted 
orange line represents solution space. The interplay of the arrows represents the symbiosis of problem and solution space 

as a team works towards launching a genAI solution. The arrows represent touchpoints at which each space can 
symbiotically inform and evolve the other. © Sendfull, LLC 
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As a function of time (i.e., going from left to right in Figure 1), the team 

developing the genAI solution can converge on a useful, desirable and feasible 

solution, mirroring traditional conceptualization of “controlled convergence” on a 

solution, such as those espoused by Pugh (1991) and Cross (1994). This convergence 

is typically marked by a product launch or other significant milestone. This paper 

focuses on early-stage framing and subsequent ideation, and therefore does not detail 

processes in later-stage or post-launch development. We encourage teams building 

genAI solutions to continue learning and iterating following product launch. 

We posit that ethnography practitioners are well-situated to orchestrate the 

symbiosis of problem and solution space for genAI development. This orchestration 

requires the ethnographer’s expertise to build coalitions between different 

perspectives between cross-functional team members (Hasbrouck, Scull and DiCarlo 

2016), with the goal of developing a useful, desirable genAI solution that can think 

with us (rather than for us). We will outline three tools the ethnography practitioner 

can use to facilitate this orchestration, drawing from the author’s lived experience in 

an analogous emerging technology space – zero-to-one spatial computing product 

development (Hutka 2021), systems theory, and human-computer interaction 

literature. 

Tool 1: Build Intuition About GenAI System Capabilities 

In the earlier examination of how teams currently approach genAI system design, 

we observed that regular, rapid experimentation with technology solutions, close 

collaboration between product and engineering teams, and practitioners 

experimenting with code-free prototyping tools were useful for understanding these 

emerging systems’ capabilities. This process is analogous to intuition building that the 

author has applied when leading design research for zero-to-one spatial computing 

launches with large cross-functional teams (e.g., Hutka 2021). 

Spatial computing describes a category of technologies in which computers 

understand people’s contexts, such as reading hand gestures, body position, and 

voice, and can add digital elements into the physical environment that can be 

manipulated similar to real-world objects (Bar-Zeev 2023). Augmented reality (AR), 

which overlays digital content on the physical environment, often falls under this 

category. One example of a spatial computing technology for which the author led 

design research is Adobe Aero, an AR authoring application that enables creative 

professionals to build digital spatial experiences (Hutka 2021). We outline different 

activities (solo and with a cross-functional team) that the author has led in spatial 

computing design research, and offer genAI analogs that ethnography practitioners 

can lead. 
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Table 1. Intuition Building Activities Used in Spatial Computing Design Research, and 
Corresponding GenAI Analogs 

Activity 
Participant(s) 

Spatial Computing 
Activity Description 

Benefit GenAI Analog 

Ethnography 

practitioner 

Spend time using existing 

technology tools (e.g., 

computing headsets like 

Magic Leap and HoloLens; 

AR mobile applications), for 

tasks related to the team’s 

product area. 

Develop intuition 

about the AR 

medium’s strengths 

and weaknesses in 

different form 

factors.  

Spend time using 

foundation models, such as 

GPT-4o and LLaMA, 

and/or existing products 

built on these models. Enter 

prompts related to tasks in 

your team’s product area. 

Try early versions of the 

product (i.e., “builds”) 

shared by engineers. 

Develop intuition 

about the in-

development 

product’s strengths 

and weaknesses; 

build shared 

language and 

rapport with 

engineers. 

Partner with engineers to 

understand what they are 

building; interact with in-

development systems as 

early as possible. 

Learn the basics of solution-

adjacent tools. For example, 

learn the basics of Blender, a 

3D authoring tool, which 

people frequently use to 

create content that will later 

be used in an AR experience 

built in a separate 

application. 

Develop intuition 

about the product 

ecosystem into 

which AR fits.  

If there is existing research 

on potential customers’ 

workflows, spend time in 

primary tools that are likely 

to be used alongside, or 

obviated by, a potential 

genAI solution.  

Ethnography 

practitioner and 

their cross-

functional team 

Human-centered playtesting 

sessions, in which cross-

functional teams were 

invited to use the latest 

build, with specific goals 

and/or tasks, akin to a 

usability test. Outcomes and 

next steps are documented. 

Foster cross-

disciplinary dialogue 

and awareness 

around solution 

strengths and 

weaknesses. 

Document 

observations and 

next steps.  

Conduct a playtest session 

where team members all try 

using their own prompts in 

a given generative AI 

system, as relevant to your 

team’s product area. 

 

Of these activities, cross-disciplinary sessions are uniquely valuable, due to their 

ability to organically build bridges across teams. For example, in such a session, one 
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team member outside of the engineering function says, “I noticed X was 

happening.” An engineer in the same session responds, sharing why X may occur 

from a technical perspective, and takes an action item to investigate offline. This 

exchange not only moves development forward, but fosters exposure to different 

ways of knowing. Note, this activity should not be used as a substitute for adversarial 

testing, in which a team systematically and deliberately introduces inputs designed to 

test how the model behaves if exploited by bad actors. 

Tool 2: Stakeholder Ecosystem Mapping to Understand Problem Space 

Designing for a complex, emergent system (e.g., any genAI-based solution) 

involves numerous stakeholders beyond the end user, all of whom hold different 

values and incentives (De Paula et al. 2023). For example, if building a genAI tool for 

internal enterprise employees, the ecosystem may include the end user, their 

collaborators, managers, information technology administrators, customers of the 

enterprise company, and the team developing the genAI tools (e.g., the ethnography 

practitioner, ML engineer, legal practitioner, business leaders). When exploring what 

problems a given genAI solution can solve for people, taking this holistic view can 

help teams reflect on assumptions about intended audience and motivations for 

building the system, in addition to generating new opportunity areas. 

In an analogous approach, the author has used such mapping to understand the 

dynamic nature of how designers in agencies collaborate on spatial computing 

projects. Primary research was conducted in the form of in-depth interviews, starting 

with end users (e.g., designers), to learn about existing goals, behaviors, workflows 

and collaborators. 

Through snowball sampling, participants offered introductions to these 

collaborators when possible (e.g., creative directors, information technology 

managers, business leaders). The subsequent output of synthesis was a collaboration 

model, demonstrating how these stakeholders worked together, as well as the goals, 

values and pain points of each stakeholder. This stakeholder-sensitive approach 

provided the team with knowledge not only about the end user, but how upstream 

product adoption decisions were made. The outcome informed the go-to-market 

strategy, addressing upstream barriers to adoption faced by senior decision makers, 

as well as product requirements to meet the end users’ needs. This approach adapts 

the service design practice of service blueprinting (Shostack 1982), in which a team 

maps the interactions between all stakeholders of a system. This differs from a UCD 

approach, which would more narrowly focus on the end user of the system. 

The ethnography practitioner can take a similar approach on genAI projects. 

Following primary research to learn about the target audience, the ethnography 
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practitioner can map stakeholders, as well as their values and incentives. We 

recommend extending the aforementioned example to include the team building the 

genAI tool to promote reflexivity. For example, if a team is looking to fine-tune an 

existing foundation model to more effectively address customer service interactions 

for their company, they would consider: the customer (i.e., the end user; values: 

accuracy, efficiency; incentives: quickly resolve a problem); current customer service 

representatives (values: being able to focus on complex cases; incentives: skill 

development); business owners (values: cost reduction, scalability; incentives: 

increased profitability); internal product team (values: building useful tools; 

incentives: customer engagement and return use). This mapping exercise may reveal 

both opportunities for the product, but also expose risks (e.g., roles that genAI 

technology risks replacing) and new testable hypotheses for subsequent research. 

This activity also serves to bring interdisciplinary team members together, with the 

ethnography practitioner again serving as the “bridge” between disciplines. 

Tool 3: The Cognitive Offloading Matrix to Identify Which – If Any – 

Tasks to Offload to GenAI 

We previously posed the questions: how much of our executive function do we 

wish to delegate to a genAI system, and under what circumstances? To this end, we 

offer the Cognitive Offloading Matrix (Figure 2), which builds on human-computer 

interaction literature. The goal of this matrix is to help ethnography practitioners 

consider what cognitive tasks people may want to consider – or avoid – delegating to 

AI. While it can be applied within the context of current genAI solution 

development, it aims to serve as a durable tool as genAI capabilities increase and 

approach AGI. 

The matrix has two axes: Unique strengths of humans and genAI systems (x-

axis), and desirability of a given task (y-axis). The goal is to only leverage genAI 

systems for tasks that genAI is better equipped to solve for relative to people, and is 

something people want to offload. 
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Figure 2. Cognitive Offloading Matrix. The matrix includes Strengths on the x-axis (human strengths at left, genAI 
strengths at right), and Tasks on the y-axis (desirable tasks at top, undesirable tasks at bottom). Tasks that fall in the 

bottom right quadrant (i.e., are undesirable and leverage genAI strengths) are better candidates to delegate to genAI 
(marked in green). © Sendfull, LLC. 

To populate the x-axis, we will begin by examining a framework called the Fitts 

List (Fitts 1951), developed by psychologist and early human factors engineer, Paul 

Fitts. The Fitts List detailed the strengths of human versus machine capabilities. One 

example of human strengths is reacting to low-probability events, such as accidents 

(note how this activity is something at which machines, such as autonomous 

vehicles, remain poor). In contrast, machines excel at detecting stimuli beyond the 

capabilities of the human perceptual system, such as infrared detection (de Winter 

and Dodou 2011). Practitioners can refer to the People + AI Guidebook (Google 

2019) for a list of “when AI is probably better” and “when AI is probably not 

better” as a starting point, though we caution that the lists are not specific to genAI 

technology solutions, with their properties of scale, homogenization and emergence. 

Ethnography practitioners can adapt the Fitts List when working on genAI 

projects to identify potential areas where the technology can extend – rather than 

replace – human cognition. We can consider an example scenario in which a team is 

considering applying genAI to a music streaming tool. This activity can be done solo 

or in a workshop setting with a cross-functional team. 

In this example, let us assume that a strength of a given genAI system was 

generating large-scale, real-time personalized recommendation. Let us also assume 

that a team has established (e.g., as informed by ethnographic research) that a human 

strength is making recommendations based on cultural nuances or non-obvious 

connections. These strengths can be mapped in a table, as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Example of Fitts List for a genAI Music Streaming Tool 

Human Strength(s) GenAI Strength(s) 

Making recommendations based on cultural 

nuances or non-obvious connections. 

Generating large-scale, real-time personalized 

recommendations. 

 

Populating the y-axis requires an understanding of a potential audience’s 

workflows. If there is no evidence on the audience’s workflows, this is cause for 

either engaging in primary research or treating tasks as hypotheses until otherwise 

investigated. This axis differentiates between desirable tasks and undesirable tasks to 

the potential audience. This concept is inspired by a survey investigating what 

activities on which people would like a robot’s help (Li et al. 2022), as part of a larger 

effort to develop a human-centered benchmark for robots with AI capabilities (i.e., 

“embodied AI”). Respondents were asked, “How much would you benefit if a robot did this 

for you?” (ibid., p.3). The highest-ranked responses were: “wash floor”, “clean 

bathroom” and “clean after a wild party.” The lowest-ranked responses were: “buy a 

ring”, “play squash” and “opening presents.” These results supported that people 

sought to remain engaged in pleasurable and/or meaningful tasks, and only sought to 

outsource laborious tasks to robots, if given the opportunity. 

We posit that these results offer relevant takeaways, when considering what 

problems to solve with a genAI system capable of increasingly complex “cognitive” 

capabilities. Considering the music streaming example. Let’s recall that in this 

scenario, ethnographic research revealed that amongst people who used current 

streaming services, creating and sharing custom playlists for loved ones was an 

enjoyable and valuable activity. While we may have determined from our previous 

Fitts List that genAI is highly capable of recommendations for such a playlist, we can 

safely infer that this is not something people wish to outsource (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. While ‘Custom playlist creation for loved ones’ is something genAI is highly capable of, it is also a desirable 
task for people. It therefore falls into the upper right quadrant of the Cognitive Offloading Matrix, and is not a good 

candidate for offloading to a genAI system, as indicated by the red square. © Sendfull, LLC. 

Let us assume this same research study demonstrated that people want music to 

match their context, and that people are frustrated when the streaming service 

recommends the same low-energy music they want to hear when winding down in 

the evening, while embarking on an early-morning drive. Here, real-time generation 

plus contextual awareness could be something at which genAI excels. People are 

already open to algorithmically-generated playlists, and seek the added convenience 

of having music to match their context. This is a strong candidate for a “thinking” 

task to delegate to genAI (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. ‘Recommend music based on my context’ is something genAI is highly capable of, and a task people see as 
undesirable to perform themselves. It therefore falls into the lower right quadrant of the Cognitive Offloading Matrix, 

and is a good candidate for offloading to a genAI system, as indicated by the green square. © Sendfull, LLC. 
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General Discussion 

The PSS framework proposes that ethnography practitioners move beyond a 

UCD approach by working with solution space early in the design process, and 

simultaneously, exploring problem space via a systemic approach to map 

stakeholders’ values and incentives. This framework responds to observations that 

familiar UCD approaches often are of limited applicability in the development of 

genAI systems (e.g., Yildirim and Pushkarna et al. 2023; Yildirim and Oh et al. 2023), 

focused on how to identify and solve existing problems. 

We posit that there are two sub-themes to tease apart regarding the limitations of 

a UCD approach. The first is that genAI is distinguished by unique characteristics 

(e.g., speed of advancement, complex, emergent behavior, coupled with being a 

disruptive technology) and therefore requires an updated approach (e.g., the PSS 

framework, and corresponding toolkit). The second is a more general observation 

that human-centered practitioners need to move beyond UCD – an observation that 

extends beyond the development of genAI systems. For example, Chesluk and 

Youngblood (2023) proposed a shift towards user ecosystem thinking, applying a 

systems-sensitive approach to industry ethnography to understand a broader range of 

human subjects and settings than UCD traditionally considers. 

Forlizzi (2018) also advocated for moving beyond UCD to a more systemic 

approach. Forlizzi argues that we require stakeholder-centered design, accounting for 

“different entities interacting with and through products, services, and systems to 

achieve a desired outcome”; this is in contrast to designing “one thing for one 

person” (ibid., p. 1). The need for this shift beyond UCD approaches is a result of 

how computing technology has developed. In the earliest days of human-computer 

interaction, experts developed computer “programs” for themselves. Next came 

designing computers for others, as these machines became used in workplaces and 

homes. Consumer devices such as smartphones led to designing for entertainment 

and engagement, accelerating the development of user experience design. In the 

current age, we are building complex systems (genAI included) that require a 

systemic approach. The second tool proposed in this paper adopts this systemic view 

of problem space, grounded in this literature espousing a shift towards systematically 

building genAI solutions. 

We recognize that systemic approaches can be met with friction when applied in 

industry settings. Product teams are often familiar with UCD language and methods, 

and therefore hesitant to adopt a broader view (e.g., Chesluk and Youngblood 2023). 

However, we are cautiously optimistic that the challenges of designing useful, 

desirable human-centered AI can accelerate the adoptions of systems-level thinking. 
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Relatedly, growing awareness of genAI “hype” (e.g., Chowdhury 2024, invoking the 

Gartner hype cycle [Gartner n.d.]), and the pitfalls of indiscriminately applying an 

“AI-first strategy” (Acar 2024) may increase business leaders’ appetite for greater 

specificity around which problems are best suited for a genAI solution. The 

ethnography practitioner remains in a unique position to move human-centered AI 

forward given both their toolkits and mindsets, including the ability to build bridges 

between disciplines and perspectives. 

Conclusion 

Before generating new frameworks to guide human-centered development of 

genAI solutions, it is important to examine our foundations – for example, how we 

frame problems as human-centered practitioners, and identify foundational 

challenges associated with genAI development. Through this examination, we 

identified a foundational challenge, namely that current human-centered approaches 

focus on solving for existing problem spaces, and do not fully address the 

foundational challenge genAI presents – namely, a solution unlocking new problem 

spaces. 

To address this foundational challenge, this paper proposed the PSS framework 

to reframe the interplay between problem and solution space when building genAI 

solutions. Relatedly, we shared three corresponding tools that the ethnography 

practitioner is well-equipped to apply. These tools included approaches to building 

intuition about solution space (i.e., genAI system capabilities) and stakeholder 

ecosystem mapping to understand problem space, as well as the Cognitive 

Offloading Matrix, to help identify if and when to offload tasks to genAI. We posit 

this Matrix can be used as genAI systems become increasingly capable of advanced 

cognitive tasks. We invite ethnography practitioners to apply the framework and 

toolkit offered in this paper, and adapt them to their needs. There are also 

opportunities to explore the application of this framework and tools to other 

emerging technology applications beyond genAI, such as solutions built on robotics 

(e.g., embodied AI) and computer vision technology. 
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1. Scale, homogenization and emergence can be traced back to two techniques proposed in the 

seminal ML paper, Attention is All You Need (2017). These techniques were self-supervised learning, 

which enabled the ingestion of billions of data sources (e.g., documents) and multi-head self-attention, 

in which a ML model selectively chooses which input to pay attention to, rather than attending to 

each input equally (De Paula et al. 2023). These techniques scaffolded future genAI solutions like 

ChatGPT, and enabled scale, homogenization and emergence. 
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This paper integrates arts-based methodologies into research and design, bringing new ways of 

knowing to the complex socio-ecological challenges we face today. New findings demonstrating that 

cognition is deeply rooted in bodily and social interactions highlight the need to shift our focus from 

the mind to the body. The authors provide a conceptual foundation and detailed instructions for 

practicing Social Presencing – which focuses on social dynamics – and Warm Data, which focuses 

on interrelationships within systems. Outcomes for participants included a clear evolution from 

stagnation and conflict to greater connection and potential for collective action, and the ability to face 

complex problems with a more collaborative perspective.  

1. Introduction

This paper explores the combination of two methodologies—Social Presencing 

Theater (SPT) and Warm Data—to understand complex social systems and challenge 

traditional ways of knowing in ethnography and design. The combined methodology 

invites us to shift from a “systems thinking” perspective to a “systems sensing” 

experience to prepare for addressing global socio-ecological challenges. There are 

several reasons why combining these methodologies is possible and valuable: first, 

both argue that the foundation of successful activity in the social field arises from an 

engagement with the world and the back-and-forth interactions between the expert’s 

“know-how” and the people’s “know-what,” sketching out a collective embodied 

approach. Second, they emphasize that meaningful action requires a deep change in 

perception as well as stronger social bonds among the actors involved; the dynamic 

relationship that emerges, as Shove, Pantzar, and Watson (2012) argue, reconstitutes 

the meaning of social practice. 

In the face of global socio-ecological crises, traditional methodologies have 

proven inadequate in addressing the complexity of “wicked problems” (Buchanan, 

1992). These challenges demand inter-systemic changes rather than sectorial 

solutions. Modern approaches to addressing these problems often lead to repeated 

errors or simplification of the necessary complexity, usually acting as corrections of 

behaviors instead of questioning what has caused human perception changes. Thus, 

there is a growing need to shift from linear strategies to more holistic, embodied, and 

relational approaches. As ethnographers and designers, we need to uncover new 

Morales, Nora, and Blanca Miedes. "Displacing the Mind to the Body: Combining Methodologies to Address Socio-Ecological 
Crises." EPIC Proceedings (2024): 133–145. https://www.epicpeople.org/displacing-the-mind-to-the-body. ISSN 1559-8918. 
License: CC-BY. 
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strategies to collectively act based on a shared, deep, and first-hand understanding of 

the world, while shortening the gap between non-expert and expert thought—

enabling connections between clients, researchers, and the external world (Roberts & 

Hoy, 2015). 

At the heart of the expert ethnographer, there is always a practical expression 

that emerges from a set of techniques, theories, and heuristics that provide 

sophisticated cultural analysis and interpretation, which is later shared through 

communication tools, acts, and artifacts designed to influence, inform, and impact 

multiple audiences (Arnal & Holguin, 2007). 

In this context, SPT, an embodied social arts-based methodology developed by 

the American-Japanese dancer Arawana Hayashi (Hayashi & Scharmer, 2021), has 

been used in multiple sectors and organizations to support processes of change. This 

approach is based on her extensive experience in oriental embodied practices across 

various social contexts combined with insights from Otto Scharmer’s “Theory U” 

principles (Scharmer, 2018) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

which explores system thinking-sensing, organizational learning, and action research. 

SPT can be seen as an embodied collaborative tool that supports the possibility of 

achieving significant change and fostering connections among participants by 

applying deep listening practices, activating bodily wisdom to access the sensing 

world and transcending their narratives to described reality (Littlewood & Roche, 

2004). 

It is important to understand the meaning of the word ‘theater’ in SPT practice: 

it derives from the Greek theatron, a ‘place of viewing,’ and from thesthai, ‘to behold.’ 

It is essentially about making something visible, which takes us to the visual design 

field expertise, linking aesthetic and composition principles that guide the analysis to 

describe relationships created between the parts (shapes, materials, gestures, and 

bodies of individuals) and the whole (social body) to communicate and understand 

the essential quality of the practice. 

In her book, Nora Bateson (2023) emphasizes that to improve our interaction 

with the world, we must first enhance our perception of the complexity we live 

within. Her concept of Warm Data, the other methodology we wish to combine, 

seeks to maintain the integrity of relational contexts within systems, providing a 

richer, more nuanced understanding of complex phenomena. Warm Data 

conversations capture qualitative dynamics and offer insights that quantitative data 

alone cannot provide, emphasizing the importance of interrelationships and 

contextual interdependencies, which are crucial for effectively addressing systemic 

challenges within living systems.
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In this paper, we will outline how these methodologies, when applied across 

disciplines like dance, theater, architecture, and poetry, generate a sensory 

understanding and foster inter-systemic changes for various collectives (Hayashi & 

Scharmer, 2021). In the next section, we describe our combined methodology from a 

conceptual perspective. Afterwards, we provide detailed instructions for practitioners 

to apply it in their respective contexts. We also describe a workshop exercise in 

which the methodology was successfully applied. Finally, we discuss the workshop’s 

results and provide general conclusions about efforts to combine methodologies in 

our practice. 

2. Conceptual Foundations of the Combined Methodology

To understand SPT, we need to go back to the enactive approach to cognition.

SPT proposes that cognition is deeply rooted in the dynamic interactions between 

the organism and its environment (Di Paolo, 2021; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2012, 

2022; Sepúlveda-Pedro, 2024). It emphasizes autonomy, sense-making, emergence, 

embodiment, and experience. This approach holds that cognition emerges from the 

adaptive preservation of a dynamic network of sensorimotor structures sustained by 

continuous interactions with the environment and the body. By integrating the 

enactive cognition approach into ethnographic methods, researchers can recognize 

that understanding social and cultural dynamics requires more than observation and 

verbal analysis. It is essential to acknowledge that many cultures have long 

recognized the central role of the body in social dynamics—a recognition that 

Western thought has often overlooked. With SPT, we are now seeking to reclaim 

and integrate this understanding into our current context. The more we dive into 

these types of practices by exploring and expressing social experiences through 

embodied practices, the more genuine and powerful they become. 

As a non-verbal arts-based methodology, SPT uses embodied practices to 

explore social dynamics and systemic challenges. It facilitates the perception and 

manifestation of social relationships and dynamics through body movements and 

group presence. Among the tools used to bring transformative innovation and 

change to organizations and institutions, SPT creates a new language that allows 

participants to shift their interaction from rational to emotional and express 

blockages (Stucks) and transitions (Shifts) within systems, fostering a deeper 

understanding of social fields and their dynamics. We emphasize the importance of 

embodied presence, movement, and collective inquiry drawn by this technique. 

When focusing on bodily sensations and the experience of being part of a dynamic 

social body, participants are able to infer collective responses and envision future 
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possibilities of any given situation. This set of embodied practices transcends 

language barriers and activates individual and collective consciousness, making it a 

powerful tool to address socio-ecological challenges. 

On the other hand, Warm Data is defined as information derived from deep 

conversations about the interrelationships that connect the elements of a complex 

system. This type of data is trans-contextual because it captures the qualitative 

dynamics and relational patterns within a living system. Warm Data contrasts with 

traditional “cold” data by maintaining the context and interplay of system elements, 

which is essential for understanding and responding to complex challenges. By 

focusing on the relational and dynamic aspects of systems, it provides a more 

comprehensive and coherent understanding of the phenomena being studied 

(Bateson, 2023). 

The Warm Data approach also integrates other domains in sciences, arts, and 

professional knowledge to create a qualitative inquiry into the integration of life. It 

challenges the mechanical reductionist view of environmental and social issues, 

promoting a more interconnected and relational perspective. This approach is 

particularly relevant for ethnographic research as it aligns with the enactive approach 

to cognition and resonance theory, both of which emphasize the importance of 

relationships and embodied experience in understanding complex systems. 

We noticed that these two methodologies share a feature that can be best 

described with the concept of resonance. Resonance has a subjective and objective 

dimension, as it does not refer to cognition alone; it is also something that is felt and 

shared between the viewer and the viewed (Hayashi & Scharmer, 2021). Resonance 

awakens a sense and appreciation for the fullness of space, as seen in Hartmut Rosa’s 

(2019) work with resonance theory, which focuses on the quality of relationships and 

the mutual vibrant response between individuals and their environment. Resonance 

is characterized by a meaningful connection, unlike alienated relationships which are 

marked by disconnection and repulsion. Following Rosa’s suggestion on how to 

counteract the alienation caused by modern society's constant acceleration and 

expansion, we believe that the combined techniques of SPT and Warm Data provide 

us with a robust methodology to understand and address the complexity of socio-

ecological challenges. 

The combination of a conversational approach (Warm Data) with an embodied 

social art (SPT) can be conceptually described by four essential qualities: 

1. Relationality and Dynamism: As an enactive approach, SPT emphasizes 

that human cognition is deeply situated in sociocultural contexts and that 

interactions within these contexts are dynamic and co-constitutive. Both the 
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subject and the world it encounters emerge from dynamic relationships and 

interactions, not as a priori given entities. Using gestures, movements, and 

brief sentences to express oneself opens dimensions to the quality of 

connection one can achieve, which is profound but not textual in nature. 

2. Embodied Cognition: An embodied set of practices such as SPT deals with 

the premise that cognition is not just a mental process but is embodied and 

manifested through physical interaction with the environment. Warm Data, 

on the other hand, is not just about what we say or express but what we 

inscribe in objects, artifacts, and matter. Our combination provides a 

theoretical basis to understand how resonant experiences are bodily lived and 

how physical interactions with the world contribute to a collective 

understanding of a complex situation. 

3. Relational Ontologies: By proposing this combined methodology, we 

suggest a relational ontological view where the subject and the world are co-

original and mutually shape each other through processual performance. This 

emphasis on the co-constitution of mind and environment shows how 

interactions and relationships are fundamental to the formation of experience 

and knowledge. 

4. Conditions for Prototyping: Finally, we stress the importance of studying 

the social conditions that facilitate social change by providing analytical tools 

to investigate and explore how specific social and cultural structures enable 

or inhibit meaningful interactions. This provides a deeper understanding of 

the conditions that favor new ways of exploring and relating to today’s 

challenges. 

We believe this combined approach can help ethnographers promote a more 

holistic and resonant understanding of social phenomena as complex living systems, 

fostering deeper connections and insights. It provides them with tools to explore 

new dimensions of reality and generate innovative responses to complex challenges. 

It also offers a powerful way to address the pressing socio-ecological crises of our 

time, moving towards healthier and more connected futures. 

3. Applying the Combined Methodology 

Applying our combined methodology means engaging participants in a series of 

performative practices to cultivate embodied awareness and social presence, followed 

by a structured conversation to gather data. The journey begins with the preparation 

and setting of the space for the stage. The main objective is to create an environment 

that encourages embodied exploration and deep conversation. It is better to have a 
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spacious room bathed in natural light, where comfortable seating arrangements invite 

participants to relax and feel at home. A set of carefully designed SPT practices must 

be ready for use, and recording devices should be discreetly placed to capture the 

rich dialogues that will unfold, always with the participants' consent. This setting 

welcomes a diverse group of participants—professionals, academics, students, and 

community members—each bringing their unique perspectives and energies. 

Each session begins with a simple introduction to practices of simple movements 

for body and space awareness to set the tone. These practices are designed to help 

participants connect with their bodies and each other, grounding them in the present 

moment and preparing them for the journey ahead. The facilitators explain the goals 

and exercises of the session and introduce the theme or socio-ecological challenge to 

be attended. 

After that, one of the practices we consider most appropriate for experimenting 

in organizational contexts is 4D Mapping. This practice consists of defining the 

specific situation to be addressed and identifying the main actors (usually in a 

preparatory session prior to the main session; the number of actors should not 

exceed 8 and must always include the Earth, the most vulnerable actor, and the one 

representing the highest future possibility). Participants then select their roles and 

engage in simple collective embodied arrangements, where they create a physical 

sculpture that represents a ‘stuck’ place or situation in the current state of the system. 

Afterwards, they are asked to slowly transition to a second sculpture representing a 

true move towards an ‘unstuck’ state. While Sculpture 1 is being formed, 

participants, acting in their roles, need to come up with a phrase that resonates with 

their role and enunciate it while taking their place in the sculpture. As Sculpture 2 is 

created, the participants develop another phrase, adding layers of meaning to the 

embodied exploration. 

The session then transitions to an embodied conversation. This shift from 

embodied exploration to verbal articulation is gentle, allowing participants a few 

moments of silent reflection. Participants in the sculpture, as well as the observers, 

are invited to engage in a structured conversation guided by three main arguments: 

“What have you seen?”, “What have you felt?”, and “What have you done with your 

body?”. These prompts encourage participants to share their visual observations, 

emotional and bodily sensations, and physical actions and movements with a brief 

intervention instead of a long speech. 

The exercise thus evolves from SPT enactment to Warm Data conversations, 

highlighting the importance of capturing relational and contextual information and 

registering them in various forms. One form of registration is through log diaries 
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with trigger questions given to participants, which are answered in written form and 

shared during or after the session. Another type of registration is the graphic 

recording of the situation by a visual scriber. We also have the session recorded with 

audio and hand microphones for the main commenters that are later used for 

transcription, provided we have permission. Open-ended questions delve deeper into 

the relational dynamics and interdependencies observed during the SPT practices. 

To conclude participants gather in a circle, discussing key learnings and insights. 

They are encouraged to consider how these insights can transform their personal and 

professional perceptions. The facilitators evocate the main themes and relational 

patterns that emerged during the conversation, encouraging participants integrate 

their experiences and carry forward the wisdom gained from the session. 

This integrated methodology creates a holistic approach to understanding and 

addressing complex socio-ecological challenges. It not only deepens participants' 

perception of the systems they inhabit but also fosters a sense of connection and 

possibility, essential for meaningful action in the face of global crises. 

4. Applying the Combined Methodology—A Success Story 

In June 2023, this combined methodology was applied at a workshop in the 

Global Business Anthropology Summit (GBAS) in Mexico City. This workshop 

brought together 36 participants from diverse backgrounds, including entrepreneurs, 

researchers, activists, business leaders, academics, and students. A brief summary of 

the experience can be found in (Bueno et al., 2023). 

The session began with SPT practices. The facilitators guided participants 

through a 4D mapping exercise to depict the “stuck” state of consulting firms facing 

socio-ecological challenges and to envision a “better” future. Participant roles used 

for the session were: earth, indigenous girl, shareholders, employee consultant, 

citizen activist, public regulators, and media. Each participant embodied their role, 

creating physical sculptures that visually and kinesthetically represented the current 

and desired future state. As they held their poses, participants shared phrases that 

resonated with their roles, adding layers of meaning to the embodied exploration. 

Several SPT practices include speaking, and the reflection and dialogues of each 

session are a vital part of the learning. The GBAS session could be analyzed from the 

perception of change in the emotional and mental state reflected by the phrases 

enunciated by the participants before starting sculpture 1 and after making sculpture 

2. Those phrases, as well as place arrangements and gestures observed in the 

participants' bodies, convey evidence of the transition experienced before and after 

the exercise. Below is a table comparing the phrases said by each role in the session: 
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Table 1. Two Stages in Phrases Enunciated by Participants 

Participant role  Before (sculpture 1) After (sculpture 2) 

Earth “Keep going” “I’m waking up” 

Indigenous girl “I can’t say nothing”  “I need help” 

The best future 

possibility 
“Please” “There is a way” 

Shareholders “I can’t see” “I want to share” 

Employee consultancy “Advise” “Support” 

Activist citizen “Hang in here” “Together” 

Public regulators “Let’s listen” “Pay attention” 

Media “I won’t see” 
“I listen to everyone and 

everything” 

The table shows the eight participant roles; the second column shows the phrases enunciated before making sculpture 1, 

and the third column on the right shows their final ones. 

Following the physical exploration, the session transitioned into an embodied 

conversation. Participants were given a few moments of silent reflection to shift 

from physical to verbal articulation. They then engaged in a structured conversation 

guided by prompts such as “What have you seen?”, “What have you felt?”, and 

“What have you done with your body?”. These questions encouraged participants to 

share their visual observations, emotional and bodily sensations, and physical actions, 

helping to bridge the gap between their embodied experiences and verbal 

expressions. 

The session concluded with a reflection and integration phase. Participants 

gathered in a circle, reflecting on the session and discussing key learnings and 

insights. They considered how these insights could inform their professional and 

personal practices. The facilitators summarized the main themes and relational 

patterns that emerged during the conversation, helping participants integrate their 

experiences and carry forward the wisdom gained from the session. The exchange 

evolved into a Warm Data discussion that captures relational and contextual 

information. Open-ended questions delved deeper into the relational dynamics and 

interdependencies observed during the SPT practices. 
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Figure 1. SPT ludic workshop session in June 2023 at GBAS Mexico City, facilitated by the authors. 

This workshop and others we have conducted provide valuable insights into the 

potential of these methodologies to address complex socio-ecological challenges. 

The results demonstrate significant shifts in the emotional and mental state of 

participants, highlighting the effectiveness of integrating embodied practices with 

relational conversations. 

The transition observed in the participants’ expressions before and after the SPT 

session reveals a profound impact on their perception and engagement with their 

roles. For example, the earth role transitioned from a state of relentless perseverance 

(“Keep going”) to a state of awakening and heightened awareness (“I’m waking up”). 

This shift signifies a deeper connection to the environment and an enhanced 

perception of the surrounding complexities, aligning with the group resonance and 

mutual responses between individuals and their environment. 

Similarly, the Indigenous girl role moved from a sense of silence and inability to 

express (“I can’t say nothing”) to an acknowledgment of need and openness to 

seeking help (“I need help”). This change indicates greater vulnerability and 

willingness to connect, which are crucial for fostering genuine relationships and 

collaborative efforts, resonating with the enactive approach to cognition that 

emphasizes the importance of social interactions in sense-making (Di Paolo & De 

Jaegher, 2012). 
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The best future possibility role illustrated a transformation from uncertainty and 

supplication (“Please”) to clarity and optimism (“There is a way”). This shift reflects 

a newfound confidence in envisioning and pursuing concrete solutions, a critical 

aspect of addressing systemic challenges as suggested by Bateson’s concept of Warm 

Data, which seeks to maintain relational contexts and provide a nuanced 

understanding of complex phenomena (Bateson, 2023). 

The shareholders who initially felt blocked and visionless (“I can’t see”) evolved 

towards a desire for openness and sharing (“I want to share”). This transition 

suggests a movement from isolation to collaboration, emphasizing the importance of 

inclusivity in tackling complex issues, which is consistent with the goals of SPT to 

foster embodied presence and collective inquiry (Hayashi & Scharmer, 2021). 

The employee consultancy role demonstrated a shift from a distant advisory position 

(“Advise”) to active support and participation (“Support”). This change highlights an 

increase in empathy and commitment essential for effective collaboration and 

problem-solving, reinforcing the principles of enactive cognition that underline the 

embodied and relational nature of understanding (Di Paolo, 2021). 

The citizen activist’s role transitioned from persistence in challenging circumstances 

(“Hang in here”) to a sense of unity and collective effort (“Together”). This shift 

underscores the power of collaboration and the importance of working together to 

overcome difficulties, also resonating with Rosa’s concept of resonance, which 

advocates for a collective response to the crises of modern society (Rosa, 2019). 

Public regulators moved from a passive willingness to listen (“Let’s listen”) to a 

proactive call for conscious and attentive action (“Pay attention”). This evolution 

indicates a heightened sense of responsibility and alertness crucial for effective 

governance and regulation, which aligns with the theoretical emphasis on the 

dynamic and responsive nature of socio-ecological systems (Sepúlveda-Pedro, 2024). 

Finally, the Media role showed a dramatic shift from refusal and resistance (“I 

won't see”) to complete openness and willingness to listen to diverse perspectives (“I 

listen to everyone and everything”). This transition highlights the importance of 

inclusivity and understanding in media practices, essential for fostering a well-

informed and empathetic society, which is a key tenet of Warm Data’s relational 

approach (Bateson, 2023). 

6. Conclusion 

Overall, the SPT and subsequent Warm Data sessions facilitated significant 

emotional and mental transitions from states of blockage, resistance, and isolation to 

states of openness, collaboration, and awareness. Participants exhibited a clear 
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evolution from stagnation and conflict to a greater sense of connection, mutual 

support, and potential for collective action. These changes suggest a positive impact 

on individuals’ ability to face complex problems with a more integrative and 

collaborative perspective. The combined method not only brings clarity to nonverbal 

work but also sheds light on how we can communicate better collectively. 

However, despite the promising outcomes, the implementation of this combined 

methodology presents certain challenges and limitations. The embodied practices 

involved in SPT can evoke strong emotions, which may be difficult to manage in 

some settings. Facilitators must be equipped to handle these emotional responses 

and provide a supportive environment for participants. Additionally, the dynamic 

and emergent nature of SPT and Warm Data conversations can lead to unpredictable 

outcomes. While this unpredictability is inherent to the process, it requires flexibility 

and adaptability from both facilitators and participants. Furthermore, incorporating 

these embodied and relational methodologies into traditional ethnographic practices 

may require a paradigm shift for researchers. It challenges the conventional focus on 

observation and verbal analysis, demanding a more holistic and embodied approach 

to understanding social phenomena. Therefore, it is crucial that facilitators possess 

all the necessary skills and capabilities to effectively implement these processes. 

It is not debatable that the wellbeing of our planet is currently threatened by 

many crises, most of them manmade (Scarano, 2024). It is thus justified and 

fundamental that current changes are addressed collectively and with more diverse 

understandings of these complexities. New ways to approach data and to understand 

our presence in the world can emerge when we revisit and combine already existing 

methodologies. 

The integration of SPT and Warm Data is a step toward a transformative 

approach to understanding and addressing complex socio-ecological challenges. This 

combined methodology could begin to shift the focus from the mind to the body 

and effectively integrate the context to a better understanding of social presence in 

relation to the system. The results from the workshop demonstrate that participants 

from different backgrounds and languages can experience significant awareness of 

their emotional and mental states, fostering deeper connections and encouraging a 

more holistic perception of their roles within systems. 

The theoretical underpinnings of this approach are robust, drawing on enactive 

cognition and relational understanding to create a comprehensive framework for 

ethnographic research and practice. These theories highlight the importance of 

embodied experiences and relational dynamics, which are crucial for capturing the 

complexity of socio-ecological systems and fostering meaningful change. 
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However, the successful implementation of this combined methodology requires 

facilitators to possess a range of skills and capabilities to manage the emotional 

intensity and unpredictability inherent in these processes. Flexibility, adaptability, and 

a supportive environment are essential to navigate the dynamic nature of SPT and 

Warm Data conversations and to integrate these methodologies into traditional 

ethnographic practices effectively. 

Finally, future research should continue to explore the applications of this 

integrated methodology in various contexts, refining the approach and evaluating its 

effectiveness in fostering systemic change. By embracing embodied experience and 

relational understanding, this methodology not only advances the field of 

ethnography but also proposes innovative forms of activism and social change, 

moving towards healthier and more connected futures. 
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Estimating the Return on Ethnographic 

Investment: Finding More Human(e) Ways to 

Measure Our Impact

KATHERINE METZO, Lowe’s Home Improvement and Elemental Research 

This paper argues that more appropriate measures are needed to illuminate the full value to 

organizations of investing in ethnography. The author proposes a framework for defining qualitative 

and quantitative variables for impacts that unfold across both short- and long-term horizons, and 

through direct and indirect outcomes that are financial, organizational, and strategic. The author 

also argues that these variables must be defined in ways that are meaningful to both the 

organizations we work for and the communities they interact with. A case study of a past project 

demonstrates the multidimensional return on ethnographic investment. 

Introduction 

A perennial challenge for ethnographic researchers is to demonstrate the impact 

of our work. Whether it’s a bullet point on a resume, a case study in a portfolio, or a 

talking point in a budget request, we’re asked to describe the value our work brings 

to the business bottom line. Numbers drive the business world and while it is wise to 

speak the language of business, I want to challenge us as ethnographers to apply the 

same thinking we use in doing our research to defining our value to organizations in 

a more robust way. The output of ethnographic research cannot be reduced to a neat 

and tidy equation that generates a number that moves up and to the right.  

 A few years ago, Chad Maxwell challenged EPIC members to stop justifying and 

defending our work: “I’m done with that. I want all of us to be done with that. I 

want us to sit in a position of the offense and unapologetically show our craft, our 

approach, yields true, measurable impact, and unapologetically move forward with 

that” (2021). This essay is my attempt to help all of us do just that. In the spirit of 

looking back to move our discipline forward, I offer a framework to help us view 

our work in terms of return on ethnographic investment without being limited by 

financial measures. Because my specific focus is ethnographic research, the 

framework outlined here may not apply in every case as not every research situation 

or business context calls for an ethnographic lens. Conversely, for readers who are 

not ethnographers, I offer this—if you are investing your human capital into 

understanding and solving human problems through multi-method approaches, 

incorporating observation and a mix of structured and semi-structured 

methodologies, what I outline here likely still applies.  
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“Return on investment” (ROI) is a success narrative that uses quantitative 

measures which can be easily converted into financial impact—improved conversion 

rates, increased customer base, profit, decreased error rates, saved time. None of 

these results happen through magic. They are the result of planning, evaluation, and 

tough choices. They are the result of dedicated people driving towards a goal. When 

ethnographers are engaged, our work comes early in the process and our qualitative 

insights are cautioned as “directional,” as if direction isn’t precisely what is needed 

for developing strategic vision and setting goals. This ROI narrative is so powerful 

that we’ve convinced ourselves of the imprecision of the value we deliver. We often 

search for more precision in speaking about and calculating ROI than we need to in 

order to create our own success narrative of ethnographic impact.  

The framework I offer is a narrative framework that doesn’t preclude 

ethnographers from offering a quantitative financial measure of our impact. Instead, 

I push us to understand which measures matter in both the short- and the long-term, 

acknowledging that these measures may not be the same. To truly measure impact, 

we cannot over index on short-term impacts and I invite us to reflect on how our 

impact unfolds over time as more than the sum of its parts. I begin with a reflection 

on a 19-year-old study to ground us in ethnography as the heart of the framework. 

While ancient history in business terms, enough time has passed to see both the 

tangible and intangible effects of this work and illustrate a more robust range of 

longer-term impacts that ethnography can bring to organizations. Following the 

reflection, I offer some myth-busting around traditional ROI and dig into how 

ethnography adds value beyond the short-term by preparing organizations for 

change through attention to liminal spaces and relationships. Finally, I offer my 

framework for how we can estimate the value of our work, encompassing both 

immediate impact and long-term impact, as well as sustainable impact, which is the 

amplified value we bring through insights and recommendations that foster greater 

organizational resilience.  

Reflection on Habitat Charlotte Communities 

In Spring 2006, I led a consultation project with Habitat for Humanity of 

Charlotte (Habitat Charlotte) which initially sounded simple—how can Habitat 

Charlotte make townhomes appealing for homeowners (Metzo 2008)? Given that I 

was using the project to train a group of students, a comparative study of Habitat 

affiliates already building townhomes made sense. Through multiple rounds of 

discussion with stakeholders, we learned more about the problem this solution was 

meant to address. Land values were rising rapidly in Charlotte—infill lots cost 10 
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times in 2005 what they cost in 19831—but Habitat Charlotte wanted to sustain, if 

not grow the number of homes they were building each year. The root problem for 

these stakeholders was whether they were truly fulfilling their mission if service 

remained flat, or worse, declined. 

The biggest surprise for us was that the organization had not talked to their own 

homeowners, so we did. While one group continued with interviews and site visits 

with other Habitat affiliates, a second group supported me in facilitating workshops 

with homeowners. We broke the workshops into 4 sections. The first three sections 

started with quiet reflection on a prompt before sharing with the group while the 

fourth section revealed townhomes as a proposed alternative to detached, single-

family residences and asked which items on each list were most important in that 

context. The three prompts invited participants to imagine the interior, exterior, and 

neighborhood for their “ideal home.” We ended the session with open discussion of 

criteria the staff and board should keep in mind as they identified ways to sustain 

their mission of building homes.  

While we “validated” that townhomes were “acceptable,” we uncovered more 

desirable alternatives that also met the financial constraints that Habitat Charlotte 

was trying to overcome. The idea of a new, single-family detached home was ideal, 

but based on location and neighborhood, homeowners were willing to consider 

renovated homes. Both townhomes and renovated homes allowed for greater 

flexibility in location—closer to family or work, better neighborhood schools, 

amenities, etc. A root problem for homeowners with the Habitat model was the 

heavy responsibility they felt to serve as role models in their communities. On 

reviewing her options through Habitat, one homeowner stated, “I was really 

pissed—like, ‘how dare you bring me into these areas that are beat down and run 

down where the city hasn’t done anything to improve the community.” Another 

homeowner shared a more measured position: “I feel like they are choosing people 

to put in those communities so that we can become a community and help others . . . 

I mean they don’t let just anyone into Habitat” (emphasis added). Throughout these 

emotionally charged conversations, homeowners landed on the idea of building an 

all-Habitat community—a place where they could more easily turn to each other for 

moral and material support, feel reassurance that each of the other homeowners 

went through the same rigorous screening and demonstrated their financial stability 

and personal responsibility before their selection as a homeowner. In the end, our 

research insights lead to the development of multiple new programs: Critical Repairs 

(2007); Townhomes (2008); and Habitat communities (2012). 
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Figure 1. View at dawn of cul-de-sac on Jimmy and Rosalyn Carter Project build for Meadows at Plato Price 
community, October 2023, Charlotte, North Carolina. Photo by author. 

Why Traditional ROI Doesn’t Work  

We are all familiar with the saying “If you can’t count it, you can’t measure it,” 

and that sentiment is at the core of the concept of ROI. When we choose to assign 

value to research, as with any other discipline that ultimately supports bringing new 

products and services to the market, we make some assumptions in order to craft a 

“measurement” of the output of our work. For User Experience (UX), Forrester 

(cited in Kucheriavy 2017) boldly asserts a return of $100 for every dollar invested in 

UX. Establishing this kind of blanket frame for a field that employs a deep bench of 

ethnographers has not prevented disproportionate layoffs of UX researchers in the 

early 2020s. Because business runs in quarterly and annual cycles, the myths below 

are taken for granted as meaningful measures of impact, but if we rely solely on these 

measures blanket assertions about ROI, we short change ourselves. 

I am by no means the first person to offer a critique of calculations of ROI 

applied to research and this is not meant to be an exhaustive critique. In fact, some 

ethnographic impact can fit nicely into the traditional ROI assumptions. This more 

“traditional” model can work for more evaluative types of research and other 

business functions such as marketing spend, because that work typically comes later 

in the process and has a more linear relationship to the product or service that is 

being stood up. Where this model falls apart is when we consider how much 

ethnographic research directly or indirectly drives strategy, which is not always 

expected to have an immediate impact on the organization, but should always 

provide clear direction for longer term efforts. This type of impact is more difficult 
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to measure with a blunt instrument like ROI. For the purposes of this essay, I 

highlight several key myths of the ROI model: value can always be translated into a 

financial measure, it becomes apparent relatively quickly, and has a linear relationship 

to outcomes. 

Myth 1: Outcomes Can Be Measured in Dollars and Cents 

Most often, we see impact translated into a direct and discrete financial outcome 

or some other measure that can be converted into dollars and cents. Financial 

outcomes might include positive revenue from increased conversion rates, for 

example, or a net savings (e.g., positive margin) from decreased operating or labor 

costs. Put more simply, we built the right thing and the company makes money or 

we prevent a costly mistake and save money before building the right thing (and then 

make money). In design research, “build the right thing” is a truism and while we can 

never mitigate all risk, great research can bring us closer to the “right” fit as well as 

building in the ability to pivot quickly with research-based insights. My objective here 

is not to say it’s never worth the effort of quantifying, only that even when it might 

fit it is limiting when applied to ethnography. 

All research brings financial, temporal, and trust “costs” while the “return” is 

generally only talked about in terms of a financial benefit. Such measures fail to 

capture the rich and multi-faceted outcomes of ethnographic engagements. In the 

Habitat example, rather than a financial measure, the Charlotte chapter uses number 

of families served (e.g., homes built or restored) as a direct impact measure. So, while 

I could choose 3 years as a generous short-term window and define the ROI our 

research as benefitting over 10 additional homeowners, that doesn’t account for 

variability of costs for renovation versus new construction or the shifting volunteer 

needs for adding more 2-story buildings. Such a measure would also completely 

ignore the intangible shift in perspective around creating a nurturing environment 

for new homeowners to support each other and feel supported by Habitat instead of 

feeling mostly responsibility for their neighbors. Collecting and counting outputs can 

never truly add up the human impact that ethnographic research provides by making 

sense of complex social relations and structures.  

Myth 2: Impact Can Be Seen Fairly Quickly 

We are generally asked to measure impact on a very short time horizon, but 

ethnography tends to inhabit different and multiple time horizons. We may have 

replaced the “ethnographic present” with a more dynamic view of time, extending 

our research into “futures,” which makes measuring our work against quarterly key 
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results even more challenging. To even provide a rough arithmetic value for the 

Habitat project, I gave myself three years. What these narrow time views of impact 

miss are delayed wins and sustainability vs. inadequacy of solutions.  

Much of the work within design research is evaluative, fast, and ideally iterative. 

While this work can be suited to the conventional approach to ROI,2 ethnographers 

delivering these kinds of studies will also tap into more fundamental insights around 

mental models, user values or archetypes, integrating ethnographic practice into 

more structured methods. Guth (2022) addressed head-on the challenge of “research 

amnesia,” where insights are forgotten or teams are “ill-equipped” to leverage 

research insights beyond discrete, time-bound frames. What if we revisited products 

or services built off of our research several years later to evaluate the staying power 

of solutions? Just as the knowledge about the communities we study doesn’t “expire” 

at the end of the study, the impact of our research on future strategic decisions 

should be celebrated and measured. 

Perhaps more troubling with the emphasis on short-term wins is the lack of 

sustainability in solutions that provide instant returns. Alan Cooper, one of the 

fathers of user experience, spoke to the emphasis on speed as problematic. He 

compared tech production to having all the ingredients for making a cake and a 

specification of an amount of time, but no definition of done. “All we know is that it 

is on time, but its success will be a mystery” (1999, 42). Consider the front-end 

experience that gets high marks from users and results in a 30-fold increase in leads. 

Now imagine this “win” lacks any back-end support for adjusting internal processes, 

whether technical or labor-related, to convert these leads to sales. Without broader 

support, a short-term win can plateau or reverse itself.  

Myth 3: Insights are Directly Correlated to Business Outcomes  

The way ROI is typically calculated is by drawing a straight line from outputs 

(e.g., research recommendations, design changes) to outcomes (e.g., increased profit, 

improved customer satisfaction). One reason ethnographers are reluctant to measure 

impact is that we know how many people and decisions are involved in the journey 

to a finished product, service, or campaign after our contributions. Even apart from 

the external costs and influences in delivering solutions to market (in the case of 

Habitat building townhomes, this includes increased overhead from training and 

insurance costs), researchers are generally part of a broader group of experts working 

towards the final goal. By investing in the development of three separate programs in 

2007, Habitat Charlotte addressed the immediate concern around land costs, but also 

built in flexibility that supported the organization during the housing crash in 2008 
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because they could leverage a wider range of available land and housing stock. Rather 

than shying away from talking about outcomes, we need to articulate how the 

“crooked” line of ethnographic insights actually helps control for external factors by 

identifying risks, challenges, and opportunities early in the journey so that 

organizations can plan for change. 

The Value of Investing in Ethnography 

More traditional measures of ROI are insufficient for measuring the value of 

ethnographic research because they are limited by the assumptions behind them. 

Understanding ethnographic impact begs the question of whether, in these 

traditional models, we are measuring what matters. What if, instead of buying into 

the mythology of the market, we make explicit the value embedded in ethnographic 

praxis? In the following section, I will translate these values into more explicit rules 

that we might use to measure ethnographic impact. In this section, I call out the key 

foundations of ethnography as a method, an output, and a way of thinking. It is also 

an enduring conversation, as this anniversary of the EPIC community and twenty 

years of writing on praxis has illustrated. With its deep history and growing appeal, 

it’s worth understanding what makes ethnography the proverbial Swiss army knife 

for making sense out of complexity and finding underlying cultural patterns that 

shape key behaviors. 

One of my favorite definitions of our craft comes from Zora Neale Hurston: 

“[Ethnographic] research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a 

purpose. It is a seeking that he[/she/they] who wishes may know the cosmic secrets 

of the world and they that dwell therein” (1996[1942], 143). Hurston highlights that 

ethnography is simultaneously systematic and unconstrained by prior assumptions or 

hypotheses. It is a mindset through which we “decipher the unique cultural logics of 

human complexity” (Hasbrouck 2018, 5). It is also a deeply ethical practice. 

Ethnographers do not “seek to manipulate others for ‘scientific’ ends,” but focus 

instead on the shared humanity between themselves and those whom they study 

(Atkinson 2015, 5). The richness of ethnographic practice comes from its manifold 

nature, both technical and fluid, at once embedded and anticipatory. 

 Our “formalized curiosity” reveals itself in the way we uncover webs of 

significance and answer the unasked questions. This is because ethnography was 

built for articulating meaning from ambiguity and identifying the tensions and 

opportunities inherent in the liminal space that leads to transformation. As our 

discipline has evolved, these representations are no longer static snapshots of the 

“other” but dynamic, reflexive, intersectional, and futures-oriented narratives.  
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Foundation: Webs of Significance  

More than a specific method or set of methods, ethnography illuminates “webs 

of significance” within communities. From mountains to board rooms, 

ethnographers set out to articulate relationships, meaning, and value from, “a 

multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or 

knotted into one another, which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit” (Geertz 

1973, 10). Ethnography is a wide-angle lens that embraces context and complexity 

that our stakeholders, understandably, want to filter out when defining their needs. 

In the field of user experience, for example, context setting for stakeholders is a 

crucial skill. While the aim of the work that follows our research is to build a digital 

or physical product, that product is not used in a vacuum. Humans and the products 

they interact with live in spaces. Unpacking this context for business stakeholders is 

fundamental to how ethnography delivers value, even before a project starts.  

Robin Beers et al. (2011) talk about kicking off a first of its kind ethnographic 

research effort at Wells Fargo, which more than doubled the time needed for what 

became routine practice. Beers’ entry experience at Wells Fargo parallels my own in 

conducting a foundational study of a contact center. As the first researcher in my 

product space and the only ethnographer at the company at the time, I spent as 

much time socializing the project proposal and gaining buy-in from director-level 

leaders on the potential value of the research for a major tech project (replacing 

legacy software) as I did collecting the data across three sites. Ultimately, what won 

over stakeholders was the need to understand the workarounds that our employees 

created to bridge gaps in delivering results for our customers and document when 

and why those efforts may still not be enough. Such data couldn’t be collected by 

replaying quality assurance recordings. 

Even before entering the field, socializing our approach does two things. First, it 

highlights the way in which ethnography can help unpack the complexity of the 

business problem. “We begin to see what has previously been overlooked and 

perhaps then discover what is truly possible” (Cliver et al. 2010, 231; see also Beers 

et al. 2011). In my case, the questions I raised in the research plan tapped into the 

key measure that matters for the business—customer satisfaction—by highlighting 

the way in which customers are “secondary users” of the software and the pain 

points inherent within them3. It’s worth noting that even when we’re brought in at 

the tail end of a project, ethnographers can bridge cross-functional gaps with a 

broader systems view (Sih, et al. 2018). 

Design literature often focuses on “systems,” but I posit that the systems we 

describe are primarily an artifact of our own analysis. Leaning into Geertz’s phrase 
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“knotted into one another,” the part of the “web” that is most significant is the 

situated relationship. To understand these relationships, Desmond suggests that we 

study “fields rather than places, boundaries rather than bounded groups, processes 

rather than processed people, and cultural conflict rather than group culture” 

(Desmond 2014, 548). The webs within ethnographic praxis are woven between 

stakeholder groups and the humans being studied, as well as within each of these 

respective groups. In my case, the relationship with stakeholders was built around 

identifying those unspoken questions with the customer experience as a particular 

type of filed nested within a process. In the Habitat example, we took people outside 

the confines of their home and property line to consider what makes a place a home, 

which unlocked both tensions and opportunities presented by Habitat Charlotte’s 

vetting process. Our challenge is to simplify complexity without flattening it, 

providing enough context to highlight meaningful connections. 

Foundation: Time Is about More than Length of Engagement 

Classically, we are taught that ethnography involves long stretches of time at a 

field site, building relationships over months and years. But as far back as the 1960s, 

participatory methods, action research, and other applied approaches set the stage 

for kinds of brief but impactful engagements that characterize ethnographic praxis. 

Our Habitat engagement lasted about 12 weeks. Rather than focus on the amount of 

time spent on a research engagement, a more productive way to think about time in 

relation to ethnography is bridging the present to short- and long-term futures. We 

carry forward or re-unite stakeholders with what is known (Guth 2022) allowing us 

to go deeper or understand how things have changed (Charland and Hoffman 2017). 

Time may be more relevant as a factor in our work if we focus instead on things like 

timing and foresight.  

Foundation: Liminality and Transformation 

The organizations we work with may or may not be going through a period of 

conscious change. The problems they present to us, however, might show that they 

are on the precipice, perhaps wanting to maintain the status quo in the face of 

external forces or seeking to understand how their target audience is adapting to 

their own changes. Liminality is not restricted to ritualized movement through life 

stages or planned transformation. During any period of nascent change, we find that 

“Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the 

positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial.” (Turner 

1969, 95). The ambiguity and indeterminacy that Turner speaks of open up a 
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multitude of seeds of transformation. Whether the implicit or explicit, these liminal 

contexts are ones where ethnography can amplify the value of our work by making 

sense of the inherent ambiguity in periods of change. 

Liminal state research inside organizations largely involves making explicit the 

tacit knowledge of a group. We are stating aloud what is “taken for granted” among 

the groups we study and report to. Ethnographers working in enterprise teams will 

sometimes hear “we already know that” from stakeholders. Our challenge is not to 

complain to our colleagues about our work being ignored, but to tie that tacit 

knowledge to the field of what is possible. Some researchers, including myself, tap 

into humor in delivering our insights, while others use workshops or targeted 

engagements to immerse stakeholders into the lived experiences of “users” they 

already “know” while exposing bias (Reksodipoetro and McCarter nd; McClard and 

Dugan 2017). For example, researchers at Intel wanted to embark on strategic 

research after identifying two dozen separate projects related to the theme of “child’s 

play.” Their business stakeholders were on the cusp of making decisions about their 

customers based on cultural biases that were limiting to the business, but the 

workshop served as a liminal space where leaders could reveal and reflect their 

biases, opening the way for the necessary foundational research to take place 

(McClard and Dugan 2017). The timing of this workshop also helped the authors 

reveal to stakeholders the degree of ambiguity in the space. A key for ethnographers 

is to both recognize or create openings for liminality and leverage timing to execute 

our work to deliver insights ahead of key decisions. 

Framework for Evaluating Ethnographic Impact 

While ethnographic research in the business world can run the gamut from 

short-term and one-off engagements to longitudinal and iterative studies, each study 

can be foundational and holds the possibility of creating critical shifts in our 

collective thinking about a problem. Ethnography is a seed of pure potential. Pure 

potential also means that not every ethnographic project is going to have a long-term 

impact. Like a garden, not all the seeds we plant germinate and even those that grow 

into plants may not thrive. Whether or not an ethnographic project bears fruit, it is 

worth considering how to measure the harvest. 
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Figure 2. Visual model for understanding how ethnographic impact is amplified over time. 

Illustration credit: Frank DiTommaso 

Determining a long-term impact of ethnography is, by necessity, a retrospective 

project. Measuring something that hasn’t happened yet is a projection or a forecast 

but I want to simultaneously encourage us to plan for these elements at the outset of 

each new ethnographic project even as we reflect on past projects that we might 

measure now. At the core of this ethnographic impact framework is an immediate 

impact combined with a matrix of value adds that unfold over a longer time frame 

(see figure 2). While we might measure the cumulative impact of short- and long-

term ROI using traditional measures, ethnographic praxis often amplifies these 

impacts into something that is beyond cumulative. 

A seminal article on “scales of measurement” posits three steps to effective 

measurement (Stevens 1946). First, we must define the rules; this is, admittedly, the 

bulk of what this essay will accomplish. Next, the authors ask us to determine the 

mathematical properties of these scales and apply statistical operations to arrive at a 

final measure. I hope I will be forgiven for offering a more artistic than statistical 

treatment of ethnographic impact. If immediate and long-term ROI can be quantified 

using linear, short-term methods, we can use this as a partial measure. An overall 

measure of ethnographic impact might be the differential of the status quo 

subtracted from growth over time. In the Habitat example, this could be a 

differential of how many more homes were completed as a result of the three new 

programs implemented compared to the status quo. It could also be the sustainability 

of outcomes or the virality of an outcome that spreads to other organizations or 

sectors. In the Habitat example the townhome model would not be “viral” as it was 
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modeled on existing programs at other affiliates, while the Habitat Communities 

might be. Even in cases where a number can be assigned, we should not forget the 

context of the intangible value to the humans we study and design for. To break this 

down, I’ll take each principle of the framework in turn (see Table 1), starting with the 

tangible elements. 

Perhaps most obvious, ethnographic research in the world of business needs to 

address a compelling, immediate need. Regardless of any longer-term or longer-

lasting impacts, we still need to deliver a tangible, measurable outcome for our 

stakeholders. It may not be easy to correlate outcomes to something like increased 

sales, but we may tie the delivery of robust, research-driven personas to key 

benchmarks that our product teams need to hit in identifying a target audience, 

feature set, and timeline. In one project, I worked with product and UX to flesh out 

a roadmap for a vaguely defined business “North Star” by providing a framing for 

pain points with processes and software according to pervasiveness and severity. 

This was a minor component of the overall project, but was a tangible way to 

identify “quick wins.” My product owner added in a qualitative difficultly rating for 

engineering and we used this matrix to define a subset of pain points to solve for 

within our MVP product launch. By combining the vantage point of the long view 

with the reality of quarterly planning, we were able to prioritize which quick wins did 

the most to reduce friction while serving the longer-term organizational goals.  

Table 1. Framework Principles for Evaluating Ethnographic Impact 

Framework 
Principle 

Description 

Immediate 

impact 

A direct outcome that can be measured using “standard” financial or other 

quantitative measures (e.g., increased revenue, conversion rates, clients served, 

improved CSAT or NPS). 

Long-term 

impact 

A direct outcome that may be measurable using a “standard” financial or 

quantitative measure, but is connected to future, rather than short-term, 

decisions made by the organization.  

It may be more reasonable to represent this impact with a qualitative narrative 

over a quantitate measure. 
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Organizational 

Impact 

A direct or indirect outcome related to organizational change. Organizational 

impacts can be built into the business objectives for the research, or they may 

result from providing direction by answering unasked questions. 

While a quantitative measure may be possible, this is more likely to be a 

qualitative measure or narrative. 

Strategic 

engagement 

Engagement extends beyond transfer of final deliverables, such as developing 

product strategy or supporting program activation. Engagement can also be 

episodic and unplanned, such as workshops that identify gaps or reports that 

reduce “research amnesia.” 

Strategic engagement is a binary (yes/no) variable. 

Resiliency – 

Sustainability 

Direct or indirect qualitative outcomes that represent the durability, longevity, 

or flexibility of both immediate and longer-term impacts over a broader time-

frame. 

 
Direct outcomes can happen across multiple time horizons. Even when an 

organization asks specifically for future-oriented research, our research insights are 

rarely aimed exclusively at a three- to five-year horizon. For such future oriented 

projects, we increase our impact by taking the opportunity to suggest quick wins or 

immediate first steps, like the mapping of employee pain points against severity and 

pervasiveness, described above. Likewise, projects that ostensibly focus on 

immediate needs may lend themselves to broader inquiries, such as McClard and 

Dugan’s work on “child’s play” (2017), or to multiple solutions across a longer time-

horizon, as in the Habitat Charlotte reflection I began this paper with, where the 

immediate quick win was to leverage existing crews to start up the Critical Home 

Repair program, the anticipated short-term impact was townhomes, and the long-

term impact was Habitat communities. In addition to the direct outcomes whose 

value can be approximated through more traditional ROI calculations, ethnography 

brings tangible (if not strictly measurable) and intangible values that can be talked 

about in comparative terms, such as the value experience of Habitat Charlotte 

homeowners who were afforded a wider array of choices to fit their desired lifestyle. 

Measures of impact that are the most meaningful can always be defined with 

precision, even if they cannot be quantified.  

Organization change, like the opportunities to offer long-term recommendations, 

is not always part of the “ask.” My corporate ethnography project with the pervasive 

and severe pain points was framed as a “lift and shift” of a primary tool, with 
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opportunities for “value add.” In the beginning (and perhaps even now), our 

business partners on the project would not have said they were “betwixt and 

between”—they had a North Star vision. What marked that project as “liminal” was 

my manager seeing value in using ethnography as a route to identify both shorter and 

longer-term needs and site directors buying into the vision I set forth. The key to this 

principle is that ethnographers can leverage the liminality they’ve identified in an 

organization to drive new ways of thinking. Organizational shifts might be as small 

as hearing a term used in your research report be adopted by members of the C-

suite. With the opening Habitat example, the organization was clearly at an inflection 

point and by digging into the meaning of “home” we were able to tie back 

ethnographic insights to the organizational mission, making insights around 

alleviating the pressure homeowners felt to “lift up” their neighbors less difficult for 

stakeholders to hear. Ethnographers must learn about what is at stake for the client 

beyond the business (financial) objectives. 

Another principle of how ethnography provides a long-term impact is strategic 

engagement. If one were to think about these principles and their direct and indirect 

measures as variables in a multi-variate equation, strategic engagement would be a 

binary variable—we find a way to do it or we miss out on an opportunity to increase 

our impact. Working in-house certainly opens more opportunities for extended 

engagement, even if engagement is not always easy (see Beers et al. 2011; Guth 

2022). The novel approach to pain points I implemented brought up multiple 

opportunities to work collaboratively on product roadmaps. Strategic engagement 

certainly doesn’t require standing in through the ideation or execution of a new 

product or service, but is more about shepherding insights through the process and 

ensuring the voice of the beneficiary or consumer isn’t drowned out by shareholders, 

efficiencies, or competing priorities. As a consultant, you may build in workshops or 

initial concepts as post-readout deliverables. In the case of Habitat, I remained active 

as part of an “advisory” group as the core team moved forward with approving 

building plans and volunteer safety requirements for multi-family units. Strategic 

engagement is a process of building communitas at the “edges” and “interstices” 

(Turner 1969, 128). It is about finding strategic allies and identifying ways to extend 

the conversation past the readout. 

The final principle is resiliency and sustainability of outcomes. If we manage to 

identify key opportunities for positive (financial, social, organizational) change that 

address both short- and long-term needs, the impact is not simply outcome + 

outcome = impact. Change is the constant. Incremental improvements don’t 

necessarily keep us moving towards a singular goal. If a research engagement can 
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help to set a strategic vision that is achieved over years, including additional research 

and planning, the initial research is not invalid. Rather, the direction set by 

foundational, strategic research lays out a path to a sustainable business model. 

Again, Habitat Charlotte didn’t choose a single path forward and they didn’t 

prioritize their hypothesized model above the other possibilities. Rather, they 

followed multiple paths that allowed the organization to remain responsive to 

dramatic market forces, like the 2008 housing crisis. The number of homes they built 

in 2007, 2008, even in 2012 is far less important than the sustainable, affordable 

housing model that they have built by honing in on community in both the literal 

and the figurative sense. If you ask me about the impact of my research in 2006, I 

would tell you that by shifting the mental framework of how they build, Habitat 

Charlotte created a flexible housing model that includes infill housing, renovated 

homes, townhomes, and entire communities, allowing them to nearly triple the 

number of families served annually even as Charlotte-area housing costs skyrocket. 

The quantitative impact is more homes and more families served. The ethnographic 

impact is operational flexibility, strengthened feelings of community, and increased 

levels of service.  

Conclusion 

Ethnographers often shy away from assigning value to our work, but as we move 

into a new decade of ethnographic praxis, it is time to embrace our value in concrete 

terms. Being concrete does not, however, mean we have to fall into the trap of over-

indexing on short-term financial metrics. With ethnography, it is not an either-or 

choice between short-term gains and long-term value. Our craft is one of the few 

that is equipped to explore and define ambiguity, liminality, and multiple time 

frames, so we can use this skill built through our practice to define the immediate, 

long-term, and organizational impact measures that situate our work solidly in both 

tangible outcomes for our clients and the populations they serve. As time passes, it’s 

useful to revisit these measures to understand how our work has prompted deeper 

organizational changes or created resilient solutions because of the ways in which 

ethnography illuminates potential challenges and opportunities. Most importantly, 

for the generation that will be the new torchbearers of our craft, thinking through 

impact at the start of a project, whether or not that vision is realized, can help frame 

the work for stakeholders and support the continued evolution of our field.  
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Notes  

The author is grateful to Matt Lane for support at multiple points during the writing process. The 

views expressed in this paper are solely those of the author and do not reflect those of Lowe’s Home 

Improvement.  

1. 1983 is the year Habitat for Humanity affiliate was formed in Charlotte. 

2. Visit Sauro 2015 for key quantitative UX metrics. See Hazen, et al. 2020 for an example of how to 

apply quant measures to design research. 

3. See Youngblood and Chesluk 2021 for a framework for studying indirect and possibly involuntary 

product experiences based on the physical and social environments we inhabit. 
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Ethnographers as Intermediaries: Plurality as a 

Double-Edged Sword in Web3 

MRINALINI TANKHA, Portland State University 
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This paper addresses a misalignment between market motivations and community needs in Web3, 

arguing that comparative ethnographic work can identify strategic opportunities in the industry. 

Comparing findings across different design research projects, we show how Web3 builders and 

founders are driving a plurality of projects and products and enabling cross-chain operability to build 

diverse blockchain-based ecosystems. Although this plurality is generative for innovation in the 

industry, it de-prioritizes fully fleshed out, end-to-end Web3 solutions to urgent social problems, and 

is increasingly displacing community-centered perspectives. We found that users desire a different 

kind of plurality—interoperable financial instruments across traditional banking and blockchain-

based platforms.     

Introduction 

Web3–the industry that formed around the newest iteration of the World Wide 

Web using blockchain distributed ledger technology to enable novel transaction 

layers–is emerging from the most recent so-called “crypto winter.” The anticipated 

crypto spring serves as a timely opportunity to address some key challenges 

underpinning potential growth and popular adoption of industry technologies and 

use cases. In this paper, we compare findings from three Web3 design research 

projects realized through industry-academic partnerships. We argue that builders and 

founders in this space contribute to—and strive toward—an expansive landscape full 

of projects and products constructing diverse ecosystems interconnected by new 

digital economic infrastructures (Crypto Research & Design Lab 2022). A significant 

increase of interest in the space over the last five to ten years produced an 

uncountable number of projects. This plurality is a highly sought after and admirable 

ambition for Web3 builders seeking to keep the industry diverse and decentralized. 

However, many of these projects remain disconnected from each other. Blockchain 

infrastructural projects emerging within the industry have begun to cohere around a 

direction of enabling cross-chain interoperability, or the functionality of digital assets 

such as cryptocurrencies and other digital tokens to move between various 

blockchain networks, which may eventually address some of the fragmentation 

undercutting smooth user experiences with Web3 tech. Meanwhile, as solutions 

develop to connect the patchwork of projects and networks, we find the plurality 
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frenzy ends up distracting from fully fleshed out end-to-end Web3 solutions to 

urgent social problems. The blockchain stack continues to grow more complex and 

further from on-the-ground experiences with the technology. While focusing on 

plurality is generative for more holistic exploration and innovation in the industry, it 

is also increasingly displacing user-centered or community-centered perspectives, as 

these agendas continue to be driven by a small number of people (Crandall 2019; 

Nelms et. al 2018), largely disconnected from users’ most pressing needs–plurality is 

hence a double-edged sword. In 2024, industry market signals point to new use 

cases, such as DePIN–decentralized physical infrastructure, the application of 

decentralized technologies to run networks of physical hardware like IoT sensors, 

wireless infrastructure, or energy grids–further expanding the plurality of projects 

and accompanying networks and tokens that constitute the Web3 industry. Yet, end-

to-end solutions remain un- or under-developed at key junctures in the user 

experience, often falling short of delivering on promises of lasting social, economic, 

or environmental impact for communities (Amirebrahimi 2016). 

Our work compares findings across research projects we have conducted on 

blockchain and cryptocurrency at the Crypto Research & Design Lab (CRADL) 

(https://www.cradl.org/), the Crypto Council for Innovation (CCI) 

(https://cryptoforinnovation.org/), and Portland State University.1 Both CRADL 

and CCI drive ethnographic research of industry participants to generate rich insights 

of human-centered experiences in the Web3 space. With the mission of “putting 

people at the center of crypto” CRADL has produced narrative research translating 

nuanced understandings of the complex realities of Web3 communities, from 

builders to people using products.2 The Crypto Council for Innovation (CCI) too has 

conducted extensive primary research and created, a first of its kind, Center for a 

Digital Future: Impact Base 

(https://centerforadigitalfuture.squarespace.com/impact-base), a collection of Web3 

projects actively creating social impact. In our work we have done research with 

crypto founders, builders and investors as well as end-users using a host of 

ethnographic methods—interviews, participant observation, financial diaries, 

payment mapping—to understand the alignments and departures in market 

motivations and community needs. Based on this comparative work, we propose 

viewing ethnographers as intermediaries “who can sit between and at specific nodal points or 

critical junctures to bridge, negotiate, translate, or convert different kinds of value” 

(Tankha and Dalinghaus 2020, see also Latour 2005; Lindquist 2015) for diverse 

Web3 stakeholders. Considering ethnographers as intermediaries entails thinking 
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across ethnographic projects, as we are doing in this paper, that can be invaluable in 

revealing silos, missed opportunities, misunderstandings, and the synergies and 

tensions in what different communities find valuable. Without industry ethnography, 

highly specialized spaces like this one are more likely to develop in chaotic echo 

chambers, where impact is idealized though rarely fully realized in substantial ways. 

Industry adoption of user experience research is a welcome tool to building more 

empathetic products. However, without rich ethnography it is insufficient to fully 

grapple with the broader scope of lived realities beyond the lens of the product. The 

blockchain industry would hence benefit from a reckoning and re-prioritization. 

Grounding research in understandings of individual and community ecosystems 

(Youngblood et. al. 2021) instead of just incentives is more likely to deliver impact—as 

opposed to endless design tweaks in pursuit of product-market-fit. Applying 

ethnography to the Web3 industry can provide pause and redirect our gaze away 

from technological hyperscaling to help generate precise points of intervention in the 

lived realities and financial pain points of communities. In doing so, ethnography 

could in fact help steward the crypto industry back to its initial commitments to 

disrupting the foundations of traditional banking and ensuring financial inclusion for 

marginalized and unbanked communities.  

Plurality but out of Focus 

Our ethnographic research with Web3 founders, builders, and people using 

products across the United States demonstrated an industry driving force embodied 

as a passionate exploration of plurality. Participants in the industry demonstrated 

holistic thinking about how to develop layered, multifaceted ecosystems spanning 

nearly every conceivable aspect of the pre-blockchain-existing world. This plurality 

manifests at different levels, shaped by the motivations and imaginations of industry 

participants and shaping the technologies and outcomes affecting individuals 

accessing these products; plurality of projects and products; plurality of tokenomic design; 

and a unique interconnectedness and plurality of communities and ecosystems, intertwined 

with developments towards cross-chain interoperability. Plurality in and between 

these levels however, produces a chaotic combination of possible outcomes. A still 

yet to mature industry lacking standards and best practices produces variety at each 

level that remain disjointed from each other. The infinite number of possible 

combinations between product direction, underlying tokenomic design, and 

community of participants being experimented with can be difficult to keep track of. 

Reliable metrics for measuring a project’s potential sustainability are still being 

developed, and many unforeseen consequences have emerged from the 
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experimentation taking place. Without prioritization of concise, targeted use cases, 

potentially beneficial social, environmental, and economic tools are drowned out by 

hype-cycles that die in the trough of disillusionment.  

Plurality of Projects and Products 

An exceptional variety of projects was apparent from the beginning of 

participant observation fieldwork. An annually held Web3 conference in Austin, 

Texas provided the space for dozens of presentations, with speakers touching on all 

conceivable aspects of the industry. Predictably, many sessions focused on 

decentralized finance, blockchain governance, and technological design structures of 

blockchains and their accompanying tools. Sessions on the potential social impact of 

blockchain cited projects attempting to improve access to financial tools, remittance 

capabilities, and financial literacy of marginalized communities, such as the formerly 

incarcerated or experimentation providing indigenous communities with access to 

carbon asset markets. Although the projects in that particular session appeared to 

embody goals of equitable “financial inclusion,” many other projects appeared to 

adopt this language without demonstrating a proven ability to deliver on those 

impact goals through last mile services. Other sessions featured networks boasting 

ecosystems with over 600 projects in development and ambitious goals of becoming 

the “largest on-ramp in Web3 history,” or pointing to their communities exceeding 

half a million members. Blockchain gamification—the application of game theory 

and design along with tokens to incentivize activities such as learning objectives or 

industry participation–mining, social reputation tokens reimagining digital data 

management, and UI and Web design projects, like that of Brandon Eich, the creator 

of Javascript and founder of a web browser with data harvesting protections and 

crypto integration, all attracted audiences eager to learn about the future of Web3.  

Our research also took us to Manhattan, where we attended an industry social 

event and observed projects sharing the Web3 dedicated coworking space to develop 

disparate projects side-by-side. There, Web3 gaming startups applying tokens to in-

game exchangeable ‘skins’—personalized character components—developed their 

visions alongside former traditional finance folks who identified the need for treasury 

management among Web3 projects, starting their own company to fill this need. 

While seeking research participants in the San Francisco Bay area we encountered a 

founder who, after immigrating to the United States, was working to establish his 

micro-tasking startup which utilized its own internal crypto economy to facilitate 

payments between participants. Analyzing industry publications and media 
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highlighted projects experimenting with derivatives in the DeFi sector and others 

committed to reconfiguring digital identity to provide individuals with more control 

over their data. Throughout the research process we heard industry participants 

voice concerns over centralizing effects, such as individual network dominance, 

calling for “strong competitors” they saw as keeping the industry diverse and 

innovative. Plurality seemed to emerge naturally as the industry expanded and 

participants discovered emergent needs, implementing legacy processes such as 

treasury management mentioned earlier and novel ones, like that of transaction 

ordering technologies, or MEV bots—computer programs coded and deployed to 

order transactions in the most efficient and value-return maximizing fashion. 

Plurality of Tokenomic Designs 

Tokenomics: Novel Assets and a Driving Force for Plurality 

Cryptocurrencies are digital asset tokens created specifically for a particular 

blockchain network. Transactions in the network are carried out and recorded in 

these assets. In legacy electronic credit and debit processing a centralized authority, 

such as the Automated Clearing House, holds the sole responsibility for processing 

and verifying transactions. In Web3, community members volunteer to participate in 

this process with the possibility of being rewarded in cryptocurrency for their efforts. 

While various blockchain networks approach coordinating community members 

participating in this process somewhat differently, for a blockchain to be a 

decentralized technology this process is always carried out and confirmed by 

community participants and not a central intermediary. At the center of this process 

is tokenomics—a portmanteau of ‘token’ and ‘economics’—the process by which 

these behaviors and functions are designed and incentivized through the application 

of digital tokens and blockchain ledgers.  

Tokens, in this fashion, have no physical representation and exist solely as digital 

assets tracked on the blockchain. By rewarding specific behaviors with tokens, 

blockchain networks are able to incentivize the necessary functions to maintain a 

blockchain ledger through community participation. Although digital tokens like 

these make claims to monetary qualities, the reality is due to few opportunities for 

digital tokens to be accepted as a means of exchange beyond the limited sphere of 

the blockchain network they are native to, they only aspire to be considered as 

money in the way that fiat currency achieves. Blockchain ledgers, advocates point 

out, are cryptographically secure, transparent, and offer efficient economic and 

monetary control levers. As a public, decentralized technology the transaction history 

on the ledger is visible to anyone with a computer and internet connection.  
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Designing tokenomic systems is a complicated and intricate process. Designs 

vary significantly, from aspirational digital cash systems–like that of the Bitcoin 

network–to digital carbon asset representations. Bitcoin, while complex as a 

technology, functionally intends only to serve as a pseudonymous–accounts in the 

Bitcoin ecosystem are tied not to identities but to alphanumerical addresses–digital 

form of cash or cryptographically-secured currency. The public nature of 

decentralized blockchains and an industry motivation toward open-source 

technologies facilitated the creation of thousands of other cryptocurrencies to enter 

the market after Bitcoin, either by copying the design of Bitcoin directly or iterating 

on it in some way. Some of these projects have even surpassed Bitcoin according to 

certain metrics. Ethereum, for example, surpassed Bitcoin as the most used 

blockchain network over four years ago.  

While conducting research into Web3 builder experiences, we encountered a 

multitude of blockchain network designs. Systems developed since the launch of 

Bitcoin intend to serve innumerable different purposes. Some of the tokenomic 

designs we observed during research included ‘tokenized–represent as a digital token 

recorded on a blockchain ledger–carbon assets, wireless connectivity credits, 

complex investment vehicles, community membership, and certificates of ownership 

over real-world and digital assets like art or property, among many others. While the 

majority of ethnographic research examining the blockchain industry focuses near-

exclusively on the ‘gold-standard’ crypto, Bitcoin, the truly expansive and far richer 

nature of the broader Web3 industry and its diverse participants and objectives are 

missed entirely.  

Tokenomics Enables Plurality 

The future imaginaire of Web3 promised to deliver a version of the World Wide 

Web characterized by ‘decentralized’ digital economies liberated from the control of 

centralized intermediaries and their monopoly over individual data and use of 

technology. Our research revealed significant challenges standing in the way of 

realizing this vision. Among the experts designing tokenomic systems, however, 

Web3 still held the possibility of far more than the popularly observed use of 

cryptocurrencies as speculative investments. These participants expressed nuanced, 

and seemingly counterintuitive, approaches to achieving the decentralized vision. A 

tokenomics consultant working with a popular firm articulated these considerations:  

It's important for projects to consider why they want to be decentralized 

and what their optimal level of decentralization is, and how important it is 
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to reach a certain point of completion of the project before taking on the 

risk of opening it up to a wider group. 

In working to achieve the Web3 imaginaire, passionate industry professionals viewed 

tokenomic systems and their accompanying communities as the key tools to realize a 

new, economically integrated and individually sovereign, World Wide Web.  

Leveraging tokenomics enables Web3 builders to offer unique mechanisms 

through which communities can form and interact. Novel tokenomic incentives and 

touch points–such as NFTs–have given Web3 founders the ability to produce a 

plurality of ecosystems and communities through their various projects. Research 

revealed a number of challenges in effectively developing a sustainable tokenomic 

system. These challenges involved design considerations, community and individual 

actor behavior, and institutional influences, all of which complicate Web3 claims of 

decentralization and equitable access. Research involved participants from all over 

the world and included field sites on nearly every corner of the United States, where 

we observed Web3 participants pursuing ‘plurality’ and diversity in nuanced and 

unexpected ways. 

Plurality of Tokenomic Designs 

As blockchain networks expanded beyond the initial ‘digital cash’ use case they 

have become increasingly more complex. So, too, has the tokenomic designs behind 

these systems. The growth in complexity and number of individual token systems 

can make it difficult for participants to engage in these systems and move between 

them efficiently. Ecosystems featuring multiple tokens, each with specific utilities 

and characteristics, significantly increases the complexity and approachability of 

these systems for Web3 participants. Even the single token ecosystem of Filecoin, a 

decentralized blockchain network for file storage services, imbues their token with 

multiple functions. $FIL, the native asset of the Filecoin ecosystem, is used to pay 

for goods and services, retrieve stored data, reward validators for securing the 

network, and functions as a yield generating asset when ‘staked’–the temporary 

forfeiture of exchanging the token. Tokenomic design attributes may catch traction 

and be adopted by other communities for their perceived success, while others seek 

to create functions and designs that improve upon established models.  

In an example of the potential for tokenomic complexity, our field research led 

us to an early-stage carbon credit startup still in the midst of developing their 

tokenomic design. Their initial tokenomic system was to include three separate 

tokens to account for different stages in the carbon cycle. The complexity of this 

system included mandatory token holding periods, overlapping spheres of exchange, 
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and participant specific token uses. Mapping out this system with their team helped 

us to better understand the objectives and intentions behind the design, which 

appeared at first unnecessarily difficult to navigate. Tokenomic experts continue to 

explore the bounds of tokenomic design, refining and innovating an industry role 

that is central to the goals of the community at large. 

Plurality of Communities and Ecosystems 

Plurality is central to the future Web3 imaginaire. Achieving this vision, however, 

is complicated by the inability of digital assets to move seamlessly across various 

blockchain networks. Industry participants in our research were passionate about 

addressing these challenges through cross-chain interoperability—or the 

technological capabilities of blockchain networks to communicate with each other 

and facilitate the transfer of assets between them. Interoperability featured 

prominently across all research domains, from numerous sessions at the convention 

in Austin to podcasts and articles surfaced during discourse analysis. Convention 

speakers articulated frustrations with “siloism” and argued for interoperability as a 

means to reduce “tribalism” they characterized the industry by. One speaker called 

for greater measures in the security of interoperability technologies stating matter-of-

factly: “We all know [the future is] going to be cross-chain.” In another instance, a 

podcast guest explained the constraints of a single blockchain project attempting to 

be the sole processor of transactions globally:  

There is a misunderstanding that there is ever going to be a single chain that 

is going to manage all of the world's capacity or demand for blockspace. 

There is no such thing—[blockchains have] a finite amount of [available 

space to record new transactions].  

Web3 ‘plurality’ for industry builders and participants is not a singular goal, but 

rather, it is functional, even predicted to be technologically necessary for scaling the 

industry; it is experimental, with complicated and intricate technologies stretching the 

boundaries of what is possible; it is entrepreneurially savvy in that a greater variety of 

projects being built leads to greater involvement from the public, and thus more 

individuals participating, adding value, and strengthening Web3’s goal of embedding 

itself in the future of digital environments; it is also an honorable goal for the 

genuinely equitably-minded; and it is sometimes a social signal for the performative 

actors destigmatizing their projects by riding the coattails of more altruistic 

endeavors. Industry builders clearly recognize friction exists. Whether the solutions 
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they produce are ultimately framed through user needs or company needs is yet to be 

seen. 

The User in Focus 

The dizzying levels of plurality in the Web3 industry seem to be increasingly out 

of touch with the large-scale urgent problems it initially purported to address. 

Providing speedy, transparent and unlimited cross-border payments and remittances 

have been one of the most critical use cases for blockchain and cryptocurrency, for 

instance. The industry has largely neglected to account for last-mile processes in 

cross-border payments, falling conveniently short of delivering the impact promised. 

This is in part due to regulatory constraints but also, due to a hyper focus on building 

a blockchain based ecosystem de-linked from existing banking infrastructure. 

Interoperability with the existing banking infrastructure is not a priority for Web3 

developers and continues to be either non-existent or extremely expensive (Maurer 

et. al. 2013; Nelms et. al. 2018; Swartz 2018). Or as others have argued and our 

research confirms, cryptocurrency rails rely on more informal local networks for off-

ramping, thereby hardly providing a new alternative global financial system (Rodima-

Taylor & Grimes 2019, Tankha 2021). In the case of cross border payments, some 

Web3 founders also commented that it is hard to pitch the story of remittances to 

US investors that do not recognize market opportunities that don't reflect their 

experiences. For instance, in conversation with a startup providing blockchain based 

remittance services to Latin America, the founder described challenges in securing 

venture capital funding for the project due to lack of relatability. He noted:  

I pitched to 100 American funds, and probably 90 of them just didn’t really 

have the full understanding of what we’re doing [remittances for Latin 

American immigrants in the US] and why that matters. Because we get 

questions like ‘Why don’t they use Venmo?’ If I have to explain why you 

cannot use Venmo to send money to Mexico then there’s really no point in 

[trying to pitch this person]. Instead of a pitch it should be a classroom 

session. And my realization was, if you have never faced that problem, it’s 

really hard for you to understand it…if you’ve never had to send money to 

someone in another country, then it’s hard to understand why that matters. 

In two user focussed projects on financial exclusion with tech entrepreneurs in 

Cuba and immigrant families and business owners in South Florida, we found that 

cross border transactions were in fact one of their main challenges. Our largely 

immigrant interlocutors in South Florida, used a host of financial services from 

traditional banking services (checking/saving accounts; credit and debit cards; Zelle) 
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to apps (Venmo, Cash App, Apple Pay) and formal and informal remittance services 

(Western Union, Moneygram, mensajerias or money couriers). Though they all 

encountered frictions with banking institutions in their everyday lives that made their 

trust in traditional banking fairly fragile, the most attractive use case for 

cryptocurrency was for making cross-border payments rather than for their daily 

expenses or as an investment, given its volatility. Many of them incurred high fees 

and had experienced fraud and delays in receipt of cross border payments. The 

alleged transparency and timely settlement of crypto money transfers was therefore 

promising. As part of the research design, the participants in South Florida were 

given money to load onto a cryptocurrency wallet to test out what value it would add 

to their existing financial ecologies. At the end of the study, we found that for our 

participants, off ramping or cashing out of the crypto infrastructure was necessary 

but expensive and inconvenient when making cross border payments and therefore 

did not make using cryptocurrency a viable option.  

For instance, one of our interlocutors, Mariana, is a single mother of three 

children. Originally from Belize, she moved to Fort Lauderdale 10 years ago but has 

not held a steady job. She joined a community college to start the process of entering 

a nursing program, but had to quit when the pandemic hit. She has a terminal 

mother in Belize and has many medical bills she has to pay for her. She uses Western 

Union to send money to her brother in Belize who is in charge of her mother’s care. 

She struggles with the high fees Western Union charges as well as the daily limits it 

sets on money transfers. Due to her mother’s costly hospital bills, she often needs to 

transfer amounts of money much above the daily limits and since she is unable to 

send the entire amount, it causes disruptions in her mother’s care. When she has 

attempted to send amounts above the daily limit, Western Union has flagged her 

payments and has to go through a long drawn-out process of proving that she isn’t, 

in her words, “a scammer or fraudster.” With no limits on daily transactions and 

purportedly less fees, cryptocurrency seemed like a great solution. The global 

cryptocurrency wallet being tested by the participants also came with a Visa debit 

card that was only issued to persons in the United States and not to users in other 

countries. Mariana had her brother in Belize open the same crypto wallet that she 

was using in Florida. She sent him money using the wallet and he received it almost 

immediately. She was pleasantly surprised at how fast the transaction was completed, 

unlike with Western Union where she sometimes had to wait for several hours or 

even a few days for her brother to receive the money. However, for the money to be 

used for payments in Belize, her brother had to cash out of the crypto wallet by 
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linking it to his bank account and in that transfer, he incurred high fees and taxes. To 

avoid these charges, Mariana thought about opening a crypto account for her 

brother registered in the US so that he would be issued a debit card which he could 

use in Belize. But he would then face a less favorable exchange rate as well as 

international transaction fees to withdraw cash from an ATM in Belize, leaving them 

back at square one. Hence, while the transactions were faster, the end-to-end 

processing of crypto payments ended up being more costly than sending money via 

Western Union.   

Another one of our research participants, Terrence is a small business owner 

residing in Miami, Florida. He is a lawyer by trade but doesn’t practice anymore. He 

moved to Miami to start a tobacco importing business and more recently diversified 

into chocolate, coffee and liquor. A majority of his suppliers are based in Latin 

America and Miami is the first port of entry. He talks passionately about dark 

chocolate and gadgets. His businesses took a hit during the Covid-19 pandemic due 

to supply chain issues, but they have now mostly recovered. Terrence tracks his 

finances very closely. This was something that he picked up from his mother. “My 

mother always said, ‘check what you got and then see what you made.’ I do it every 

day. I know what’s gone out and what came in,” Terrence told us. As a small 

business owner making regular cross border payments to suppliers in Latin America, 

he finds himself paying several fees. The simplest thing for him to do are wire 

transfers and the most complex is letters of credit. His experience with traditional 

banks has not been the most pleasant. “They charge a lot of fees! I can tell you 

stories. I am a small business man and these sums can put you out of business.” 

Terrence would hence welcome an alternative to traditional banking in his business 

life. Because Terrence has several businesses that require transactions both 

domestically and internationally, he has issues with sending money overseas and also 

the naming structure of his entities. For instance, he has a cigar company with the 

word “Havana” in its name. Due to U.S. embargo restrictions against Cuba, every 3-

4 months his transactions get flagged and Terrence has to produce evidence 

confirming that he is not sending money to Cuba. With his chocolate business too, 

the international wires he makes are often routed through Panama that he says is the 

“kiss of death” because Panama has a notorious reputation for money laundering. 

Transactions get held up for 30-45 days. To avoid these risks, he has several entities 

through which transactions are routed. For instance, he uses a family trust as a 

distributor for the chocolates so that “it looks like it’s a nice little family-owned 

business.” He also uses letters of credit when he doesn’t have an existing relationship 

with the vendor. These letters of credit too are expensive to produce, sometimes 

they charge more than one percent of the transaction. Despite all the challenges 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 173



 

 

 

Terrence faces with making cross border payments he doesn’t think cryptocurrency 

is the solution since there isn’t a developed ecosystem. While he acknowledges that 

transacting in cryptocurrency could make global payments easier, he doesn’t think he 

could convince his vendors in Latin America to open crypto wallets. He says that it is 

a question of getting comfortable with and trusting the technology and being able to 

convert more easily to more accepted forms of payment. Until then he doesn’t see 

how cryptocurrency can be useful in his transactions. Letters of credit from banks, 

while cumbersome and expensive, guarantee and insure transactions and people trust 

them. For Terrence, there is a higher chance of “seeing whales with wings” than 

people having that level of trust in cryptocurrency.       

Similarly, another small business owner Javier, originally from Colombia, is 

starting a business importing gold from a small network of miners in Bolivia. He co-

owns the business with his father and some of his father’s friends. He is very tech 

savvy and already has several crypto wallets and other money transfer apps. He needs 

to send large volumes of money to Bolivia for his business but is finding that this is 

becoming more difficult with completing transactions to pay his miners. Much like 

Terrence’s case, his payments repeatedly get flagged for fraud and “suspicious 

activity.” He then has to provide detailed explanations about where the money has 

come from and where it is going and if he doesn’t the money is frozen. Unlike crypto 

transfer, banks and even Western Union are not operational 24 hours or on the 

weekend, so delays in processing that goes to the following business day do not 

capture the real time price of gold and exchange rates in a transaction. The miners he 

works with also live in remote areas and have to travel long distances to the nearest 

bank or Western Union. Another issue is that much of the gold business still 

operates in cash, both for the suppliers in Bolivia as well as the buyers in the US. As 

a result, Javier says that he would like to use cryptocurrency, especially to pay his 

miners, but since they don’t live in cities, they often don’t have reliable internet 

infrastructure, so getting them to transact in cryptocurrency is a non-starter. 

Moreover, these miners would need to cash out of the crypto ecosystem in order to 

pay for their other needs and as mentioned before this involves incurring high fees 

and taxes. Even though Javier is extremely keen on using cryptocurrency and 

understands its potential, there isn’t a fully operational end-to-end solution to 

support his needs.  

In their financial lives, people juggle multiple financial services and tools to meet 

different needs. The paired concepts of monetary ecologies (assemblages of 

instruments and technologies that together make up the world of value and exchange 
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in people’s lives) and monetary repertoires (the diverse ways people might use, 

deploy and move between the different components of their monetary ecology) 

capture the complexity and plurality inherent in the lived experiences of finance 

(Maurer 2015; Tankha 2016; Tankha and Dalinghaus 2020). For people then, 

plurality is about having multiple interoperable financial tools between which they 

can, easily and cheaply, move, convert and generate value. Creating a blockchain 

based ecosystem with a plurality of tokens and products that are just interoperable 

across different chains, and not with existing financial services, falls short of 

addressing people’s most pressing needs. Yet there is generally a lack of motivation 

for offramping when addressing strategies behind token implementation. For 

instance, a panelist at a Web3 conference illustrated the somewhat unspoken truth 

that for many companies in deploying tokens, the solitary goal of that asset is to 

drive and retain users within the network, describing tokens as “your customer 

acquisition strategy,” and a “mistake [to think] the token is the business model.” This 

sits starkly in contrast to remittance communities who are most in need of cash or 

other avenues to procure basic necessities. There is, therefore, a misalignment 

between how developers and investors are thinking about plurality and the kinds of 

plurality people and users desire in their financial lives. How then do you build 

ecosystems without users and how do you increase users without use cases for their 

existing challenges?  

Moreover, the hype cycles of blockchain and crypto and their drive to create 

peer-to-peer decentralized economies divert from the fact that these ecosystems 

continue to be contingent on state legal institutions as well as informal local 

networks for off-ramping. In our work with tech entrepreneurs in Cuba, we found 

that many people on the island were transacting in cryptocurrency despite significant 

risks. Crypto exchanges based in the US or even elsewhere are bound by US 

sanctions and geoblock Cubans from operating on their platforms. Cubans, however, 

use virtual private networks (VPNs) to hide their location and IP addresses to access 

these exchanges. Our interlocutors explained that using crypto allowed them to 

access work and get paid in the global marketplace through platforms such as 

GitHub. Many of them used crypto wallets as an investment or store of value to 

protect from heightened inflation in the Cuban economy. However, transacting in 

crypto comes with risks because Cubans have no recourse in the event that they lose 

access to their accounts or forget their passwords and are asked to produce identity 

documents. Crypto wallets also cannot be linked to Cuban bank accounts, so Cubans 

either have family overseas to on-ramp or off-ramp their wallets with installments of 

cryptocurrency, or they sell/purchase cryptocurrency in person from local traders in 

Cuba in exchange for cash. Even so, crypto remittance services were started by tech 
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savvy Cubans but money was sent to personal crypto wallets of a network of 

programmers and software engineers that then made payouts to individuals or utility 

companies in either cash or through Transfermovil, Cuba’s mobile application for 

making online payments. An entire informal network of cashing in/out of the crypto 

ecosystem has developed in Cuba, that is layered upon existing informal economy 

linkages, to complete transactions. Blockchain-based financial services do not rise 

above global banking restrictions and cannot provide alternate last mile services to 

financially excluded communities, such as those sanctioned by US geopolitics 

(Tankha 2021). In spite of the promise of creating more inclusive economies, crypto 

solutions are ridden with obstacles and risks for such communities.  

Separating Noise from Impact 

There are no doubt several challenges in the regulatory environment as well as in 

fostering trust in new financial infrastructures that impede the delivery of truly plural 

and interoperable solutions for pressing community needs. The lack of regulatory 

clarity around cryptocurrency leads to ambiguities about the legality of particular 

crypto platforms and tokens and therefore entails higher costs for specialized legal 

services to provide some assurance that they will not attract unwanted attention from 

the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission or other regulatory enforcement 

agencies. Tokenomics is also highly complex and specialized, making it hard for 

companies to locate the expertise needed to design a truly sustainable ecosystem 

(Crypto Research & Design Lab 2022). The few that do possess the expertise 

command high premiums and are many times only accessible to networked and well-

resourced projects. The industry also faces a serious threat from a high prevalence of 

scammers that impact mainstream perceptions of cryptocurrency, slowing adoption 

and making it difficult for honest teams to avoid destructive models that might harm 

their communities. Despite such frictions, we did encounter some builders working 

to overcome these challenges and create platforms more aligned with everyday 

realities and more devoted to ideologies of inclusion and shaking the foundations of 

traditional banking and finance. Part of this research involved creating the Crypto 

Council for Innovation’s (CCI) Center for a Digital Future: Impact Base, a first of its 

kind collection of primary research on Web3 projects actively creating real world 

impacts. Developing this database through CCI included dozens of hours of research 

evaluating Web3 projects. Startups and established businesses alike were assessed by 

their reputations, business sustainability, and history of creating–or potential to 

create–positive impact, among other factors.  
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Founders from groups of historically excluded communities, in particular, found 

the tools that Web3 offers to provide opportunity to reshape their realities and those 

of their communities. Whereas Web2 had solidified in exclusionary ways, Web3 was 

seen as a promising avenue to pursue equitable access and individual autonomy. An 

Indigenous technologist, educator, and entrepreneur who works as a project manager 

for a community bank explained during an interview:  

There’s such a long history of [indigenous folks] being subjected to bigger 

powers, and tech is one of those powers now. Figuring out a way to create 

an organization that has power that mirrors our community structure is 

incredibly important. We do have to disrupt and create something 

completely different that’s on our own terms. 

This individual was part of a team interested in developing a localized token 

economy that would encourage commerce and value circulation among the 

indigenous community while reducing potential leakage, or the tendency for value to 

be diverted from a particular economic system. Participants were passionate about 

creating new ecosystems formed by and for their own communities, not subject to 

the controls and exclusions they experience in Web2. Blockchain tokenomics and its 

ability to create bespoke economic tools was observed as a unique opportunity for 

founders of color to subvert the shortcomings of legacy systems: An entrepreneur 

and founder of a public cryptocurrency developed for the Global African Diaspora 

community told us:  

...[As] Black people, we’ve been building a tremendous amount of social 

capital on platforms like Facebook and...our hands are tied—we can’t really 

do anything with it. We’re like slaves to the platform. Once we introduce 

the idea of blockchain...we’re creating as a community...we can put our 

social capital there and it could get back to us in many different ways.  

Through blockchain and tokenomic design, this project sought to encourage mutual 

support among the global Black community, fostering economic activity and building 

governance and collective decision-making power through blockchain voting 

mechanisms.  

Other communities experimented with reimagining digital organizational 

structures without traditional hierarchies. A consultant who started one of the first 

decentralized organizations for designing token-economic systems for projects told 

us: “I always recommend starting with a community first, because then you have 

something proven and something tested, before you actually do the token.” Careful 

consideration of the community emerged as such an important part of the design 

process that some tokenomic consultants we spoke to said the entire project might 
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end up being undermined without a clear community and a reflection of their values 

present in the tokenomic design. Sustainable applications of tokenomics to facilitate 

community formation emerged as a far more diverse and nuanced area than what 

was originally thought. When designed and deployed thoughtfully, tokenomics was 

revealed to be an essential tool for Web3 builders, opening up new possibilities for 

these projects including attracting participants to them, driving activity within the 

ecosystem, offering new models for project funding, and creating new forms of 

digital assets.  

The foundations of the Web3 industry are actively being formed. Complex and 

intertwined relationships between the public and the various groups and individual 

actors involved in driving and guiding the industry mold what it will stand atop–or 

be perceived to be standing atop. Mainstream attention to Web3 has a displacing 

effect on communities and groups working toward generative and novel models of 

more equitable digital and economic realities for marginalized communities. 

Drowned-out by crypto-company implosions and token scam schemes, communities 

and builders (such as the ones mentioned in the previous section) are missed in 

mainstream or even industry self-assessments of what Web3 embodies today. 

Ethnographically-oriented researchers are uniquely equipped to shed light on 

individuals and projects working to build the foundations of more equitable systems 

through blockchain technology. Where impactful use cases are obscured, 

ethnographers can give voice to the beneficial projects unfairly grouped alongside 

grifts and carelessness. 

Conclusions 

In an industry like crypto that is innovating and expanding at a breakneck speed, 

comparative analysis across ethnographic projects illuminates disarticulations at 

different scales and between the goals and needs of diverse stakeholders and 

communities, but also helps chart new directions by archiving and uplifting projects 

geared toward lasting social impact. Ethnographers can, therefore, be valuable critics 

of broken systems as well as advocates of new forms of value creation. Academics 

and industry professionals have shown how ethnographers can serve as 

intermediaries translating between institutions and communities, interpreting and 

leveraging quantitative data toward humanistic ends (Levin 2019; Maiers 2018), 

bridging the “temporal mismatch” between futuristic industry thinking and the 

current everyday concerns of people (Van Leeuwen & Singh 2023). For the crypto 

industry, we have shown how comparative ethnographic approaches allow us to 
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critically interrogate notions of plurality in cross-chain blockchain ecosystems, 

celebrated by founders and builders, and show how they eclipse communities’ needs 

for a plurality of interoperable financial instruments. Rather than stop there, 

however, we argue that ethnography can also be future facing in identifying where 

innovation can be targeted. Deep ethnographic work can be leveraged to distinguish 

strategic opportunities from the gale of silver bullet solutions, to deliberately and 

responsibly lay new foundations in the crypto industry, block by block. This work 

also entails addressing the role of politics and regulatory frameworks in the making 

of payment infrastructures, whether as protections for users or as exclusions tailored 

into the fabric of our global financial systems. As intermediaries then, ethnographers 

are tasked with not only interpreting social dynamics, critiquing institutions, and 

challenging power relations but also advocating for strategic innovation disrupting 

the existing foundations that fail to serve underrepresented communities. Such 

efforts could shift the tech paradigm toward developing platforms and products, not 

for the most economically viable customer, but for who it can benefit the most.  
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Notes 
 

1 While the individual research projects we did were conducted in these organizations, our arguments 

in this paper zoom out and put the findings from these different projects into conversation. 

Therefore, the arguments presented here do not necessarily reflect the perspectives of these 

organizations. 

2 This research, published as a number of in-depth reports, highlights the efforts of Web3 builders 

towards social and community impact, including Black Experiences in Web3, Investigating 

Generational Wealth, and Income and Wealth Creation in Web3. 
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Ethnographic Perspectives on AI Chatbots in 

Customer Support 

DAVID RHEAMS, Atlassian 

This study on the integration of artificial intelligence (AI) and large language models (LLMs) 

presents key findings for the effective and ethical deployment of AI in organizations. It presents 

original research on the deployment of an AI-powered assistant at Atlassian that was designed to 

support engineers by summarizing technical documentation and generating example customer 

responses. Using ethnographic methods and computational analysis, the study examined the nuanced 

impacts of AI on labor dynamics, efficiency, and empathetic communication within technical support 

roles. Findings include the importance of understanding the socio-technical environment of AI 

integration and the ethical considerations associated with AI deployment in customer service settings. 

1. Introduction

In March 2023, Atlassian’s customer service team began to explore artificial

intelligence (AI) and large language models (LLM) chatbot prototypes to reduce the 

effort required to solve technical customer support issues.  The goal was to provide 

support engineers (SEs) with an AI-powered assistant that summarized and 

consolidated complex technical documentation while providing an example customer 

response. My role as a qualitative researcher was to help a team of developers and 

data scientists build the prototype AI assistant.2 I designed a research plan focusing 

on participant observation to understand where the AI assistants fit into their daily 

work. However, at the time of the study, AI was perceived as a threat to customer 

service jobs. The newness of the technologies and even my role as an Atlassian 

employee advising senior leadership presented challenges to ethnographic research.  

This case study breaks down the research challenges dealing with sensitive labor 

issues and AI technologies. It offers insights into how we developed guiding 

principles, conducted qualitative research, and combined ethnographic practices with 

quantitative analysis. This approach enabled us to delve into how our engineers use 

an AI assistant to bolster confidence in their writing, reveal their creativity, and 

deepen their empathetic communication. 

The study ran through several prototype iterations from March through August 

2023. By the time it concluded in August 2023, we had identified practices to guide 

the next stage of product development and developed a perspective on using AI in 

our customer service teams. Using an ethnographic method, we uncovered product 

requirements, discovered performance indicators, and cultivated trust with study 

participants.  

Rheams, David. “Ethnographic Perspectives on AI Chatbots in Customer Support." EPIC Proceedings (2024): 182–194. 
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Ethnographic practices are essential to understanding AI tools’ integration into 

complex work environments. Conducting interviews to determine what users value 

and how AI made them more efficient is only one part of the process, and it is 

insufficient on its own. Understanding the environments we inject AI into and 

adopting broader, more nuanced research approaches that force questions beyond 

operational efficiency is crucial. Experimenting with AI assistants in customer service 

environments is not as low risk as it initially appears. The impact on labor, training, 

and knowledge structures carries significant ethical and power implications for 

technical support teams. Writing off customer service as low-risk is not only 

shortsighted but unethical, given the profound effects AI can have on these workers’ 

roles and livelihoods. 

1.1 Customer Service as a Study Site for Organizational Ethnography 

Customer service teams within software companies have broad perspectives 

because the role requires day-to-day interaction with customers, engineers, and 

management. Those teams capture insights into customer behavior, and they work to 

fill the gap between how the software works and how customers expect it to work. 

They are experts in a particular domain, with a deep knowledge of a company’s 

systems and technical architecture. The result is a profession that blends the ability to 

communicate with a customer, understands abstract business problems, and has 

technical knowledge to identify software malfunctions. The breadth of their daily 

work makes them ideal candidates for organizational ethnography, as they encounter 

customer and coworker requests.  

The unique technical support position within a company is one reason 

organizational anthropologists have studied technical support teams for decades. 

Julian Orr’s Talking about Machines identified technical support as a unique study site 

in 1990 when technical support was mostly field technicians going into physical 

business to fix copiers or mainframes. Orr describes the environment of the field 

technician this way: “The work of technical service involves the community of 

technicians, the community of users, and their respective corporate entities in 

addition to the machines, and it occurs in a public arena, the customer’s place of 

business” (Orr 1996, 3). Each of the communities Orr identified was important as 

we considered how using an AI tool might impact customers and engineers, so we 

focused on an inclusive approach to capture the voices of these communities in our 

work.  

We were especially attuned to the public discussions around AI, and we 

recognized that support engineers (like many others in the tech industry) were 
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sensitive to labor issues in an industry rife with recent layoffs (Lee 2024). If we 

wanted an accurate picture of how support engineers reacted to an AI assistant, we 

needed to ensure we were building tools designed to augment their work, not replace 

it. Most importantly, we required the research participants to understand our goal so 

that they could speak honestly about AI tools.  

2. Study Design 

We provided access to the prototype artificial intelligence assistant to 30 study 

participants. The program team invited participants into a private Slack channel 

where they interacted with the prototype by typing a message. A Slack automation 

delivered a response to the SE inside a threaded chat message. However, the 

prototype did not allow for a ChatGPT-style back-and-forth conversation. Instead, 

the bot provided answers in four steps inside the chat thread. First, it restated the 

question to ensure alignment. Second, it provided a short list of summarized sources 

to formulate the response. Third, it drafted a reply to the question, and fourth, it 

allowed the support engineer to provide feedback on accuracy. For example, when a 

support engineer asked, “What prevents a customer from editing a custom field in 

Jira?” the chatbot replied by restating the question, listing relevant technical 

documentation, and drafting a response.  

The chatbot aimed to save time by eliminating lengthy searches on document 

repositories and public websites. Additionally, the chatbot could write simple SQL 

queries or code snippets to resolve issues. After reviewing the answer, the support 

engineer indicated the accuracy of the response with a thumbs-up or thumbs-down 

emoji. 

These interactions generated detailed quantitative data on accuracy and time 

efficiency. We tracked the percentage of tickets where the AI assistant was used and 

the number of accurate versus inaccurate rankings to build insights on potential 

time-savings for support engineers. The research team also had access to every ticket 

that the support engineers worked on and flagged AI-assisted tickets. This extensive 

tracking produced a wealth of data illustrating when and how engineers interacted 

with the AI assistant. However, metrics alone cannot tell the whole story of 

adoption, SE happiness, efficiency, or accuracy. To capture the detailed experiences 

of support engineers interacting with the AI assistant, we employed ethnographic 

methods to uncover the nuances of these interactions, working with the ‘thick 

descriptions’ of anthropology (Geertz 1973). 
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2.1. Using Mixed Methods to Set a Baseline 

Building thick descriptions requires a nuance and context of social interactions 

and behaviors. We were as interested in the subjective experiences, emotions, and 

attitudes towards the AI assistant as we were in the time-to-resolution of a support 

ticket or statistical accuracy. The team quickly recognized that we needed more 

contextual knowledge of the support engineers’ daily work habits, training, and team 

interactions. Recognizing this gap, we understood that while participant observation 

and interviews would be the cornerstone of our qualitative research, preliminary 

work was necessary to build context and better understand the support engineer’s 

specific environment. As we built the qualitative research plan, we arrived at a mixed 

methods approach, using techniques from both digital and organizational 

ethnographic practices. Working from Sam Ladner’s Mixed Methods (Ladner 2019), 

where she builds on Bryman’s (2006) ideas, we combined questionnaires, content 

analysis, participant observation, and in-depth interviews to build a comprehensive 

picture of the support engineer’s workday. 

We used questionnaires three times throughout the study (approximately one per 

month) to ask contextual questions before we started interviews to establish a 

baseline for people’s perspectives on AI. The questions were a mixture of Likert and 

open-text, though we found the open-text fields to contain the most helpful 

information. We extracted anonymous quotes from these text fields and used them 

to expand the purview of our interview questions.  

To further expand our context, we conducted a content analysis of 100 

completed support tickets where the engineer used the AI assistant early in the 

research program. Krippendorff’s (2018) comprehensive framework for content 

analysis guided the approach to systematically examining the textual data from 

customer support tickets. The analysis compared two components: The original text 

proposed by the AI assistant versus the text used by the support engineer in the 

ticket. We reviewed each ticket to identify linguistic patterns between human and AI 

text.3  

The content analysis provided context for participant observation and allowed us 

to validate or disprove early theories. In combination with the ticket analysis, I also 

assessed the AI-generated responses by observing support engineers (SEs) 

interacting with the AI chatbot. This approach enabled the identification of patterns 

in SE behavior, specifically how they selectively incorporated beneficial aspects of 

the AI’s suggestions while disregarding irrelevant or inaccurate parts. Consequently, 

this process allowed for the identification and categorization of the response 
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elements that were most valuable to the SEs, helping to corroborate other data 

sources and develop a vocabulary for coding interviews.  

2.2. Interviews & Observation 

Our data collection combined primary methods: semi-structured interviews and 

participant observation through shadowing sessions. Each session was conducted in 

a recorded Zoom meeting, though all participants were accustomed to Zoom as 

Atlassian is a fully remote workplace. The interviews were designed with structured 

questions but kept a conversational tone, allowing for adaptive variations of our 

questions to fit the natural flow of each conversation, making each interview slightly 

different. The tactic allowed the conversation to cover multiple topics, drawing out 

nuances we may have missed otherwise.  

We accumulated approximately 17 hours of recorded sessions. While that is quite 

a bit of content for two researchers to collect and analyze over 12 weeks, we wanted 

to ensure we had participants from as many countries and Atlassian tenures as 

possible. To make the work manageable, we used Zoom’s recording feature so that a 

single researcher could conduct the interview without the burden of taking notes.  

For interview transcription and data management, we used Dovetail, a research 

repository platform, which facilitated automated transcriptions and allowed us to 

highlight and tag key segments of the conversations. The transcription tagging 

feature was instrumental in coding the data. For example, we tagged the moment in 

the transcript with “confidence” when a support engineer reported that an 

interaction with the AI chatbot made them feel more confident in their response. 

This approach provided rich contextual and behavioral data that gave 

quantitative results added depth and revealed contractions between reported 

behaviors and observed actions. During the shadowing sessions, I was able to watch 

for these contradictions as the support engineers navigated their daily tasks—

resolving tickets, responding to customer inquiries, and troubleshooting issues. My 

role was to maintain a minimal presence during observation, though I did encourage 

the support engineers to articulate their decision-making processes and describe their 

actions in detail as they went through their work.  

We held shadowing sessions before the interviews so that I could ask follow-up 

questions during the interview session. The combination of recorded interviews and 

observation sessions allowed us to capture detail and nuance that would have been 

lost otherwise. However, using these features required substantial trust from our 

support engineer colleagues. One of the factors that made our participants willing to 

sit down, invite us into their work, and share potentially sensitive information in a 

recorded Zoom session was the clear guiding principles we shared with participants.  
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3. Guiding Principles 

The program team prioritized writing guiding principles and incorporating them 

into our documents and practices at the start of the project. We created these 

principles to ensure we agreed to a specific set of ethical practices, and we wanted to 

build trust with every team we interacted with at Atlassian. We took a lesson from 

Ethnography: Principles in Practice, emphasizing the importance of building trust with 

participants and navigating the complexities of hierarchy and team dynamics 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 2019). We also worked with our internal Responsible 

Technology team to help craft specific principles for our research project.4 

Establishing these principles early and sharing them with our counterparts in other 

departments was one of the significant early successes of the program team. We 

aligned on the following principles: privacy, transparency, and reduction of the 

potential for bias.  

3.1. Support Engineer Privacy 

While the program team could not keep all study participants completely 

anonymous in a corporate environment, we were willing to share results with our 

internal colleagues. For instance, we removed individual and team names from public 

reporting on quantitative data. We took the same approach for recorded interviews 

and shadowing sessions (Murphy, Jerolmack, and Smith 2021, 47). We recorded the 

sessions but kept them stored on a platform with limited access (managers for study 

participants did not have access to recorded interviews). Prior to each session, we let 

the participant know that they were being recorded and that we required their 

explicit permission before quoting them. In each document, we also clarified that we 

were studying a feature or system, not an individual’s skill. At the start of every 

recorded session, I stressed this aspect of our research to let the SE know that the 

conversation was private and would not appear in a performance review. We 

obtained an agreement from managers that non-participation in the study would not 

reflect poorly on a support engineer.5  

3.2. Transparency 

Along with allowing users to opt out of the study and limiting direct attribution 

to their interviews, the program team consciously decided to be as transparent as 

possible at every study step. Lack of accountability is a pervasive issue in AI systems 

(O’Neil 2016). Algorithms can create feedback loops that reinforce inequality and 

operate without transparency. In customer support, AI-driven decisions can be 
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opaque, making it difficult for customers to challenge or understand the outcomes. 

This lack of accountability can erode trust in AI systems. It also aligns with one of 

Atlassian’s core values: “Open Company, No Bullshit.” While no artificial 

intelligence system can ever be fully transparent, we strove to clarify how we applied 

AI and machine learning technologies, that our research process and findings were 

public, and that the tool provided as much transparency as possible.  

The program team believed that we had an obligation to train people on how 

LLMs processed information to democratize access to the latest AI technologies and 

make decisions on how to incorporate them into their daily workflows. We created 

training videos and technical documentation that explain the prototype AI assistant 

and how to query a large language model to make the technology more approachable 

and less anxiety-provoking for new users. We hosted group training sessions on 

Zoom so that our support engineers could ask questions of the developers and 

researchers working on the AI assistant. The training sessions had the added benefit 

of improving the chances of a support engineer using the AI assistant. The program 

team received overwhelmingly positive feedback from these training sessions and 

videos.  

In addition to training, we wanted to ensure transparency in the research 

methods and processes. Our process documentation and anonymized research 

results were open to anyone in our customer support teams.6 We provided clear 

guidance on the actions the program team was tracking and how we were analyzing 

results. For instance, we tracked every ticket the SEs worked on during the study and 

almost every click and input on the prototype AI assistant. Each action was tied back 

to an individual user but anonymized in our reporting. To build trust, we let the SEs 

know which performance indicators we were tracking and why we decided to track 

them.  

However, the team recognized that tracking performance metrics may make 

support engineers nervous in an environment that studies AI. Being transparent with 

our research participants meant acknowledging that AI has the potential to radically 

transform the way we work and making sure that the topic of labor was a critical part 

of the discussion. We encouraged SEs to share concerns or ideas in interviews and 

questionnaires so that we could address these questions and bring them into public 

company conversations.  

3.3. Reduce Bias 

Another way we sought to build trust with our teams was to reduce the potential 

for bias in our research. The past decade has yielded research and warnings that even 

seemingly small or insignificant product decisions may have an outsized impact on 
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the people who use the software (Gebru 2020; Buolamwini and Gebru 2018; 

Broussard 2018; Broussard 2024). The research program was assigned support teams 

for the prototype. We divided the teams into control and participant groups so that 

we could measure changes in behavior.  

To account for potential biases, we included teams from multiple countries, 

people at different stages of their careers, and people with different levels of comfort 

with AI. We worked with support engineering managers and team leaders to ensure 

we built the study to incorporate as many perspectives as possible. We ended up with 

a group that spoke at least seven different languages from five continents. Some of 

our study participants were early adopters of technology, and others were less 

interested in artificial intelligence. Participants were also allowed to opt out of the 

study for any reason on a ‘no questions asked’ basis so that we could ensure that all 

employees were willing participants.  

We worked with the data scientists on the project to determine the number of 

study participants and the length of time we needed to ensure statistically significant 

results for the quantitative A/B test. In an ideal world, the research team would have 

spent as much time with our control group (without access to the prototype) as we 

did with the group testing the AI assistant. Additionally, observing meetings where 

our control and test groups interacted with each other would have yielded context 

for conducting interviews and shadowing sessions. However, with limited time and a 

small team, we had to choose where to apply our efforts without risking the guiding 

principles we established.  

When I spoke with the study participants, I built rapport by telling them about 

my background in technical support and the goal of the study. However, as I was 

speaking with study participants regularly, both in person and on Slack, I was 

concerned that I would inadvertently signal my positions on artificial intelligence, 

Atlassian products, or company goals and influence the participants. To alleviate my 

concern, I began interviews by acknowledging my position within the company and 

telling the study participant I was concerned about accidentally influencing their 

answers to interview questions. This approach opened up a conversation that I 

found valuable and resulted in some of our most surprising insights.  

4. Outcomes  

The guiding principles were one reason we achieved positive outcomes for the 

study. Not only did it help establish trust, but it also helped create a spirit of 

exploration and a willingness of our participants to try new things, give honest 

feedback, and help us understand their daily work life. The business goal of the study 
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was to determine the impact on efficiency, deliver a strategy for future AI assistant 

customer service tools, and gauge support engineer’s happiness when using an 

assistant. At the end of the study, we had a series of documents that culminated in a 

clear strategy for the next iteration and a business case for further development in AI 

assistants for support engineers.  

4.1 Efficiency  

We collected enough quantitative data to have statistically significant results on 

efficiency measures and the time required to find answers to support tickets. Our 

results aligned somewhat with what others in the industry found in early 2023. 

Harvard Business School published a working paper that showed the effectiveness of 

AI on a customer support team. Working with Boston University and the Boston 

Consulting Group, the paper concluded that productivity increased for consultants 

who used an AI assistant by over 12%. They found that support consultants who 

were “below the average performance threshold” increased their productivity by 

43%. While the specific efficiency gains for our cohorts of support engineers 

differed, the outcomes were comparable. In short, more experienced support 

engineers saw fewer gains in efficiency, while support engineers with only two years 

of Atlassian experience saw the largest bump in productivity (Fabrizio et al., 2023). 

Our results differed when we measured the productivity of employees with less than 

a year of experience supporting Atlassian products. The AI assistant was far less 

helpful to new hires because they needed to have the context to ask the right 

question and had to put additional effort into validating the assistant’s response.  

While we could answer the primary questions surrounding efficiency, the 

quantitative data alone did not explain the behavior of the study participants. The 

content analysis on customer support tickets found that the percentage of AI-

generated text within tickets where we used the AI assistant was less than 20%. We 

rarely found more than a few phrases or bullet points written by AI in the final 

product, even when the support engineer flagged the AI answer as correct and 

helpful. SEs were using AI as a drafting tool rather than relying on it as the final 

output because writing a ticket is a source of pride for the team. While some SEs 

were motivated by the quality assurance reviews for Atlassian’s support, most wanted 

to ensure that the customer response was their voice.  

We broke a ticket response into four primary sections to understand where a 

human added the most value and where they used the AI assistant. We found that 

SEs typically wrote the salutation and restated the issue to ensure they understood 

the customer’s request. There were no instances of AI contributing directly to these 

sections of a ticket. We found some overlap when the SE wrote directions to a 
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customer on how to use the product to take steps in a workaround. The SE also 

wrote all the following steps and salutations. When asked, SEs responded that the AI 

functioned as a way to write instructions and code snippets efficiently.  

4.2. Empathy 

Yet, when we watched how support engineers used the tool, some of our 

participants used AI to assist with translations. We documented three moments 

within the support process where AI potentially helped with translation. First, some 

SEs used AI to translate the customer’s request if it needed clarification. Second, the 

SE would translate the customer’s request into a more complete AI prompt by 

providing context or technical information. Some support engineers use AI assistants 

to translate concepts from their native languages into English (Atlassian’s workforce 

and customers are global, though most customer support communication is in 

English).  

In one instance, a support engineer from Brazil translated a phrase common in 

Portuguese into English to see if it lost its meaning during translation or risked being 

misinterpreted by the customer. The translation wasn’t simply a word-for-word 

translation of a technical concept; it was a translation of a pun. The study participant 

wanted some of his personality to come through on the ticket to build a relationship 

with the customer. While he felt that the AI assistant’s writing could not help him 

build rapport with a customer, they felt more confident using the AI tool as a 

sounding board for tricky phrases. The word confident surfaced in some capacity in 

over 80% of the interviews and shadowing sessions. While the direct text may have 

been discarded, the SEs did report that it helped them cross language barriers and 

feel better about their writing to show that they empathized with the customer’s 

situation.  

The moments where the AI helped the support engineer be more confident also 

sparked creativity when using the tool. When the AI could simply help consolidate 

documents and provide a quality summary, the SEs treated it like any other tool that 

helped them solve an issue. They were pleased but didn’t stop and take any particular 

note. However, when the AI assistant was used more creatively, the support 

engineers stopped and noted how they were crafting customer communications. 

4.3. Beyond Interviews 

One of the more common refrains I’ve heard working on technology products is 

that “we must talk to the user,” accompanied by a push to do user interviews. The 

impulse to talk to people is admirable and a practice we should continue. However, 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 191



 

 

one of the realizations I had doing this project was that simply conducting interviews 

is insufficient when dealing with sensitive topics like artificial intelligence and labor. 

Despite our early claim that we were “augmenting, not replacing” support engineers, 

it became increasingly apparent that the complexities of AI’s impact on labor 

required a broad view of the technology beyond the chatbot we were testing. AI is 

already significantly affecting hiring and labor practices. For example, Intercom’s 

leadership has emphasized the transformative potential of AI in customer service, 

predicting that AI agents will eventually handle the majority of customer queries, 

fundamentally changing the nature of human support roles (Adams 2024). Similarly, 

Microsoft’s recent layoffs, attributed to strategic realignments in response to AI 

advancements, highlight how AI reshapes labor markets (Landymore 2024). These 

developments underscore that AI, much like past technological advancements such 

as robotics or the cotton gin, is poised to transform labor markets in unpredictable 

ways. Ethnographic studies on AI must employ methods that fully recognize and 

address the impact on labor. However, we found that we needed to create intentional 

spaces where our participants could freely discuss both the positive and negative 

aspects of AI, independent of their specific daily tasks, to uncover a broader range of 

perspectives. 

Building a broad perspective also requires time. The additional time spent 

observing Slack channels, attending study participant team meetings, and having 

informal conversations was invaluable to the study’s success. The openness about 

potential harms and willingness to slow down and watch participants wrestle with the 

new technologies provided more precise insights than we may have had otherwise. 

About the Authors 

David Rheams, PhD is a senior business architect at Atlassian and a lecturer at The University of 

Texas at Dallas in the Arts, Technology, and Emerging Communication department.  

Notes  

I am deeply indebted to the team at Atlassian who worked on this project. Andrew Clarke, Tom 

Albrecht, John Kim, Vineet Prasad, and Stephen Sifters were integral to this study and their expertise 

and wisdom cannot be overstated. Our numerous conversations and collaborations directly 

contributed to the development of the guiding principles and success of this research. 

 
1 Atlassian is a software company that builds tools for collaboration and productivity. Their core 

products are Jira, Confluence, and Trello.  
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2 A program team in a software company is a cross-functional group responsible for planning, 

executing, and managing a project. Our team was composed of software engineers, data scientists, a 

program manager, customer support leaders, business analysts, and business architects.  

3 We broke the customer service tickets into their components to determine which part of the ticket 

was used for typical pleasantries, which parts were used for technical information, and which parts 

were additional customer information. We also compared sentence structure, tone, and directness 

between AI and human-written text.  

4 Atlassian has an amazing Responsible Technology team who I consulted with at the onset of the 

project. They were incredibly quick to help shape the specifics we needed for our research group and 

they play a vital role in development at Atlassian. They can be found here: 

https://www.atlassian.com/trust/responsible-tech-principles 

5 Some support engineers accepted our offer to opt out of the study because they had other projects 

to focus on. We risked biasing towards people who enjoyed AI technologies by letting people opt out, 

but the program team felt it was worth the risk.  

6 We ensured that the guiding principles were the same for both the qualitative and quantitative 

methods. In particular, our approach stemmed from the principle that our product was not designed 

to replace customer support professionals; stakeholders reiterated this principle in meetings and 

strategy planning.  
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Experts in the Loop: Why Humans Will Not Be 

Displaced by Machines when there Is “No Right 

Answer” 
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This paper explores the resilience of human expertise in an age of Large Language Models (LLMs) 

and establishes a framework and methodology for the ongoing value of human experts alongside 

conversational AI systems. Our framework identifies three themes that define the unique value of 

human expertise: curating knowledge, personalizing interactions, and offering a perspective. For each 

theme, we outline strategies and tactics used by human experts that AI struggles to meaningfully 

replicate at scale. We contrast this with complementary strategies that AI systems are uniquely 

positioned to offer. Finally, we provide design and engineering principles to guide product teams 

seeking to shape the implementation of this emerging technology in a way that augments, rather than 

automates, human experts across consumer domains. The framework and methodology are described 

in practice through a case study of travel planning—a domain where there is “no right answer”. 

In the second half of the 20th century, the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

began developing what became known as “expert systems”. Expert systems were 

hand-coded to automate narrow, repetitive tasks (Dreyfus 1987). These systems are 

useful when the “right answer” is universal and can be coded from textbooks and 

experts, such as a system making medical diagnosis for specific conditions, or a 

system designed to judge whether to approve a loan based on fixed rules (Buchanan 

et al. 2006; Forsythe 2001).  

In the 1980s, new AI architectures structured around neural networks could both 

develop internal representations of knowledge and learn patterns in data. As 

computing power increased in the following decades, these innovations meant 

systems were not only defined by hand-programmed rules, but could operate as 

“learning systems” enabled by vast amounts of data. Tasks such as fraud detection 

and weather prediction could now be conducted more autonomously, with less need 

for humans-in-the-loop. 

In recent years, these learning systems began to automate elements of more 

complex tasks such as spam detection, language translation and facial recognition. 

But these systems complemented or accelerated the work of humans rather than 

replaced them, especially tasks that required the expertise of “white collar” 

knowledge workers. 

Hoy, Tom and Janneke Van Hofwegen. "Experts in the Loop: Why Humans Will Not Be Displaced by Machines when there Is 
'No Right Answer'." EPIC Proceedings (2024): 195–223. https://www.epicpeople.org/experts-in-the-loop. ISSN 1559-8918. 
License: CC-BY.



 

Human experts remained uniquely suited to tasks that addressed ambiguous, 

emergent and complex problems that required novel, iterative approaches and 

original thinking, problems which may have nuanced answers, or no “right answers” 

at all. As Frey and Osborne summarized back in 2013, AI systems were still limited 

to relatively narrow tasks that enable “a programmer to write a set of procedures or 

rules that appropriately direct the technology in each possible contingency. 

Computers will therefore be relatively productive to human labor when a problem 

can be specified—in the sense that the criteria for success are quantifiable and can 

readily be evaluated.” 

This narrative shifted significantly in October 2022, when ChatGPT was 

launched. The adaptable, generative intelligence demonstrated by this new 

technology gave rise to claims that AI systems are, for the first time, capable of 

displacing human expertise in these more complex and creative domains. Speculation 

subsequently arose about the threat of automation to jobs previously believed to be 

immune to AI systems, such as copywriters, journalists, designers, customer-service 

agents, paralegals, coders, and digital marketers (Herbold et al. 2023; Lowery 2023). 

To what extent, though, is human expertise being replaced in reality? Our 

research into the value of human expertise in one domain, travel discovery and 

planning, suggests we should be cautious about these broader claims. Travel is 

frequently used as an example to illustrate how conversational interfaces powered by 

Large Language Models (LLMs), such as Google’s Gemini (Hawkins 2024) and 

OpenAI’s ChatGPT (Mountcastle 2024), are transforming complex tasks and 

decisions that would have previously relied on human expertise. Travel shares a 

number of underlying characteristics with other domains that makes it a useful case 

study for exploring human expertise, and the extent to which it is automatable. 

“No Right Answers” as the Contested Space for 

Displacement  

Exploring travel advice reveals deeper truths about human expertise because 

travel is a domain in which there is “no right answer” (Pierce 2023). For each traveler 

there are multiple destinations, lodgings and itineraries that can address their desires 

and unique context. This makes decision making particularly ambiguous. As The 

Verge puts it “there’s no page on the internet titled ‘Best vacation in Paris for a 

family with two kids, one of whom has peanut allergies and the other of whom loves 

soccer’” (Pierce 2023).  

Markets in which there is “no right answer” contain products that Economic 

Sociologist Lucian Karpik defines as “singularities” (Karpik 2010). Singularities are 
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unique products defined by three qualities: multidimensionality, uncertainty and 

incommensurability. Alongside travel other archetypal examples of “singularities” 

include luxury goods, wine, literature, music, movies, art, dining out, antiques, real 

estate and professional services.  

Travel is a multidimensional product because it has many aspects and layers—

from the taste of the local food to the comfort of a hotel room—that a traveler must 

try to assess. Travel is uncertain because, no matter how many user-generated 

reviews one reads, one can never fully know what the real experience of a vacation 

will be like in advance. And travel is incommensurable because no two vacations can 

be impartially compared: there is no objective basis on which to say a city break is 

better than a weekend in the mountains. Travel choices are contingent because they 

are a matter of taste, preference and circumstance. 

This has important implications for how people make decisions about their 

vacation. Because there is “no right answer”, the “market of singularities requires 

knowledge of the product that far exceeds anything necessary for the standard 

market” (Karpik 2010). To acquire this knowledge, would-be travelers rely on a 

variety of “judgment devices” to inform their decisions about travel: social networks, 

trusted brands and accreditations, critics and guides, expert and buyer rankings, and 

established sales channels (Jacobson and Munar 2012). 

Because travel is an unknowable singularity, travelers must trust judgment 

devices to help them make their decision. This is where, historically, human expertise 

has been critical (Confente 2015). Alongside advice from friends and family (social 

networks), travelers rely on the inspiration and recommendations provided by travel 

agents, travel journalists, bloggers and influencers (critics and guides), as well as user 

reviews (expert and buyer rankings). 

Today, human expertise published in the form of social media posts, user 

reviews or articles is often found intentionally by travelers via search, or discovered 

passively via algorithmic feeds. In both cases the results are tailored to the user in 

question. However, until now no digital product has been able to make this advice 

truly “personalized”. For example, while Instagram may be able to predict the types 

of vacation a user might be interested in based on their profile and behavior over 

time, it does not know the full context and requirements of a specific trip, nor can it 

iterate recommendations via ongoing feedback.  

A truly personalized product is, by definition, the most unique type of product 

possible because it is tailored to one customer (or customers). Karpik defines it as 

the “pure[est] form of singularity” (Karpik 2010). This is why, historically, many 
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travelers seek direct, personal advice from other people. To date, only other humans 

have come close to offering truly personalized recommendations. 

For the first time, LLM technology might change this. Today it is possible to ask 

ChatGPT what the “Best vacation in Paris for a family with two kids, one of whom 

has peanut allergies and the other of whom loves soccer” is. And ChatGPT will 

confidently answer. This confidence stems from the large amounts of web data that a 

language model is trained on to “understand” the user requirements (family-friendly, 

peanut allergy, soccer) specified in their query, match it against the most relevant 

sources in its training data and synthesize an answer. In recent models such as 

Gemini, this black-box process is made traceable by the LLM supporting its 

generated answer with direct online sources, further adding to the sense of 

confidence of its prediction. Does this threaten the livelihoods of travel experts who 

earn a living by supporting travelers addressing these specific requests? And what, by 

extension, does that mean for human expertise in other “no right answer” domains?  

A Multidisciplinary Approach to Understanding Expertise 

The Google Search team is exploring the opportunities afforded by generative AI 

technology, including Google’s own Gemini model, to better serve Search users. It 

was within this context that a cross functional team of Google product directors, 

designers and engineers tasked a joint Google and Stripe Partners research team with 

exploring the nature and value of human expertise in travel, as a case study to inform 

the new Conversational AI and generative search interfaces they were building. By 

understanding what expertise was uniquely human, Google could define the scope of 

emerging products, focusing on where a Conversational AI can add complementary 

value to existing forms of expertise. 

The joint Google and Stripe Partners team consisted of qualitative researchers, 

linguists and data scientists. Together we designed a novel mixed-methods research 

approach combining ethnographic observation and in-depth interviews with NLP 

(Natural Language Processing)-driven analysis.  

Our first decision was how to focus the study. We selected a single, versatile 

travel destination, Los Angeles (LA), as the focus of our study because LA is one of 

the most commonly searched-for and popular travel destinations in the US (Chang 

2023), and offers a diversity of common travel-related activities (from museums to 

night life to beaches).  

We recruited 9 “LA travel experts” ranging across three types of expertise. The 

first category were LA-focused travel agents who earned a living recommending and 

selling trip packages directly to travelers. We included travel agents in our sample 
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because we wanted to capture the value of “professional” travel experts who earned 

money directly from travel recommendation and planning. Second, we recruited 

social media influencers who frequently shared LA-related recommendations and 

content across their channels to their audience. We included influencers in our 

sample because we wanted to capture people who are earning money indirectly from 

their LA-related expertise. And finally we recruited LA locals; individuals who had 

lived in LA for at least 5 years, considered themselves local experts, and frequently 

shared advice informally to friends and family interested in visiting LA. We included 

locals because we wanted to explore the value of advice not influenced directly or 

indirectly by financial incentives. 

We paired each expert with a tourist intending to travel to LA within 6 months 

and arranged a 30 minute “planning and advice session” between them via video call. 

In addition to recording their natural language conversation, we observed body 

language and tone of voice to identify pivotal interactions. Observing how experts 

and travelers interact was critical because, as Diana Forsythe argues in her renowned 

study of AI engineers attempting to acquire knowledge, experts “are not completely 

aware of everything they know” (2001).  

Following the session we conducted an in-depth interview with the traveler to 

capture immediate reflections. Our qualitative research team then conducted a 

“grounded theory” style driven analysis of the 9 advice sessions and traveler 

interviews to surface common patterns across traveler needs expert strategies.  

In parallel, our data science team ran NLP analysis of the sessions. This 

computational approach is complementary to qualitative observation and 

interviewing because it provides a detailed breakdown of the turn-based conversation 

between traveler and expert, allowing us to understand more precisely what 

characteristics of the language (outlined below) lead to the most successful dynamics. 

The approach is especially relevant here because we are trying to understand the 

nuances of conversational interaction, with a view to understanding its implications 

for a Conversational AI interface. 

The NLP analysis was conducted across all interviews, resulting in thousands of 

expert advice-traveler response pairs which are analyzed at scale to quantify emerging 

patterns in our interviews. 

The computational linguistic analysis included: 

● Temporal analysis: (a) Spoken duration for expert and traveler (b) Average 

pause taken by expert/traveler before responding to traveler/expert (c) 

Intimate turns initiated by expert/traveler (d) Questions asked by 

expert/traveler  
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● Sentiment analysis 

● Formality analysis 

● Intimate sentence identification 

● Specificity analysis  

These analyses helped the team identify insights that had been missed in the 

focused qualitative work, and triggered the team to revisit elements of the interviews 

to deepen the analysis. Our data science team also helped the qualitative team 

understand the capabilities and limitations of emerging LLM technology and 

therefore develop hypotheses on which aspects of human travel expertise are unique, 

and which can be replicated and/or complemented by LLMs. 

Following these analyses we hand-coded a “frontier dataset” to distinguish 

between instances of positive and negative expert practice, for use by engineers in 

model training and to improve the explainability of resulting product experiences.  

 

Fig. 1. Hand-coded “frontier dataset” which labels examples of expert best practice for model training and improving 
explainability. 

New Foundations for Human Expertise 

Our framework identifies what travelers value the most about human experts 

when discovering and planning what to do for their next trip. Second, it evaluates 

which aspects of human expertise an LLM-powered “Conversational AI” can 

meaningfully learn from, and what remains unique to humans. Here we define a 

“Conversational AI” as an interface designed to simulate human-like conversation 
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through Natural Language Processing (NLP) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

techniques. 

The framework is broken into three themes that summarize important aspects of 

human expertise. 

● Curating knowledge: how human experts obtain, filter and communicate 

their personal knowledge about a destination with travelers 

● Personalizing interactions: how human experts shape conversations with 

travelers to ensure they are surfacing and addressing their specific needs  

● Offering a perspective: how human experts provide clear direction to 

travelers by sharing their unique opinion 

Within each theme we identified “strategies” and related “tactics” demonstrated 

by human experts in response to specific traveler needs.  

Curating Knowledge 

Travelers turn to human experts because they seek unique knowledge that they 

may not be able to find elsewhere. But travelers don’t want experts to share 

everything. They hope experts will curate their personal knowledge in a way that fits 

in with their specific circumstances and needs. We identified four specific needs that 

experts addressed. 

Table 1. Curating Knowledge: Human Expert Strategies and Tactics 

Traveler needs Human expert strategies Human expert tactics 

“I want to get a sense of what 

something is really like” 

 

Humans can provide details 

and insider knowledge by 

drawing on their personal 

experience 

Identifying as local 

Detailing specifics  

Personal photos and artifacts 

Pros and cons 

“I want to discover unique 

recommendations” 

 

Humans can suggest off-the-

beaten-path options that are 

not easy to find elsewhere 

Hidden gems, insider tips 

Cultural references 

“I want to know what all the 

potential options are” 

Humans present a wide 

variety of options and 

Curated lists 

Offering alternatives 
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 arguments within a curated 

range 

Suggesting what’s popular  

“I want to learn more about 

the destination” 

 

Human experts adapt relevant 

facts and information to add 

depth and context 

 

Sharing contextual knowledge 

Sharing latest knowledge  

 

We learned that people traveling to LA for the first time want to get a sense of 

what being in LA is “really like” to help them make the right decisions. Take the 

example of the advice shared by Jeremy, an LA local who has lived in the city for 20 

years, with Donny, a 30-something dad traveling to LA with his kids. 

It is a long standing battle amongst everyone in LA who's got the best 

tacos. So I would humbly submit that you try to find a truck for Leo's tacos. 

They're my personal favorite. They're always consistent. They make these 

amazing Al pastor tacos. It's a seasoned pork taco. They put a little 

pineapple on it. It's absolutely delicious. And of course, what kid wouldn't 

love getting food from a truck? Hopefully that's fun for them as well. 

Following the advice session with Jeremy, we asked Donny to expand on why he 

particularly valued the recommendation of Leo’s tacos. 

I like somebody telling me, “this is my favorite”. And he told me why that 

one was his favorite: because they add a little pineapple to the tacos when 

they make it. So just being able to tell me this is what I enjoy and here's why 

I enjoy it, I feel like that was helpful and adding a nice personalized touch 

by saying, this one is my favorite: this is the one that I really enjoy. 

Jeremy deploys the strategy of sharing insider knowledge by drawing on his 

personal experience. He starts by saying “[the best taco] is a long standing battle 

amongst everyone in LA.” Here he is subtly establishing his credibility as a local, with 

20 years of experience of living in the city (and presumably eating tacos!). This 

imbues his advice with a specificity that is both unique to his extensive experience 

and embedded within local social discourse.  

Second, Donny appreciates the detailed explanation of why Jeremy prefers Leo’s 

Tacos. When he talks specifics, such as the sprinkling of pineapple, Jeremy helps him 

home in and appreciate aspects of the experience. This enables Donny to visualize 

what to expect, cutting through the paralyzing “multidimensionality” outlined by 

Karpik, while at the same time situating this as part of Jeremy’s personal experience 

and perspective. This, after all, is his “personal favorite”.  
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The value of specificity was further reinforced through the NLP analysis of the 

interview transcript conducted by our data science team. Similar to the qualitative 

analysis, the computational analysis investigates which characteristics of Jeremy’s 

advice led to an immediate positive response from Donny. To quantify the specificity 

of an answer, automated tools detect the presence of named entities (geo locations, 

named people, restaurant names etc.) in a text and by counting such instances, we 

can define and evaluate at scale how detailed an expert’s recommendation is. We 

note that the classification of the sentiment of a text is often based on the presence 

of sentiment-specific lexicon, in this case the prediction relies on “enjoy”. Doing this 

at scale (enabled by the automatic tools we used) across all interviews, we discovered 

that during the 30 minute advice sessions, moments where the expert became 

specific correlated with traveler “joy”. 

 

 

Fig. 2. NLP analysis shows experts’ use of specific language partially correlates with the increase of travelers’ joy score 
(joy is a subset of the positive sentiment). 

A third and final lesson to draw from Jeremy is his referencing the relevancy of 

the recommendation for Donny’s kids “what kid wouldn’t love getting food from a 

truck?”. Here Jeremy is calling back to the trip context Donny has shared, making 

the advice feel truly tailored and unique to his trip (which is the definition of 

personalization established by Karpik—see Personalizing Interactions below for 

more). 

Other successful expert tactics we observed within “Curating Knowledge” 

included sharing personal photos and videos to showcase specific recommendations. 

This helped travelers visualize the experience more vividly. And seeing the expert 

they are talking to experiencing LA for themselves provides, perhaps, a form of 

vicarious enjoyment which feels more real and compelling than the photos of 

unknown strangers.  
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Elsewhere experts shared tips and tricks on how to get the most out of popular 

tourist destinations: where to park or which spot to have a picnic in. Travelers valued 

this because it was information they were unlikely to easily find, and if they did, were 

uncertain to trust it. 

Curating Knowledge: Implications for AI Systems 

The unique knowledge that human travel experts provide is anchored in their 

specificity as individuals. Expert knowledge is accrued through personal lived 

experience, creating a natural boundary between what is known and unknown. In the 

context of overwhelming information and the lack of an objective “right answer”, 

these human limitations are often experienced positively by the traveler. Because it is 

impossible to seriously consider every option within a destination, the knowledge 

base of an individual expert provides a breadth of choice within a curated range, 

providing the traveler with a meaningful level of agency within boundaries. The near 

unlimited range of information available to AI systems, and the nature of their 

training, makes this aspect of human knowledge, especially that informed by lived 

experience, hard to meaningfully replicate. 

Second, the specificity of lived experience also endows experts with knowledge 

that is unlikely to have been digitized, and therefore is not part of the data that 

language models are trained on. It exists within the “complex domain” of human 

culture, illegible to machine systems (Hoy, Bilal & Liou 2023). This “complex” 

knowledge can be collected from experts and translated into training datasets—as it 

was in this project—but this requires an intentional effort from product teams, and 

will not scale to the aspects of lived experience described above.  

The fundamental challenge for Conversational AIs, despite their increasing 

capability and multimodality, is a wider epistemological weakness inherent in LLMs: 

the “symbol grounding problem” (Harnard 1990). As Bender and Koller explain, 

“language is used for communication about the speakers’ actual (physical, social, and 

mental) world, and so the reasoning behind producing meaningful responses must 

connect the meanings of perceived inputs to information about that world” (2020). 

Because these statistical models have become deracinated from the world that 

produced the data to train them, their outputs necessarily lose the innate grounding 

of personal suggestions. And, more importantly, their training is based on the 

documented outputs of human culture that have been made legible via the internet 

and other datasets. The largely internal, mental process that an expert goes through 

to develop recommendations has not been digitized and therefore is not something 
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the models have access to. Put simply, once personal knowledge is removed from its 

human source, something meaningful is lost in the process. 

These important limitations aside, there are aspects of the knowledge the AI 

systems have access to that are complementary to human expertise:  

1. Data aggregation: AI can rapidly process and analyze large volumes of data 

from diverse sources, including travel reviews, booking patterns, and real-

time information updates, at a scale far beyond human capability. 

2. Global coverage: AI systems can understand and translate multiple languages 

simultaneously, allowing access to both local and international information 

about the destination.  

3. Real-time information: AI can continuously monitor and integrate real-time 

data on weather, events, pricing, and availability across countless 

destinations, providing up-to-the-minute information. 

4. Pattern recognition: AI excels at identifying subtle patterns and trends across 

massive datasets, potentially uncovering insights about travel preferences or 

destination popularity that might be invisible to human analysis. 

5. Perfect recall: AI systems can instantly recall and cross-reference vast 

amounts of stored information, providing consistent and comprehensive 

knowledge without relying on impartial memories. 

The following table demonstrates the way Conversational AIs can complement 

the unique human expertise of curating knowledge. 
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Table 2. Curating Knowledge: Human Expert and AI Complementary Strategies 

Traveler needs Human expert provides 

“personal insights” 

Conversational AI provides 

“personalized information” 

“I want to get a sense of 

what something is really 

like” 

Firsthand experience: 

Humans can provide details 

and insider knowledge by 

drawing on their personal 

experience 

Aggregate for the specific: 

AI can aggregate and analyze 

thousands of user reviews 

and experiences to provide a 

comprehensive overview of 

general impressions against a 

very specific query 

 “I want to discover unique 

recommendations” 

 

Uncharted gems:  

Humans can suggest off-the-

beaten-path options that are 

invisible online 

Trusted brands:  

AI can identify lesser-known 

attractions or experiences 

validated by trusted sources 

“I want to know what all 

the potential options are” 

 

Personal curation:  

Humans present a wide 

variety of options and 

arguments within a curated 

range 

Comprehensive 

exploration:  

AI can quickly compile an 

extensive list of all possible 

options from multiple 

sources and databases 

“I want to learn more 

about the destination” 

 

Adapted to context:  

Human experts adapt relevant 

facts and information to add 

depth and context 

 

Up to date news:  

AI can provide 

comprehensive, up-to-date 

information on history, 

culture, climate, and current 

events, drawing from a vast 

range of continuously 

updated sources 

 

Personalizing Interactions 

One important expectation travelers demonstrated was that they would be able 

to share their travel needs discursively with the expert and receive highly 

personalized advice in response. We identified three strategies used by experts that 

made the interaction feel personalized, in response to three traveler needs.  
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Table 3. Personalizing Interactions: Human Expert Strategies and Tactics 

Traveler needs Human expert strategies Human expert tactics 

“I want to state my preferences 

in my own language” 

 

Humans provide travelers space 

to state their preferences and 

explore them 

Space for preferences  

Open ended questions 

and answers 

Referencing travelers’ 

requirements 

“I want a shortcut to highly 

relevant recommendations” 

 

Humans ask tailored questions 

to address the depth of travelers 

needs and allows travelers to ask 

follow-up questions 

Follow-up questions 

Assessing trip 

parameters 

“I want to optimize the trip for 

me” 

Humans aim to reduce friction 

in the itinerary 

Maximizing the itinerary 

 

A fruitful question to ask travelers following the advice session was “when did 

the expert not meet your expectations?”. In highlighting negative experiences we 

learned what travelers hoped from the experience of talking to a travel expert. 

For example, Yu grew frustrated with expert Ruby during their advice session 

because she didn’t feel like she was afforded the space to truly express her 

preferences. 

Ruby (traveler): The conversation didn’t flow as smoothly as I thought it 

would… I guess her answers are not open ended…you had to start another 

one… then start another one. I wanted it to flow from one topic to 

another. 

Interviewer: What could have made the conversation more flowing? 

Ruby (traveler): I think she should have asked me more questions after she's 

done answering so I can respond back. It should be a two way thing. But it 

was only me asking the questions. 

Here Ruby is highlighting one of the key benefits of exploring a trip with another 

person: it is possible to have a back-and-forth conversation through which your 

requirements are explored, clarified and addressed. One of the key challenges of 

travel as an archetypal “singularity” (Karpik 2010) is its uncertainty. Travelers may 

have a general idea in their minds about what type of trip they want, but they don’t 

fully know what’s possible, nor whether those possibilities will meet their 

expectations in practice. As these possibilities emerge through an expert 
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conversation, they can visualize the trip more concretely and ask further questions, 

triangulating their preferences based on this feedback loop. As traveler Sheavon put 

it following their expert consultation, “Having a person there you get to narrow 

down your desires quicker. You got to do follow up questions that are answered 

instead of just generic websites leading you to ideas.”  

The most successful experts spent time at the beginning of the session asking 

multiple open ended questions to grasp the wider context of the traveler: who they 

were traveling with, past trips they enjoyed, typical activities they do on vacation, 

what lodgings they typically stay in. They then used this context later in the 

conversation to guide the traveler towards recommendations that fit with the picture 

they’d established, and, just as importantly, steer them away from the activities that 

didn’t fit.  

Experts explicitly referenced this context later in the session—like when Jeremy 

suggested Donny’s kids would appreciate the Taco truck—to remind travelers they 

were taking their personal circumstances into account, and reinforce confidence that 

the item under discussion was ideal for them. They also used this context to suggest 

adjacent, complementary activities that might help to maximize the time spent in a 

particular place. 

As Ruby intimates, the most successful advice sessions were not expert 

monologues, but those in which the traveler was afforded equal space to speak, 

provide feedback and clarify their own questions. This created a virtuous loop as 

their understanding of what was needed and possible converged through 

conversation. To explore and validate this phenomenon further, our data science 

team analyzed the extent to which both participants in the expert-traveler 

conversations asked a similar number of questions. This analysis further 

demonstrated that such conversations tend to result in travelers sharing more 

personal preferences, experiences, and a more positive sentiment towards the 

exchange. In the figure below, we highlight pair 7 where both expert and traveler are 

equally engaged in asking questions (both ask around 20% of questions across the 

duration of the interview which equates to 20 questions each in a 100-turn dialogue). 

When their dialogue is further analyzed using models trained for sentiment analysis 

and intimacy classification, the exchange proves even richer: the expert provides a 

safe space (measured by how positive their replies are) where the traveler admits to 

being a fan of visiting movie studios and consequently, receiving more personalized 

recommendations. 
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Personalizing Interactions: Implications for AI Systems 

The personalized advice human experts provide is predicated, in part, on the 

social norms and cues inherent in interpersonal interaction. These norms help 

experts solicit information. When engaged, with intent, in a travel advice session 

travelers feel compelled to respond in detail to questions about their needs and 

context when asked directly for it by another person. Travelers also demonstrate a 

number of subtle cues about their engagement and interest levels through their body 

language, which the expert can use to “read between the lines” and interpret whether 

they are on the right track. A question remains around the extent to which a 

Conversational AI can successfully solicit and process the same fidelity of 

information. 

Second, these social norms help skilled experts establish rapport. The most 

successful sessions evolved into meaningful conversations, filled with laughter, 

spontaneous asides and good will. When a traveler experienced rapport we observed 

that not only were they more likely to “open up” and share their underlying hopes 

and fears, but also they seemed likelier to view the advice being shared as being 

relevant and interesting to them. As we shall see in the final theme, “offering a 

perspective”, because there is ultimately “no right answer” to travel, personalisation 

is as much about establishing confidence and trust around decisions as it is about 

algorithmically matching pre-existing preferences to trip items. As Forsythe explains 

“in everyday life, the beliefs held by individuals are modified through negotiation 

Fig 3. The first chart highlights the number of questions asked by the expert and traveler is similar (22.73%; 
24.24%). The second chart shows that in the same pair there is a correlation between expert’s probability of positivity 

(positive words used in sentences) and traveler’s intimacy score (self-disclosure language used in sentences). 
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with other individuals; as ideas and expectations are expressed in action, they are also 

modified in relation to contextual factors” (2001). 

AI recommendation systems often face the challenge of creating interest and 

confidence in suggestions users are unfamiliar with. Data scientists call this the 

tension between “exploitation” and “exploration”. Recommending something that is 

highly similar to another item that is already valued by a user is called exploitation. 

Exploiting known preferences provides effective personalisation in the short term, 

but the lack of novelty that arises can lead to repetitive experiences that erode the 

value of the recommendation system over time. Exploration, on the other hand, 

prioritizes new, unfamiliar items to a user that are at risk of not being valued at all, 

leading to a negative experience. But the upside of successful exploration is 

significant: the discovery of something invigorating and new expands personal 

horizons and makes the recommendation system more valuable to the user long-

term. 

If a Conversational AI can establish rapport like our experts, then it is more 

likely to convince them of these less predictable, higher value suggestions. It can 

explore as well as exploit. However, a big question mark remains whether a 

Conversational AI is able to establish this kind of rapport, both experientially (will 

the conversation be seamlessly intimate and responsive?) and philosophically (do 

travelers want to establish a relationship with a Conversational AI, and share 

personal contextual information with it?). 

Research we’ve done to explore similar questions suggests that, currently, 

relationships with similar kinds of AI interfaces are more transactional: users want to 

cut to the chase when they’re trying to solve a particular problem. However, there 

are elements that make a Conversational AI interface complementary to a human 

expert for personalized responses: 

1. Availability and instant responses: access to travel advice anytime, anywhere, 

without waiting for human availability. 

2. Comprehensive options: access to a huge database of trip items means that 

users can continue to ask for alternatives.  

3. Effortless comparison and customization: easily compare multiple options 

and customize itineraries based on specific preferences, with the ability to 

quickly adjust parameters. 

4. Privacy and reduced social pressure: explore travel options without the 

potential embarrassment or judgment that might come with asking certain 

questions to a human, and take as much time as needed to make decisions. 
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The following table demonstrates the way Conversational AIs can complement 

the unique human expertise of personalizing responses. 

Table 4. Personalizing Interactions: Human Expert and AI Complementary Strategies 

Traveler needs Human expert provides 

“meaningful conversation” 

Conversational AI provides 

“infinite iteration” 

“I want to state my 

preferences in my own 

language” 

Seamless exploration: 

Humans provide travelers 

space to state their preferences 

and explore them 

Unlimited prompting:  

AI can enable travelers to take 

as much time as they need to 

share their thoughts, including 

across multiple languages 

“I want a shortcut to 

highly relevant 

recommendations” 

 

Intuitive solicitation:  

Humans ask tailored questions 

to address the depth of 

travelers needs and allows 

travelers to ask follow-up 

questions 

Endless alternatives:  

AI has access to a huge 

database of options, enabling 

fast iteration to identify 

relevant trip items  

“I want to optimize the 

trip for me” 

 

Context-specific 

suggestions:  

Humans aim to reduce friction 

in the itinerary 

Unlimited filtering:  

AI can integrate countless 

variables into suggestions to 

optimize itineraries 

 

Offering a Perspective 

Travelers appreciated experts who had a clear perspective, even when they didn’t 

always agree with it. But they only listened to opinions when they trusted and related 

to where it was coming from. Experts exhibited three strategies that served to 

establish traveler trust in their opinions.
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Table 5. Personalizing Interactions: Human Expert Strategies and Tactics 

Needs Strategies Tactics 

“I want to be able to 

contextualize 

recommendations so I can 

judge what is right for me” 

 

Humans are upfront about 

their interests and biases to 

allow travelers to make their 

own decisions 

Acknowledging biases 

Referencing shared interests 

Reflecting on suggestions 

provided 

“I want to see the 

destination through a 

personal lens” 

Humans let their personality 

and experience shine through 

to provide a unique lens on the 

destination 

Personal storytelling 

Sharing opinionated 

suggestions 

“I want to feel their 

excitement about the 

destination” 

Human experts can share 

exciting content in an appealing 

format 

 

 

Personal storytelling 

Positive and evocative 

language 

Personal destination photos  

 

In a market in which there are “no right answers” people still seek a sense of 

certainty they are making the right decision. Which is why they seek the opinion of 

experts that they trust. 

We noticed that the experts that travelers trusted the most tended to be those 

that they could personally relate to. When a traveler believed that an expert 

demonstrated a similar age, gender, interests and tastes (among other factors), they 

became more open to their opinions. We saw this process play out in the interaction 

between LA expert Jenny and traveler Christine, both of whom were female and of a 

similar age. 

Jenny (expert): I don’t know if you've seen the photos of the Walt Disney 

Concert Hall. It's this amazing architectural piece. It's by Frank Gehry, who 

designed the Guggenheim in Bilbao. It's a really famous building, which is 

known for all the curvy architecture. And the concert hall in LA is really 

similar, so it's just like this amazing kind of metallic, silver, curved building. 

And even if you don’t go to see a concert there, it's quite a cool building. 

Subconsciously, or consciously, Jenny established credibility with Christine with 

these remarks. Not because of the specific recommendation in itself, but rather 

through what she revealed about herself in making the recommendation.  
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Christina (traveler): Jenny mentioned Frank Gehry, who's an architect I 

know. I feel like most people don’t know about him off the top of their 

head. So that caught my ear. I was like, okay, so I feel like I trust her 

recommendations more because she knows who that is. I feel like if she 

liked that, I can picture in my head what related work of his would look 

like. So maybe her recommendations are in a similar vein, style wise or 

visually, that would align with what I'm interested in. 

By mentioning Gehry specifically, Jenny helped Christina contextualize her tastes 

in general. This not only made that specific recommendation more valuable, but had 

the effect of throwing all her other suggestions—before and after—into a different, 

more relevant light.  

Conversely when the traveler didn’t find the expert relatable, this undermined 

even potentially relevant suggestions. Expert Leroy, intuiting that traveler Beth was 

seeking “off the beaten path” suggestions, proactively disclosed his perspective “If 

you want to go to Disneyland, I'm probably not that guy, but if you want to know 

about unusual stuff I am.” However, following the discussion Beth wasn’t 

convinced: 

I couldn't really tell his age, but I'm assuming he's older than me. He still 

took into consideration that I'm younger, but then he mentioned concerts 

and that's pretty stereotypical. I feel like if I had someone younger, and if it 

was like a girl and we'd bond about shopping or something. And then she 

would give more of those inside scoop on where to find a vintage handbag. 

Because Beth did not relate to Leroy, she read his recommendations as being 

“stereotypically for young people” like her, rather than emerging from his own 

personal experience. His opinions were therefore inauthentic.  

Authenticity and self-disclosure were highly valued by travelers when conversing 

with experts. Our NLP analysis across conversations demonstrates that when experts 

shared their personal experiences and engaged in self-disclosure then travelers were 

more likely to use positive words in response. As seen in an earlier section, these 

inputs often take the form of positive feedback to the expert’s advice such as 

“enjoying” or “looking forward” to the suggested experience made by the expert. 
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Fig. 4. The chart shows that there is a correlation between expert’s intimacy score (self-disclosure language used in 
sentences) and traveler's probability of positivity (positive words used in sentences). 

Successful experts also imbued these personal opinions with excitement, passion 

and positive language. Lewis, a traveler, loved Charlotte’s recommendation of theme 

park Six Flags because of the passionate way she recounted her own experiences of 

the rollercoaster “it was absolutely insane!”. Our NLP analysis further demonstrates 

how travelers respond positively when experts express excitement and passion. 

Fig 5. The chart shows that there is a correlation between expert’s probability of positivity (positive words used in 
sentences) and traveler's probability of positivity (positive words used in sentences). 

 

Offering a Perspective: Implications for AI Systems 

The power of opinions is that they are singular; they represent the specific, 

authentic perspective of an individual. This situates recommendations, enabling them 

to be assessed in the context of their particular source. Travelers are able to pick up 

explicit and subtle cues about the expert to understand where the opinions are 

coming from, and triangulate them against their own tastes and preferences. As 

Forsythe summarizes: “what counts as knowledge is highly situational but is also a 

matter of perspective and cultural background” (2001).  
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It is true that Conversational AIs can represent specific characters, showcase 

particular characteristics, and reveal the sources of their information. But currently it 

is much harder for a traveler to situate themselves meaningfully against a 

Conversational AI because the sources of information and training are neither 

singular, nor embodied. Without a clear mental model of who or what they are 

talking to, travelers may find it hard to assess the perspective at hand. 

Travelers experienced opinions as more powerful when they stemmed from the 

personal experiences of the expert. And if the traveler personally relates to the expert 

in question, then the opinion becomes even more compelling. In these moments the 

expert acts as a proxy, experiencing the destination vicariously on behalf of the 

traveler, reducing the feeling of uncertainty (Karpik 2010) in the process. Opinions 

that do not stem from personal experience are less authentic. Experts that did not 

naturally relate to the traveler in question had to defer to “second hand” suggestions, 

based on their general knowledge, or the experience of others. These might be highly 

relevant recommendations, but tended to be less trusted by the traveler. 

Conversational AIs cannot experience a destination themselves, so their 

generated “opinions” are necessarily second hand and often a reflection of the data 

they were trained on. They can, of course, refer the traveler to examples of people 

who have experienced the destination in question (highlighting user-generated 

reviews, for example) but they cannot speak on behalf of those people, nor tailor the 

opinions of those people to the specific context of the traveler. This observation 

echoes the findings by NLP scholars Wu and colleagues who have highlighted that 

the contested reasoning capabilities of LLMs are vulnerable to degradation the 

greater the distance from the use case they are tested on is, as it is often the case for 

hyper-specific, personalized recommendations (2024). 

Offering a perspective is, perhaps, the hardest type of human expertise to 

replicate. But there are strengths that a Conversational AI can leverage to 

complement and build on human perspectives: 

1. Transparent source attribution: AI can clearly cite its sources for each 

opinion, allowing users to understand the origin and credibility of the 

information. This transparency can build trust. 

2. Aggregation of diverse perspectives: AI can synthesize opinions from a wide 

range of sources, presenting a balanced view that incorporates multiple 

perspectives, which may be more comprehensive than a single human's 

opinion. 

3. Personalization based on similarity: AI can identify and present opinions 

from travelers with similar preferences or demographics to the user, making 

the recommendations more relatable. 
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4. Quantitative backing: AI can support its opinions with relevant statistics and 

data analysis, adding a layer of objectivity to subjective recommendations. 

5. Unbiased presentation: AI can present opinions without personal biases that 

might influence a human expert, potentially offering a more neutral starting 

point for travelers. 

The following table demonstrates the way Conversational AIs can complement 

the unique human expertise of offering perspective. 

Table 6. Offering a Perspective: Human Expert and AI Complementary Strategies 

Traveler needs Human expert provides 

“authentic beliefs” 

Conversational AI provides 

“aggregated opinions” 

“I want to be able to 

contextualize 

recommendations so I can 

judge what is right for me” 

Self-disclosure:  

Humans are upfront about 

their interests and biases to 

allow travelers to make their 

own decisions 

Transparent sourcing:  

AI can specifically reference 

the source on which its 

opinion is based upon 

 “I want to see the destination 

through a personal lens” 

Personal experience:  

Humans let their personality 

and experience shine through 

to provide a unique lens on 

the destination 

User-generated content:  

AI can surface relevant 

experiences from similar types 

of travelers 

“I want to feel their excitement 

about the destination” 

Self-expression:  

Human experts can share 

exciting content in an 

appealing format 

 

Aggregated experiences:  

AI can demonstrate the 

relative excitement travelers-

in-general feel towards 

something specific 

Generalizing the Framework to Other Domains: 

Implications for Design and Engineering 

For ethnographers exploring the value of AI within specific domains, our 

framework provides a useful starting point for clarifying the role Conversational AIs 

can play in relation to human experts. The implications of the framework span both 

the design of end user experience (what is increasingly termed AIUX), and the 

training and engineering of the underlying models themselves. 

The following provides some specific principles that can be applied to any “no 

right answer” domain into which a Conversational AI interface is being deployed. 
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Knowledge: Deliver “Personalized Information” Not “Personal 
Insights” 

Table 7. Knowledge Design Principles 

Conversational AI 
design principle 

AIUX / design implications Training / engineering 
implications 

Aggregate for the 

specific 

Do ask: How can aggregated data 

address highly specific queries, 

without presenting it as a singular 

answer? 

Don’t ask: How can the 

Conversational AI share specific, 

personal insights? 

Do ask: How can personal 

experiences be better labeled to 

correspond to specific queries?  

Don’t ask: How can we generate 

synthetic anecdotes or experiences 

that present a secondhand version of 

the real thing? 

Leverage trusted 

brands 

Do ask: How can we clearly 

attribute information to specific 

trusted sources while maintaining 

a seamless user experience? 

Don’t ask: How can the 

Conversational AI curate 

recommendations itself? 

Do ask: How can different sources 

be labeled to correspond to specific 

queries and user types? 

Don’t ask: How can the 

Conversational AI access firsthand 

knowledge that hasn’t been shared 

online? 

Enable infinite 

exploration  

Do ask: How can we provide a 

balance between curated 

recommendations and user-driven 

exploration? 

Don’t ask: How can we 

arbitrarily create limited lists that 

reflect the limits of individual 

knowledge? 

Do ask: How can different options 

be labeled for quality and relevance 

against specific contexts? 

Don’t ask: How can we artificially 

expand the dataset to cover all 

possible scenarios without proper 

validation? 

Surface live 

information 

Do ask: How can live access to 

different feeds enable cutting 

edge, up to date information? 

Don’t ask: How can we assume 

what live information is relevant 

to the individual without clear 

signals? 

Do ask: How can we implement real-

time fact-checking mechanisms to 

ensure the accuracy of live 

information? 

Don’t ask: How can we prioritize 

recency over accuracy or relevance in 

information retrieval? 
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Interaction: Provide “Infinite Iteration” Not “Meaningful 

Conversation” 

Table 8. Interaction Design Principles 

Conversational AI 

design principle 

AIUX / design implications Training / engineering 

implications 

Encourage 

additional 

prompting 

Do ask: How can we design an 

interface that encourages free-form 

expression and prioritizes questions 

over answers? 

Don’t ask: How can we replicate the 

situated understanding of cultural 

context that human experts bring to 

language interpretation? 

Do ask: How can we improve NLP 

to accurately interpret preferences 

that are expressed colloquially? 

Don’t ask: How can we program the 

AI to have personal travel 

experiences in different cultures to 

make it more relatable? 

Leverage the 

signals 

Do ask: How can we present a wide 

range of options while quickly 

narrowing down to the most relevant 

based on user interaction? 

Don’t ask: How can we mimic the 

intuitive ability of human experts to 

read between the lines and infer 

unstated preferences? 

Do ask: How can we optimize 

algorithms to rapidly filter and 

prioritize options based on user 

inputs and behavior patterns? 

Don’t ask: How can we replicate the 

human ability to draw on experiences 

for nuanced recommendations? 

Offer unlimited 

filtering 

Do ask: How can we create an 

interactive interface that allows users 

to easily adjust and visualize different 

optimization parameters?  

Don’t ask: How can we simulate the 

empathetic understanding that human 

experts use to balance conflicting 

preferences in trip planning? 

Do ask: How can we develop 

algorithms that consider multiple 

variables simultaneously to create 

truly optimized itineraries?  

Don’t ask: How can we program the 

AI to have the contextual awareness 

and flexible problem-solving skills of 

seasoned travel experts? 
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Perspective: Share “Aggregated Opinions” Not “Authentic Beliefs” 

Table 9. Perspective Design Principles 

Conversational AI 

design principle 

AIUX / design implications Training / engineering 

implications 

Provide 

transparent 

sourcing 

Do ask: How can we design an 

interface that clearly presents the 

sources and context for each 

recommendation? 

Don’t ask: How can we replicate the 

human expert's ability to intuitively 

share personal biases and interests? 

Do ask: How can we implement a 

system to accurately track and cite 

sources for all information used in 

recommendations?  

Don’t ask: How can we program AI 

to develop its own interests and 

biases based on a particular 

perspective? 

Match to user 

generated 

content 

Do ask: How can we create a user 

interface that effectively presents and 

filters user-generated content based on 

traveler similarities? 

Don’t ask: How can we mimic the 

unique personality and experiential 

narrative that human experts bring to 

their recommendations? 

Do ask: How can we develop 

algorithms to match user profiles with 

the most relevant user-generated 

content? 

Don’t ask: How can we give the AI its 

own personality and set of travel 

experiences to draw from? 

Aggregate 

sentiments as 

well as 

information 

Do ask: How can we design a way to 

present aggregated excitement levels 

visually or interactively to engage 

users? 

Don’t ask: How can we make the AI 

genuinely feel and convey personal 

excitement about a destination? 

Do ask: How can we develop 

sentiment analysis tools to accurately 

gauge and represent traveler 

excitement levels from various data 

sources? 

Don’t ask: How can we program the 

AI to have authentic emotional 

responses to destinations? 

 

Conclusion: Exploring the Space between “Autonomous 

Agent” and “Extended Self” 

The debate about the future of AI computing interaction is divided between two 

visions. The first, articulated by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, is that of AI as a “super-

competent colleague that knows absolutely everything about my whole life, every 

email, every conversation I've ever had, but doesn't feel like an extension” (Varanasi 
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2024). This is the classic vision of AI as an agent with an independent identity and 

the capacity to act autonomously.  

The second vision is articulated by Apple CEO Tim Cook. For Cook, the “Apple 

Intelligence” platform is about “empower[ing] you to be able to do things you 

couldn’t do otherwise. We want to give you a tool so you can do incredible things.” 

(Indian Express 2024). This is the more incremental vision of AI as an embedded 

feature that gives users new capabilities, in line with Steve Job’s vision for computing 

as providing a “bicycle for the mind”. In this view AI is experienced as an extension 

of the self, rather than as an autonomous, separate entity.  

These distinct visions provide us with a useful spectrum for thinking about the 

future of expertise. On one end we have the OpenAI vision of the Agent and, on the 

other, the Apple vision of the Tool. Applying these two concepts to a conversational 

experience in travel, the Agent approach benefits from its autonomy, and is therefore 

perhaps better positioned to challenge, inspire and act on behalf of travelers as a 

human expert would. On the downside, the inevitable personification of such an 

Agent, especially when experienced through a conversational interface, may trigger 

expectations of human expertise, and the “personal insights”, “meaningful 

conversations” and “authentic beliefs” that we have discovered people value. The 

fact that these expectations are unlikely to be satisfied for the reasons outlined above 

may create disappointment and confusion. 

The more conservative vision for AI articulated by Apple will not trigger these 

unrealistic expectations, but could suffer from the opposite problem. If an AI is only 

experienced as an incremental Tool in the context of an existing product journey, 

then user expectations will be constrained by the pre-conceived limits of that specific 

context. 

Technologist Matt Webb nuances the emerging AI landscape further by adding 

“Chat” as a third pole, defined as the capacity to “talk to the AI as a peer in real-

time” (Webb 2024). For Webb, Tools, Agents and Chat are distinctive user 

modalities for interacting with AI, each enabled by a different aspect of the 

underlying technology. An AI that works alongside a user as a “Co-pilot” 

incorporates elements of all three modes. 
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Fig. 6. Matt Webb distinguishes between different AI user experiences, enabled by three core capabilities. 

What this increasingly complex picture surfaces is the lack of adequate mental 

models to help people successfully navigate these emerging modalities, and, by 

extension, what to expect from AI-driven expertise. This presents a significant 

opportunity for ethnographers. The travel case study has helped us identify the 

underlying, complementary qualities that AI can provide alongside human expertise. 

What is less clear, however, is how these complementary qualities should be 

experienced in domains outside of travel, including through what modality.  

The design principles outlined above are useful starting points for product teams 

seeking to build new conversational experiences across consumer domains, especially 

those for which there is “no right answer.” However, our experience is that the 

implications for user experience (AIUX) and engineering will be specific to the 

context in question. This requires teams of ethnographers and data scientists (using 

combined methods like those outlined in this paper) to carefully explore the cultural 

and behavioral nuances of the domain they are designing for, and convert this 

understanding into outputs that are legible to engineers. As with any type of product, 

the difference between success and failure will be defined by the value it provides to 

the end user, not the raw potential of the underlying technology.  
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“I Pick My Poison”: Agency and Addiction in the 

Age of Subscriptions 

IVETA HAJDAKOVA, Stripe Partners 

MORGAN WILLIAMS, Stripe Partners 

This paper illuminates key aspects of the subscription economy and offers a framework for 

understanding customer decision making and willingness to pay. Subscriptions are aimed at 

becoming embedded in our lives, habits, and behaviours, and our in-depth research explored how 

people see themselves as agents in the subscription economy, how they value subscriptions, and how 

they navigate a complex market characterized by ever-changing bundles of features and deals. We 

argue that a new kind of customer agency emerges from the complexities and uncertainties of the 

subscription economy—one that recognises dependencies and even addictions to subscriptions and 

navigates their activity and passivity to produce desired outcomes. The paper describes 4 key factors 

that play a role in people’s evaluations of subscriptions. Building on the work of Michel Callon, we 

also describe subscriptions as attachments and reframe ‘willingness to pay’ to better reflect the 

complexity of subscriptions. The paper is based on self-funded research (not commissioned by any 

client) conducted by Stripe Partners to improve our approach to willingness-to-pay studies. 

It’s very difficult to be someone my age in this day and age and not be 

addicted to something. I just pick my poison and I would rather watch a TV 

show than get sucked into social media. (Archana, 21, US) 

In the summer of 2023, Stripe Partners conducted self-funded (not 

commissioned by any client) research with 12 participants across the US and the UK 

into the role that subscriptions played in their lives to help our data science team 

innovate willingness to pay studies. Our goal was to produce a framework for 

understanding people’s decision-making around subscriptions and to identify factors 

that impacted their willingness to pay. Across paid and free subscriptions—from 

streaming services to digital storage and meal boxes—we were interested in how 

people thought of the value of subscriptions and how they navigated the market and 

the ever-changing bundles of features and deals. 

In our conversations about subscriptions, participants talked about their passivity 

and dependency on subscriptions and their unconscious behaviours, such as 

forgetfulness, laziness, poor money management, or being prone to seek dopamine 

hits. Our youngest participant, 21-year-old medical student Archana from the US, 

Hajdakova, Iveta, and Morgan Williams. “'I Pick My Poison': Agency and Addiction in the Age of Subscriptions." EPIC 
Proceedings (2024): 244–253. https://www.epicpeople.org/agency-and-addiction-in-subscriptions. ISSN 1559-8918. 
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understood her passivity as a form of addiction, and saw her agency limited to 

“picking her poison”:  

It takes so much longer on Instagram for me to get enough of that 

dopamine hit to stop versus these streaming services, they provide that so 

much more quickly and, to an extent, yeah, okay, maybe I am addicted to 

streaming platforms or whatever, but I think it’s very difficult to be 

someone my age in this day and age and not be addicted to something. I 

just pick my poison and I would rather watch a TV show than get sucked 

into social media, .... I might be scrolling on Instagram, I might see some 

things that are entertaining, but I’m also going to see a lot of like gosh, 

climate change is killing our planet, gosh Trump is ruining our democracy. 

Streaming provides a little bit of escapism in a way that social media and 

YouTube cannot. So if I have to be addicted to something, I would rather 

be addicted to streaming services. 

Archana was not alone in recognizing her dependency. Other participants talked 

about being “hooked” or needing to “break up” with their subscriptions, reflecting 

on the habits they had formed. Our inquiry into their willingness to pay for various 

subscriptions revealed a subjectivity characterised by its awareness of their 

behaviours and habits, and by the need to make conscious decisions about their 

unconscious habits. This subjectivity emerges from the complexities and 

uncertainties of the subscription economy, under which more and more services are 

aimed at becoming embedded in people’s lives, habits, and behaviours.  

In this paper, we aim to explore how the subscription economy impacts people’s 

agency and subjectivity, how they see themselves as agents in these new markets and 

how that affects the value they attribute to various subscriptions. We bring together 

several different perspectives and “schools of thought”:  

1. We look at subscriptions from a business perspective, aiming to understand 

how digitally driven subscription models bring value to customers and how 

customers establish this value. 

2. We draw upon theory and especially the work of Michel Callon whose 

analysis of the relationship between market agents and markets helps us 

unlock how people think of the value of subscriptions.  

3. We bring a critical perspective to shed light on how the subscription 

economy impacts customer agency.  
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Bringing these different perspectives together will help us make sense of the 

inherent uncertainty of subscriptions and decision making around them and better 

understand the current phase in the subscription economy and the impact it has on 

customers. 

The Subscription Economy 

While subscriptions are not new, the subscription economy has been enabled by 

digital technology and fueled by vast amounts of personal data. This has led not only 

to a wider socio-economic shift from ownership of products to access to services, 

but also to new types of relationships between customers and service providers, in 

which personal data is used to generate value across multiple channels and surfaces, 

enabling all aspects of life to not only be measured and ranked, but also predicted 

(Fourcade and Healy 2024). The resulting relationship we have with the digital 

services we use impacts how we see ourselves, how we conduct ourselves in our daily 

lives, and how we navigate our aspirations and futures.   

In his 2018 book Subscribed, Tien Tzuo explains that the subscription economy 

represents a transformation in the way business is transacted. The defining 

characteristic of the subscription economy, Tzuo argues, is the shift from the 

product-centric business model to a customer-centric business model (Tzuo and 

Weisert 2018). As a result of this transformation, says Tzuo, a new type of consumer 

emerges, one who prefers access to services to ownership of products. To cater to 

this new consumer, businesses need to leverage new tools, build new knowledge 

about their customers and sustain the process and development of a customer 

relationship over time (Tzuo 2015). 

Tzuo’s framing of the subscription economy summarises how many businesses 

currently think about their products and services and the relationships they want to 

build with their customers. The subscription model underlies many business tools 

aimed at personalisation, retention, localisation, customer journeys and monetisation. 

At the heart of these new customer relationships are mechanisms that help attract 

and retain customers. While these mechanisms are not unique to subscriptions, they 

become more urgent for both businesses and customers, because subscriptions 

require more ongoing interactions with digital interfaces, often leveraging and 

generating vast amounts of data. 

Fast forward to 2024, Tzuo writes: 
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But a year ago, a new phrase entered our lexicon: subscriber fatigue. 

Consumers are overwhelmed with the multitude of subscriptions they’re 

expected to maintain. Some businesses discovered that they have more SaaS 

applications than employees. Everyone is reassessing the value they get 

from these products. Profits are down. Churn is on the rise.  

The Three Phases in the Subscription Economy 

According to the 2022 FT Strategies report, we have entered a third distinct 

phase in the subscription economy: 

Starting in the early 2000s, the first phase took around 20-plus years in 

which digital subscriptions gradually took hold as a strategic lever for 

businesses across most industries, from Media and Lifestyle, to Financial 

Services, Gaming, and many more. It was followed by a second phase of 

marked acquisition growth during the COVID pandemic, which helped 

spike the already healthy consumer appetite for subscriptions. We are now 

entering a third phase, or what we see as the retention phase (Adelman 

2022, 3). 

The report explains that the current phase is characterised by heightened 

consumer awareness driven by the economic downturn and the cost of living crisis. 

While consumers still value subscriptions, the expectation is that they will be more 

reserved and likely jump between subscriptions (Adelman 2022, 3). Tzuo shares the 

concern. In his 2024 article, he writes: 

It’s not looking too good for subscriptions right now: news sites are 

dropping their paywalls, streaming services are turning to ads (and into 

cable), and there’s even noise of SaaS companies abandoning the model. 

What is going on?  

 Yet, new services, products and experiences are still being offered as 

subscriptions or memberships, including, for example, restaurants (Goldfield 2024) 

or financial services that help users consolidate their subscriptions (e.g. Rocket 

Money or Finanz Guru). 

In this current context, businesses need to think of new ways to retain customers 

and new monetisation and pricing strategies. Businesses want to understand their 

customers’ willingness to pay, however, as our paper illustrates, subscriptions are 
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complex and uncertain products, and from the customer perspective, their value is 

difficult to establish. 

The New Business Model 

As business models, digitally delivered subscriptions offer unique benefits to 

both businesses and subscribers: they offer businesses a predictable revenue stream 

and deeper customer insights, while providing consumers with convenience, cost 

savings, or access to a broader range of products and services (Ughade 2024).  

Tzuo explains that the old product-centered business model was aimed at selling 

more products and this was achieved by getting the products into as many sales and 

distribution channels as possible (Tzuo and Weisert 2018, 19-20). The new 

customer-centric business model represents a shift from these “linear transactional 

channels to a circular, dynamic relationship” with the customer. Technology enables 

companies to identify various channels across which they can meet their customers’ 

needs as they emerge (Tzuo and Weisert 2018, 20). 

An ongoing relationship also has implications for pricing and revenue. According 

to Tzuo, the traditional business model does not differentiate between recurring and 

nonrecurring revenue (Tzuo and Weisert 2018, 179), whereas it is precisely recurring 

revenue that is the cornerstone of the subscription economy.  

The new business model enables powerful relationships between businesses and 

their customers by leveraging various mechanisms—social, financial, technical and 

behavioural—that foster engagement over time. At the core of these mechanisms is 

data. Data can be used for many purposes, including targeted marketing, ads, or 

segmentation. Many subscription models are enabled and empowered by large 

amounts of personal data harnessed and leveraged at scale. The data is used to 

provide better personalisation and create more powerful algorithms, which creates 

value for the individual customer as well as for the wider customer base. However, 

this data also generates new forms of capital for businesses, advertisers and third-

party data providers. 

When coupled with digital products and personalisation, subscriptions, such as 

for streaming platforms, benefit from vast and engaged user bases who generate data 

used to provide better recommendations. In this context, however, the relationship 

between the individual user and a large digital platform is an asymmetrical one, albeit 

often disguised as reciprocal. As Fourcade and Healy argue, in these relationships, 
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the role and value of personal data is obfuscated and users’ ability to opt out is 

limited (2024, 43-44).  

Tzuo’s model doesn’t acknowledge the complexity of the data economy that 

underlies the subscription economy and the issues associated with it, as they have 

been powerfully documented by Shoshana Zuboff (2019) and plenty of other 

authors, who have pointed out the connection between transactional data enabled by 

electronic payment systems and surveillance (e.g. Fourcade and Healy 2013; Lauer 

2020). As a result of this connection, the relationship between finance and 

information has been reversed (Fourcade and Healy 2024, 136): transactions are now 

less about money and more about the data trails they leave (Maurer 2014) and the 

monetary record becomes “a proxy for the intimate secrets and desires of its users” 

(O’Dwyer 2019, 12). 

The asymmetrical relationship that exists between an individual customer and 

digital service is often tainted with suspicion regarding personal data that is being 

collected and how it might be used. At the same time, customers find themselves 

captivated and engaged by the mechanisms that are designed to meet their needs 

across many channels and moments. 

The Agencement Model of the Market 

The mechanisms that produce ongoing attachments and dependencies are of a 

particular interest to Michel Callon. Callon’s work Markets in the Making: Rethinking 

Competition, Goods, and Innovation challenges the fundamental distinction between 

agents and goods that underlies the established thinking about markets as encounters 

between agents with needs and desires, and goods with specific properties that 

address (or don’t) these needs and desires (Callon 2021, 46).  

Callon introduces the agencement model of the market which sees goods as 

processes that go through different trajectories throughout their “careers” (c.f. 

Appadurai 1986) as they are designed, produced, commercialised, attached to 

customers, and as they become singularities—the value of which can be established 

and experienced by the customer. Throughout these “careers”, value is created 

collectively and by multitudes of heterogeneous agents, tools and devices. Callon’s 

neologism, agencement,1 refers to assemblages that act as systems to accomplish 

various courses of action (Callon 2021, 140). 

According to Callon’s model, agents and goods are constitutive and 

transformative of each other. This is particularly obvious in the case of digital 
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products that utilise data to offer more personalised experiences. For example, an 

Amazon book recommendation that appears after one has bought a book can shape 

the customer’s understanding of themselves as it reflects their tastes back to them, 

telling them something about themselves they didn’t know before. Subscriptions are 

great examples of how goods and agents come together and transform each other. 

The attachments that are formed between customers and goods in these 

relationships are often long-term and therefore shaped by various factors that impact 

not only their perceived value but also their respective trajectories. For example, a 

music fan feels transformed by music they’ve discovered through Spotify, but they’ve 

also transformed their Spotify algorithm and provided data that informs the 

algorithmic recommendations for others.  

The capacity of a good to create an attachment is what makes Callon’s 

agencement model distinct and novel as it acknowledges that goods play a role in the 

structuring and dynamics of market activities (Callon 2021, 255). Callon points out 

that “if agents get attached, or are captured by goods, it is at least in part because the 

goods are made to be … captivating” (Callon 2021, 255). Anyone working in 

business understands that goods are, indeed, made to be captivating. However, 

Callon’s point is that this power of goods to be captivating comes together with the 

customer’s agency and ability to be captivated. Through market encounters, both 

goods and agencies (customers) are transformed as they become attached.  

The idea that digital subscriptions are utilising various devices to foster long-term 

attachments might not be surprising to the reader. However, Callon’s analysis of 

agencements reveals the shortcomings of our approaches to willingness-to-pay 

studies that assume that an agent is able to make an informed evaluation of how 

much they’re willing to pay for their subscriptions and even a prediction about how 

much they’d be willing to pay should some features of the subscription change. 

The Problem of (E)Valuation: Framing and Overflowing 

As subscriptions are so embedded in people’s lives, relationships, finances, 

routines and other subscriptions, they are difficult to disentangle, compare, evaluate 

or review. Even in corporate or institutional contexts where formal processes are 

established and quantitative rankings or usage statistics are available, decisions 

around subscriptions are embedded in relationships and social contexts (Ivanov et al. 

2020). 
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To establish the value of such attachments requires complex informational 

devices that are both quantitative and qualitative in nature. While price is a 

quantitative metric, as Callon notes, it also carries qualitative and symbolic meaning. 

For example, the price of a wine bottle indicates its place in the wine hierarchy, just 

as subscription names like “Premium” or “Plus” reflect similar hierarchies. 

From a business perspective, subscription pricing is complex and ambiguous. As 

Tzuo explains, “at the end of the day, you’re not pricing an object, you’re pricing an 

outcome” (Tzuo 2018, 152). Outcomes are important for customers as well but how 

do they anticipate whether an outcome will be worth the costs over time? 

Evaluation doesn’t happen inside a customer’s mind.2 The key to Callon’s 

understanding of market dynamics and evaluations is the role of framings.3 Market 

agencements, explains Callon, “are structured by framings that format the courses of 

action” (Callon 2021, 362). Callon uses the example of a dating app: there are many 

qualitative and quantitative points of information that a user evaluates when they see 

another user’s profile. How they frame that encounter and what they value formats 

their action. However, “[a]ny framing produces overflowing,” (Callon 1998, 38) 

meaning that over the course of evaluation and engagement, the user reframes the 

encounter—perhaps they might frame the potential match based on their pictures 

and immediately reframe it based on their education or religion. Enabled by tools 

and information, this dynamic of framing and reframing is the condition for any 

attachment to form.  

Now consider a person who is trying to evaluate a dating app subscription that 

provides them with access to many more profiles—how does one decide on the 

value of such a subscription? How might getting that subscription impact how they 

evaluate individual profiles and how they interact with the app over time?  

Subscriber Fatigue or a New Form of Customer Agency? 

In their book The Ordinal Society, Fourcade and Healy analyse the intersection of 

digitally enabled products and services and a broader context of surveillance, and 

how their coming together impacts society and individuals. The abundance of data 

enables the proliferation of rankings and ratings, which impact all aspects of our 

lives, everyday decisions and future prospects. These rating and ranking systems 

support better services, for example by ranking Uber drivers or potential matches on 

dating apps, but they also enable more addictive experiences (from video games to 

social media scrolling), they impact one’s ability to use services such as insurance or 
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credit, and they lead to more surveillance (Fourcade and Healy 2024, 261-270). This 

ordinal society of data, metrics and rankings, impacts how customers are seen as 

agents, as well as how they see themselves. 

Engagement is often understood as a key signal of a customer getting some kind 

of value out of a service, and vice versa, engagement generates valuable data about 

tastes, preferences, spending as well as everyday behaviours. To initiate and boost 

engagement, various strategies informed by the knowledge of human behaviour are 

used, such as free trials, social experiences, or nudging.4 In the effort to get as many 

people to subscribe to a service or prevent them from unsubscribing, many 

businesses have used “dark patterns”, such as difficult cancellation processes, 

confusing presentation and communication of different tiers, prices and billing 

options (Sinders 2023).  

At the heart of these strategies is an understanding of customer engagement with 

technology as both active and passive at the same time—active in the sense of being 

affected by a product and willingly interacting with it while actively producing data, 

and passive in the sense of being captivated and made dependent on it. Nudging, for 

example, is intended to incentivise agents to adopt and maintain certain behaviours 

without questioning them (Callon 2021, 155).  

However, customers are often at least vaguely aware that with every transaction 

and interaction, data is collected. Sometimes, this data is fed back to them directly, in 

the form of various statistics that help them learn something new about themselves. 

They are able to reflect on their own passivity and take action to change their 

(passive) behaviours.  

We go back to Callon and his reminder that goods and agents transform each 

other. The complexity of subscriptions and the difficulty of establishing their value 

shapes how customers make decisions, it shapes the framings that format their 

attachments, and the factors they consider when establishing the value of their 

subscriptions.  

We examine how this new type of agency that considers its passive attachments 

and even addictions, evaluates subscriptions and we suggest how to reframe the 

question of willingness to pay. To understand what Tzuo calls “subscriber fatigue”, 

we need to examine how the market encounters with subscriptions transform 

agencies as well as markets, creating new alignments and misalignments between 

customers and businesses. Addressing them can help us identify new opportunities. 
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Methodology 

Our research was unusual in that it was not commissioned by a client but instead, 

it was initiated by our data science team. Our objective was to explore various factors 

that impacted how people valued subscriptions and how these findings could 

improve Stripe Partners’ approach to willingness-to-pay studies and provide a deeper 

and broader perspective on the subscription economy and how it might evolve. 

We conducted 2-hour remote interviews with 6 participants in the US and 6 in 

the UK. Our sample included 5 women, 6 men and 1 non-binary person, aged 

between 21 and 67, skewing younger. We recruited participants with varying levels of 

income and various numbers of paid subscriptions (from 1 to 10+). 

In our interviews, we explored attitudes towards subscriptions and their 

perceived value, without any strict definition of what a subscription was. We probed 

participants around different types of subscriptions they were using for free or were 

paying for, including shared subscriptions and subscriptions paid for by others.  

The Problem with Willingness-to-Pay 

Willingness-to-pay (WTP) exercises are typically used in two situations: 1. to 

decide which of a set of possible directions to pursue (because demand for that 

direction is greater than for alternatives); or 2. to help set prices that maximise 

profits. For WTP exercises to be informative they need to provide results that are as 

reflective as possible of what real world behaviour might look like. 

The premise of WTP studies is the idea that a customer is able to identify their 

needs and desires (demand), evaluate their options (supply) and establish how 

valuable something is to them and how much they’re willing to spend to acquire a 

particular good or service. A qualitative perspective can then help understand 

relevant factors that are important to people when considering and evaluating the 

different options and deciding whether or not to pay for them.  

The assumption behind WTP exercises related to subscriptions is that the 

qualities of an offered subscription would impact customers’ demand, and vice versa, 

that understanding customers’ unmet needs and desires could be used to improve 

the offer.   

However, we want to show that the current assumptions that inform WTP 

approaches are not sufficient in helping us understand how people go about the 

calculations that inform their decision-making and evaluations regarding 
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subscriptions. The question of willingness to pay in the context of the subscription 

economy revealed fundamental problems of our understanding of markets and 

market agencies. 

Subscriptions as Complex Attachments 

Subscriptions are complex products that offer various types of content, services, 

features and entitlements, many of which participants didn’t use or weren’t aware of. 

While a single subscription can offer multiple benefits, participants would frame its 

value through their own individual use cases and goals. For example, some users of 

Amazon Prime saw it as a shopping and delivery subscription while others valued it 

primarily for entertainment. 

Subscriptions were also recognized as complex because they were often bundled 

together or came as benefits to other subscriptions. Frank (67, US), had about 10 TV 

subscriptions, many of which were bundled together with other services, such as 

broadband or Walmart.  

We have them separately, but they’re as a result of a promotion. So for an 

example, Paramount Plus was given to us for free as a result of joining 

Walmart Plus…. And Peacock was the result of a similar promotion. I don’t 

remember exactly what we joined or what was offered to us, but we pay 99 

cents a month for the next year and a half or something for it, so why not 

have it? 

Participants often had multiple subscriptions with overlapping features and 

benefits, which impacted their awareness of what they were paying for, were entitled 

to and how they could manage the service. Yolanda, a 48-year-old single mother 

from New York City, was so anxious when it came to her spending that she did not 

even want to pay her bills automatically and checked her bank accounts every day. 

She had recently “broken up” with a lot of her subscriptions, the hardest of these 

breakups being Amazon Prime. However, during our conversation, she remembered 

she had subscribed to a toilet paper subscription on Amazon Prime during the 

pandemic. During the interview, she went on Amazon and realised she still had the 

subscription: 

Oh, I missed that. Missed this breakup. Um, yeah. So I guess I did do that. 

Wow. 
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Yolanda’s resistance towards subscriptions was a result of her recognising that 

she had formed attachments with her subscriptions, which she wasn’t able to stay on 

top of. She understood that companies could exploit people’s forgetfulness. This was 

also important to explain to her son, who was very keen to get subscriptions but 

would often forget to manage them.  

It’s the same thing that my son gets caught up in. … Not thinking about it 

three months from now. And then they’re billing me. So it’s their banking 

on you forgetting and them being able to bill you. 

Subscriptions Are Recognised as Business Models That Leverage Customers’ 

Passivity 

While subscriptions are difficult to define, participants recognised them as 

business models that were designed in ways that leveraged their vulnerabilities, 

especially their tendency to develop dependencies, their forgetfulness and their lack 

of awareness over the personal information they shared. Participants thought that 

subscriptions exploited their passivity and therefore had to be actively, or pro-

actively managed.  

The youngest participant, Archana (21, US) was aware of the difference in 

attitudes towards subscriptions between herself and her parents who were a lot more 

“distrustful” than her because they were not familiar with how subscriptions worked. 

In contrast, she felt she understood the business model and was able to benefit from 

it.  

I don’t think my parents would ever consider a meal kit service. They would 

think that's dumb. And they’re also very distrustful of subscriptions. Every 

time I’m like, oh, I’m gonna have four months of this, they’re like, ‘they’re 

gonna charge you for the rest of your life.’ I’m like, ‘it’s not that hard to 

cancel’. So there's an attitude of, like, why would I buy a subscription when 

I can just buy the item? And an attitude of, be very careful what you 

subscribe to, because it’s very easy to get tricked… Their concerns are valid, 

but I think I trust myself to navigate subscriptions more than they trust 

themselves. Like, I trust myself to be able to catch that and act accordingly. 

For Archana, there were both pros and cons with regards to the subscription 

business model. On the one hand it reduced the cognitive burden of decision-

making or problem-solving and could help habitualise certain behaviours, but on the 
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other, it might mean having a suboptimal pairing of goods with needs as one’s 

circumstances changed.  

The pro is that something that you want, something that you like, you don’t 

have to make the conscious effort to get it again and again. It'll just always 

be there for you. But the con is that it’s hard to evaluate whether you still 

need something or, like, you end up paying for things you may not be using 

or need as much as you think you do. Because once you make that decision 

to start having the service, you're not reevaluating every month—do I still 

need this? Do I still want this? 

Many participants recognised the different mechanisms that were used to get 

them “hooked” on subscriptions. For example, many felt like specific TV shows, 

exclusive sports content or free trials were used to get people to get a new 

subscription. Participants had to develop strategies for working around these 

mechanisms, such as setting reminders for cancelling subscriptions, re-evaluating 

their expenses or using gift cards to control their spending.   

You know when you do the free trial and you forget about it. I did that with 

Now TV and I was really angry because there was literally nothing else to 

watch on it. I didn't enjoy it at all and now I always set an alarm if I do that 

to make sure that I unsubscribe and don’t disappoint myself (Aaron, 42, 

UK). 

All our participants saw subscriptions as potentially risky attachments5—they 

were risky because of the different mechanisms that were orienting them to behave 

in certain ways they weren’t necessarily aware of. The mechanisms were an important 

characteristic of this type of commodity but if managed carefully and used in a way 

that would generate value, they were seen as convenient and even beneficial.  

With his 10+ subscriptions, Frank (67, US) was conscious about managing the 

subscriptions he was paying for. He had seen a YouTube video that offered advice 

on how to be smart about subscriptions by pausing or cancelling them:  

In order for you to save money with all these subscriptions, realise that 

you're really only on a month-to-month basis. So if you have a particular 

show that you like and it’s ended and you really don’t want to see anything 

else, just drop the subscription …Suspend the subscription until the next 

season comes on.  
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In order to get the desired outcomes, participants considered how a subscription 

business model worked and how it might align with their active and passive 

behaviours and decisions over time. Within this dynamic and fluid picture of 

subscription evaluations, we identified the following factors that facilitate such an 

evaluation: 1. Desired effects, 2. Temporality, 3. Affordability and 4. Engagement.  

The 4 Factors 

1. Desired effects 

Our participants expected subscriptions to have effects on their lives. 

Subscriptions played an important role in supporting their lifestyles, relationships, 

everyday habits and practices, as well as their goals and aspirations.  

In general, the most valued subscriptions were for entertainment. Many 

participants thought it was essential to have something to watch as this provided 

them with talking points but also was something they often shared with others. Many 

of Frank’s subscriptions were for his extended family, including his brother who was 

in Japan, his grandchildren who’d come and visit and he even shared subscriptions 

with friends. He thought it was a “nice little thing to be able to give access to 

someone.”  

Entertainment provided important effects for many participants. It helped them 

decompress or escape and provided relief from busy lives. Nana considered TV 

show subscriptions to be essential: 

Especially, in a place like New York, I feel like a lot of people do have to 

work, so when you want to decompress, you don’t want to be limited.  

Participants expected to be attached to their subscriptions—a subscription that 

has had an effect on their lives would be considered most valuable. For Iman (37, 

UK), her gym membership was “invaluable” to her. With a baby daughter and a busy 

schedule, her gym membership not only provided her with the opportunity to go 

swimming, but it also incentivised her to take the time for herself:  

Pure Gym is something that I know that if I get rid of it, then there's 

nothing holding me accountable to be able to go to the gym and because I 

enjoy swimming, it’s just something that I do for myself. So that's why I do 

it. It doesn't really hold value, really because, maybe it’s gonna sound really 

cheesy, but it’s, like, invaluable.  
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Another young mother, Isoke (34, UK) used the Calm app because it had effects 

on her mind and calmed her down: 

Especially when you have managed the kids for the whole day, you just 

really need some peace. So, you know, it brings that peace, that calmness, 

really. Like it revives me, it re-energises me. 

Participants valued when subscriptions became incorporated into their lives, daily 

habits, rhythms and practices. They valued personalised experiences because they 

helped them achieve their desired effects without effort, allowing them to be passive. 

Nana (26, US) defaulted to Netflix when he didn’t know what to watch. Netflix 

provided the desired effects while also enabling Nana to offload the cognitive effort 

needed to make decisions, which, Nana thought, has changed the way people watch 

TV more broadly: 

So when I sit down to eat my lunch and I don’t have any TV show to 

watch, I automatically go to Netflix because they’re the goat. They’re, like, 

dope. They’re the ones that got people hooked on this way of watching 

stuff, streaming. 

Paid subscriptions were expected to deliver the desired effects in a more 

predictable and straightforward way compared to free alternatives or alternatives 

with advertising. This is why Archana (21, US) picked streaming services over social 

media (see quote above) and why she paid for her Spotify subscriptions as opposed 

to having to listen to ads: 

On Spotify, the ads are disruptive. If I’m about to fall asleep and I get a 

loud, raucous ad, then I’m awake. 

Participants recognised that not all subscriptions became part of their daily 

habits, but they still were valuable to them because they represented their aspirations 

and provided motivation. Jane (26, UK) talked about how Headspace has helped 

with her anxiety and she still kept paying for it to keep up the habit and also help 

others: 

I do feel like I should just continue to have it and to use it, especially if it’s 

something that I’m recommending to people. 

Although Headspace was not something she was actively using, she felt like it 

was part of who she was—a mental health professional. In this way, Headspace was 

part of Jane’s identity and habitus6: the choice to keep it wasn’t determined by how 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 238



 

often she was using it to regulate her mental health. By recommending Headspace, 

Jane was able to impact other people’s mental health, and, in return, gain authority as 

an expert.  

As participants adopted new subscriptions, these would impact the value of 

existing ones. Thus, they were often negotiating and reprioritising the different 

desired effects they wanted to achieve and the subscriptions that help them achieve 

them. Iman (37, UK) had been subscribed to The Good Housekeeping Magazine 

since she was young and felt like it was “part of her”. She kept the subscription 

because reading the magazine provided a detox from her phone: 

Like, sometimes, you know, when I don’t want to spend time on my phone 

and things like that, I open the magazine and I spend some time in the 

evening where I’m not actually on the phone and I’m actually just reading 

the magazine. 

As people’s lives change, this impacts how they get the effects they desire from 

subscriptions. Some subscriptions remain incorporated in their lives, while others 

may be forgotten, paused or cancelled, or incorporated into new relationships.  

2. Temporality 

Temporality plays a crucial role in the effectiveness and perceived value of 

subscription services, as the benefits derived from subscriptions are meant to accrue 

incrementally over time rather than instantaneously. When asked to generate a 

formula for what made a subscription valuable, most participants mentioned 

frequency and recency of use. 

For Archana (21, US), Spotify was her most useful subscription because she was 

using it every day.  

I’ve had my Spotify subscription for years without cancelling. And it might 

be one of my longest running subscriptions. That is something that I don’t 

re-evaluate because that's how I go to sleep every night as I listen to my 

Spotify. 

Some subscriptions provided better personalisation over time, or better deals for 

loyal customers in order to provide continuous value to customers. Participants also 

found greater value in some long-term subscriptions. For example, Archana 

appreciated the fact that over 10 years that she’d been using Spotify, it reminded her 

of various different periods in her life. The prospect of future personalised 
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experiences was an important benefit to her and played an important role in her 

original intention to form a long-term attachment to Spotify:  

I think their algorithm does a very good job for me personally. That’s what 

persuaded me to buy it in the first place. 

The right opportunity was another important temporal factor. A lot of 

participants understood that their engagement with subscriptions was dependent on 

their life circumstances. Jane (26, UK) understood that her use of entertainment 

subscriptions fluctuated:  

I think it fluctuates how much I watch Disney. Like, I’ll go through phases. 

I’ve maybe not been watching it as much recently, so I'd maybe think, oh, 

maybe I should just cancel it for a few months and see how it goes. 

Certain life stages were particularly significant triggers for adopting new 

subscriptions, especially moving house, becoming financially independent, starting 

work, looking after others, especially children, or retiring. Similarly, specific events or 

occasions inspired participants to get a subscription. For example, when Nana (26, 

US) and his girlfriend got a puppy, and because they lived on the 4th floor of an 

apartment block and didn’t want to have to go outside, they bought a subscription to 

a patch of grass called Doggy Lawn. 

Many participants considered subscriptions to be a long-term commitment. 

Ideally, they would prove to be rewarding over time, however, they could also 

produce diminishing returns and become forgotten. This was a risk many recognized, 

and some were so worried about being stuck with a subscription they couldn’t get 

out of, forgot to use, or manage, that they’d intentionally try to pause them or avoid 

them altogether. The fact that the value of subscriptions was relative to time also 

meant that participants struggled to establish the value of a particular subscription. 

Thus, the value of subscriptions was never stable and could not be easily predicted. 

3. Affordability 

Being able to afford subscriptions was an important factor that impacted 

people’s willingness to adopt one. However, while price was an important point of 

reference, participants were also taking other factors into consideration in order to 

determine whether they could afford a subscription or not. Participants needed to 

consider whether they’d be able to stay on top of their bill along with other bills, for 
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how long and whether it might be difficult to pause or cancel their subscription, and 

they also considered any alternatives.  

For example, during the time of our research, many participants were aware that 

Netflix had changed the rules around sharing subscriptions.7 This triggered many 

different considerations. Archana (21, US) was sharing Netflix with a friend who was 

also sharing it with someone who wasn’t living with them. Archana thought that if 

she could no longer use this account, she wouldn’t get her own Netflix subscription. 

Instead, she’d continue using her Dropout subscription over Netflix. Dropout 

offered enough comedy to provide the important escape from social media, which 

was the main reason Archana paid for a streaming service. 

Dropout is so cheap comparatively. Like, it’s a dollar a month when it 

works out between all my friends. It feels like bad value to pay $6.99 a 

month for Paramount, for example, and then pay $1 for Dropout and 

watch Dropout more. 

Importantly, she thought Dropout was paying their creators fairly and she 

wanted to support their business model: 

It’s not necessarily just supporting a creator, any creator. It’s supporting 

specific creators that reflect my values. … It baffles me that Netflix and 

Disney and Paramount and Hulu cannot afford to pay their actors and 

writers livable wages. And that’s why there’s a strike going on. 

For young students, such as Archana and her friends, the change of Netflix’s 

conditions felt destabilising. Part of the value of Netflix was the ability to share 

shows that others were watching too. 

The benefit it brings to my life is also that now that I share a subscription 

with all of my friends, that means we have something in common. 

Automatically, we all watch the same stuff. 

Sharing his Netflix account was important to Frank (67, US) as well. He was 

sharing it with his brother in Japan. For Frank, paying more was not a problem but 

the change in conditions was disappointing and made Frank critical of Netflix’s 

business model: 

If you’re [Netflix] so hard up for money, maybe consider not making so 

many television shows. Part of the reason why you’re the number one in 

this regard is that you make it available for so many other people. And if 

you want to, you know, rather than trying to crack down, if you want to 
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charge a couple of dollars more a month, then okay, do so. But allow for us 

to be able to share it with whoever we want, and it doesn’t matter where. 

For many participants, there was eventually a ceiling where budgets constrained 

the number of subscriptions they could have. This was more important to help them 

determine what they’d be willing to pay than the price of an individual subscription. 

Nana (26, US) told us how he wanted to learn how to DJ and make music. He had 

already been paying for Apple Music, Spotify Premium and YouTube Premium but 

the DJ tool he wanted to use required that he used Tidal so he got Tidal as well. 

However, he then cancelled both Tidal and the DJ tool, when he realised that, while 

his expenses were increasing, his income was remaining the same.  

I have gotten to a place where I just cancelled the ones that don’t 

necessarily work for me in this moment, just because I feel like I don’t have 

that luxury anymore of just, like, having this go on for however long. 

The objective value of a subscription is impossible to determine. While price was 

an important piece of information, it wasn’t enough for participants to determine 

value. Callon reminds us that price is not about the value of a good, it is a quality of 

the good (Callon 2021, 288). Price, says Callon, “is neither the consequence nor the 

measure of the value of a good. It participates in the formulation of this value…. 

Price is a cause of value, but only one of its numerous causes. The consumer buys 

the price…” (Callon 2021, 300.) Price helped participants compare similar or 

different products and experiences. Iman (37, UK) felt in general she wouldn’t pay 

over £30 for a subscription but wouldn’t mind paying £7.99 or £5.99 because that’s 

“like a cup of coffee”.  

Price could also be negotiated or lowered. Many participants actively looked for 

ways to lower the costs of their subscriptions—for example by sharing it with others, 

by registering for free trials with new email addresses or by paying with gift cards to 

avoid unwanted renewals. Importantly, the affordability of a subscription was also 

relative to how they engaged with it. For example, Archana (21, US) paid for Jack’s 

Flight Club because she knew she was going to book flight tickets. She then 

intentionally maximised its benefits so that it would have turned out to be good 

value for money.  
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4. Engagement 

As mentioned above, participants wanted to use subscriptions to achieve various 

desired effects. But they understood that in order for subscriptions to be good value 

for money, they’d have to use them frequently. Thus, getting a new subscription 

required forming new habits. Yolanda (48, US), who had recently started dating, was 

considering getting a subscription that would enable her to discover beauty products. 

She saw this as an investment into herself, as well as potentially doing something 

different. This could even impact how she’d re-evaluate the importance of 

entertainment. 

I think the whole makeup thing is fun for me, and it’s doing self care. … 

I’m not sure I want to have more fun. And I guess it’s something new and 

different for me. Netflix and Hulu, you kind of know what you're getting. 

Subscriptions were important for providing access, convenience and flexibility. 

Being able to access content or service as one needed was valuable and participants 

registered these occasions as engagement. Often, they would also consider it valuable 

to have the possibility of this engagement, should their needs arise. Jane (26, UK) 

was paying for her Audible subscription even though she wasn’t using it, in case she 

would like to use it in a car or at the gym. 

Sometimes, just having a subscription, without using it, was important for their 

identity, values and relationships. Iman (37, UK) wasn’t using many of her streaming 

subscriptions for herself but shared them with others. For example, she was paying 

for her Pret a Manger subscription even after she stopped using it because her 

brother and nieces could still use it. Often, even as participants’ lives changed and 

they could disengage from their subscriptions, they were still sharing them with 

others, creating further dependencies and attachments.  

Nana (26, US) also talked about keeping subscriptions despite not using them 

because they represented who he wanted to become. In his instance this could be 

becoming a DJ. Having a dedicated subscription represented the aspirational identity 

and the possibility of achieving his goal. He compared it to how others get a gym 

membership to motivate themselves to get fit:  

There’s some things you just want to try out or, like, you aspire to try out.  

Many participants recognised that their engagement with subscriptions was a 

result of the different mechanisms that were used to get them “hooked” so that they 

would become part of their routines. Archana (21, US) recognised that for 
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subscriptions to become more valuable, they were aiming to be embedded in 

people’s lives. 

Subscriptions that are successful entice you to use it more often, so it 

becomes part of your routine. Like, for example, Netflix does this with their 

two-part releases. So, like, I was watching the Witcher, season 3, and they 

released the first four episodes one day, and then they released the second 

four episodes two weeks later, even though everything was already done. 

The reason for this is they make you use it more in terms of, like, you’re 

using it today and you’re using it two weeks from now. And that makes it 

part of your routine, that makes it something that you see as more valuable.  

Participants often mentioned that the value they were getting from subscriptions 

was related to their ability to be aware of their behaviours, change their behaviours 

and navigate their activity and passivity. Iman (37, UK) had forgotten she was paying 

for her Elevate subscription. This realisation made her reactivate her interest and 

start using it more to achieve the desired effects that motivated her to get the 

subscription in the first place. For her, the cost was less important than the chance to 

re-engage with her aspiration: 

I forgot that I was paying for it. Honestly, this is how bad I am with money. 

So for me, I think I probably will start using it more often. Instead of 

forgetting that it’s even there.  

Most participants considered frequency and recency of use to be important 

indicators of how much value they were getting from a subscription. However, most 

also realised that their actual behaviours did not support this formula. Having the 

possibility to use a subscription was also valued because it was seen as motivational 

and aspirational.  

On the other hand, pausing a subscription could be seen as a motivation to 

pursue other things in life while still valuing the subscription and intending to 

resume the attachment at a later time. Getting a paid subscription could be 

considered a way to “hack” one’s behaviours and motivate oneself to create new 

habits. 

How people engage with a subscription plays an important role in how they 

attribute value to it. However, engagement was just one of the indicators of how a 

customer might attach to their subscription and to what effect. 

The 4 factors we identified surface how important it was for participants to 

navigate their activity and passivity to get value out of their subscriptions. We found 
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that participants were aware of their attachments, dependencies, and their day-to-day 

weakness of will and correlated passivity. In other words, they were aware of their 

lack of awareness around their habitual behaviours and around the broader 

consequences of forming attachments to subscriptions. This lack of awareness was 

exacerbated by the fact that participants were never quite sure what they were paying 

for, were entitled to and how they could manage the services.  

This complexity and subjective understanding of subscriptions means that 

evaluating them is a relatively difficult task. Callon argues that goods lie on a 

continuum from those that are more easily defined by their qualities, to those that 

are more uncertain because their qualities are less clear, and customers can ascribe 

their own meanings to them (Callon 2021, 260). Subscriptions are very much at the 

uncertain end of this spectrum. 

Evaluating Subscriptions Requires Calculative Agencies and Calculative 

Tools  

Evaluating individual subscriptions is difficult, it’s even more difficult to curate 

one’s portfolio of subscriptions. While participants often had subscriptions that were 

overlapping in terms of the entitlements they offered, they also often felt like they 

were missing some subscriptions. For example, Nana (26, US) had several music 

subscriptions but wouldn’t recognize that his Amazon Prime was bundled with the 

Amazon Music subscription. Jack (65, UK) had multiple subscriptions for watching 

sports but also had to go to the pub to watch his favourite team play because none 

of his subscriptions provided access to all the content he wanted to watch.  

The valuation and evaluation of complex products, often bundled and highly 

personalised, such as subscriptions, is an understudied subject. In our analysis, we go 

back to Callon whose model stresses the importance of calculative devices as well as 

calculative agencies.8  

Often, the way subscription options are presented to people is through different 

tiers—this helps to create choice for people, but it also provides references that 

people can use to compare options. This information provides cognitive tools for 

people to make calculations. Price, as discussed above, is just another quality of a 

subscription. For example, the price of a Netflix subscription places it within the 

market of other entertainment subscriptions offered by competitors and the 

possibility to choose from 3 different tiers of Netflix subscriptions also creates an 

internal hierarchy within which each tier is positioned against the other.  
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The way various subscriptions and bundles are presented to potential customers 

help them compare them with other options. For example, the resolution of 1080p 

means very little, without being positioned next to the resolution of “4K+HDR” and 

a higher monthly price. The price and other specs, thus, play the role of information 

devices and serve as cognitive tools that can help customers make decisions. Without 

these tools, customers are not able to determine the value of a subscription, not to 

mention the price they’re willing to pay. 

Callon (1998) doesn’t buy into the idea of people having an innate ability to make 

rational decisions. In line with the symmetrical approach of Actor Network Theory, 

he argues that it is only thanks to various calculative devices that people enter into 

market transitions, and that any markets can exist, for that matter. Calculative devices 

include all sorts of measuring tools, currencies (especially money), accounting tools 

and management processes that enable pricing, comparisons and calculations. 

“Calculativeness,” he says, “couldn’t exist without calculative tools” (Callon 1998, 

23). The dynamics of markets, as well as asymmetries between agents, can be 

explained by agents performing various types of calculations and using various types 

of calculative devices.9 

According to Callon and Muniesa, calculation  

…starts by establishing distinctions between things or states of the world, 

and by imagining and estimating courses of action associated with things or 

with those states as well as their consequences (2005, 1231). 

Calculation is neither purely quantitative, nor qualitative, and therefore cannot be 

reduced to a mathematical calculation or an intuitive judgement. In the market of 

subscriptions, customers are also taking into consideration their potential long-term 

engagement with a subscription. While they cannot know exactly how successful this 

will be, they can interpret various signals and predict how they might be activated or 

passivated by a particular subscription and form an attachment. 

Looking at different Netflix subscription tiers, Archana, (21, US) reflected on 

how she would interpret them: 

I’m not looking at the video quality or the resolution when I’m deciding 

whether or not to buy it. I need to see monthly price. These bottom two 

check marks are telling me about how much I’m going to get it used. 

Downloads are another way for me to use it. Watching on my TV or my 

phone are different ways for me to use it. And then what I would need to 
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see is, what kind of stuff do they have on there? And that's about, does it 

spark joy or not? 

Archana was able to combine the information presented with her predicted 

behaviours. She could then compare this to other options, especially the Dropout 

subscription. The fact that the Dropout content was something she and her friends 

talked about, helped her prioritise the Dropout subscription.  

The importance of information devices and calculative devices that help people 

frame an offer is important in helping them determine their willingness to pay for a 

subscription. However, Archana’s response also reflects the existing information 

asymmetry, which left her unsure whether a subscription would spark joy, and how 

affected she might be by the subscription and to what effects and outcomes.  

Pick Your Poison 

According to Callon, markets are animated by what he calls affectio mercatus, 

passions, tastes, habits and energies that enable attachments and dependencies. 

Callon’s agencement model stresses the importance of the material component of 

market activities. To experience a desire for a product requires that one can be 

affected by it, that they are moved or changed by it (c.f. Latour 2004). Subscriptions 

too, have a material component. Their effects are felt as they impact people’s daily 

habits, rhythms, moods, energy levels, attention spans, tastes, as they generate new 

desires and new actions. The effects of ongoing encounters facilitated by 

subscriptions or experiences can come in virtually infinite forms. For example, one 

subscription can be used to change one’s mood, be inspired or to fall asleep. 

However, for an attachment to be ongoing, it needs to also create a form of 

dependency and leverage people’s dispositions to form dependencies.  

Markets leverage these dispositions to captivate customers by appealing to 

people’s learning systems and the underlying two different decision-making circuits, 

one responsible for impulse decisions and another corresponding to longer 

deliberations (Callon 2021, 254). The attachments that are formed between agents 

and goods can be of various intensity and length, with some utilising human 

hedonistic drives to create addictive attachments.  

Archana (21, US) felt like games were most powerful at leveraging human 

dispositions to form dependencies but thought that subscriptions too, were using 

rewards to become addictive: 
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Games get you to spend money by, like, you know, they’re hitting that 

dopamine reward center, too. … For example, Clash of Clans has this 

formula where every day you log in, whether you're not, you have a 

subscription, you get some bonus thing. So they make it part of your 

routine by rewarding you for making it part of your routine. Subscriptions 

that are successful, I feel like, do much of the same where they entice you 

to use it more often, so it becomes part of your routine. 

Callon predicts that “[e]ngineering addiction and addictive practices makes 

explicit and weaves together on a whole new scale the stuff that contemporary man 

is made from” (Callon 2021, 283). The insights from our research show how agents 

respond to these new attachments, how they are shaped by them and how they adapt 

to the market that is dependent on utilising them.  

Getting “hooked” or becoming addicted to hits of dopamine go contrary to our 

understanding of the will. As our research shows, participants were aware of their 

lack of awareness, of their passivity, dependencies and weaknesses of the will or 

weaknesses of their memory. Many participants felt that this was part of being an 

agent in the markets of subscriptions. In this context, it was impossible to determine 

their willingness to pay. Nana (26, US), who felt dependent on Netflix expressed this 

uncertainty through a pause when he said: 

If Netflix decided, oh, yeah, well, we're so incorporated into your life, we're 

charging $50 now, I’m not paying $50 for Netflix [pause] probably. 

How do businesses respond to the market that is shaping and being shaped by 

agents who feel like their best choice is to “pick their poison”?   

Adopt and Adapt: Reframing Willingness to Pay 

I’m open to new subscriptions if it makes life easier. Cost doesn't really 

come into it, up until a point. Then you're paying a lot just to be lazy. 

(Nana, 26, US) 

Subscriptions are agencements, they should be thought of as dynamic processes 

or systems that produce outcomes by incentivising attachments. To understand how 

value is attributed to subscriptions, multiple factors need to be considered. Our 

research has identified factors relating to desired effects, temporality, affordability 

and engagement. Importantly, we also explained how, as a result of these 
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attachments, a new type of customer agency emerges: one that navigates their own 

passivity and activity and recognizes addiction as part of its condition. 

For this agency, price and other information devices that are used to present 

subscriptions—such as streaming quality, number of downloads, etc.—serve the 

purpose of helping them understand how a subscription might leverage their 

conscious and unconscious behaviours, their weaknesses or cognitive biases. In the 

context of information asymmetry, exacerbated by the use of data and algorithmic 

technologies, customers experience the need to, above all, assess their current and 

anticipated behaviours and circumstances.  

In essence, when determining the value of subscriptions, customers need to 

establish what might be the outcomes of the adoption of a subscription and how 

they might adapt to it. Attachment, Callon argues, is a structured process that can be 

organised. This process involves experimentation, investigations and trials through 

which “affects are produced, identities transformed and connected, durable 

connections made, and solid associations between goods and agents established” 

(Callon 2021, 265). 

Without attachments, markets cannot exist. Equally, markets cannot exist 

without detachments. “Subscriber fatigue,” referred to by Tzuo, needs to be 

understood not in the context of singular subscriptions, but in the context of the 

broader subscription economy, in which the sum of various subscriptions people are 

paying for is affecting how they are evaluating, using, pausing or cancelling various 

individual subscriptions.  

Last but not least, the role of personal data needs to be considered when 

thinking of the value of subscriptions. Consumption practices are key to how 

modern consumers craft their lifestyles and their selves. In 1999, Nikolas Rose wrote 

about the condition of the consumer: “we are obliged to make our lives meaningful 

by selecting our personal lifestyle from those offered to us in advertising, soap 

operas, and films, to make sense of our existence by exercising our freedom to 

choose in a market in which one simultaneously purchases products and service, and 

assembles, manages, and markets oneself” (103). Digital technologies that leverage 

personal data have enabled a more detailed understanding of one’s decisions and 

habits. Perhaps we are less impacted by what we see in soap operas, and more 

impacted by the reflection of our behaviours as they appear in our screen times, step 

count or number of accomplished tasks. The data that is available to us impacts how 

we organise our lives and further feeds into the pressure to be responsible for and 
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educated about ourselves (Rose 2004, 88). Coupled with predictive technologies, 

subscriptions raise new questions about how modern agents are governed through 

their consumer practices. 

The modern subscriber understands their dependency as well as their need to be 

responsible for their lives and their decisions. Where businesses are profiting from 

predictable cash flows and recurring revenues, customers experience challenges and 

powerlessness associated with their inability to manage the subscriptions they are 

using or not using. We would like to invite the community of ethnographers to 

provide more understanding and solutions that would support customers while also 

helping grow sustainable businesses. 
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Notes 
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1. The translator of Callon’s book, Olivia Custer, explains that agencement might be translated as

“arrangement” or “layout”. “It can refer to the way elements are laid out in space or the way they 

combine to create an effective whole. In order to preserve the insistence on the agency arrangements, 

the choice was made to import it into English” (Translator’s note, Callon 2021, 428). Callon explains 

that the term is compatible with the definition of an assemblage. However, he doesn’t want to use the 

word assemblage because it creates the sense that the various entities associated with an assemblage 

are just put together. Callon wants to stress the collective action that structures these assemblages. At 

the heart of the market agencement model are the various interdependent framings that, together, 

make it possible for a good to be attached to an agency (Callon 2021, 361-362).
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2. For more on the various tools and processes used in evaluation, see Lamont (2012). According to 

Lamont (2012), it is a cultural process. Lamont proposes that to understand valuation and evaluation, 

we need to understand various other practices and factors: 1. How does categorisation and 

legitimation happen? 2. What are the different criteria and “grammars of worth”? 3. How is 

knowledge produced and what non-human agents and devices are used to produce that knowledge? 

Karpik (2010) has also provided a useful perspective on valuation, which has inspired a case study by 

Hajdakova, Karol and McDonald presented at EPIC 2020. 

3. Framings and the tension between framing and overflowing is important to Callon’s explanation of 

market dynamics, pricing, marketing and market competition.  

4. For more on nudging, see Callon (2021, 155) and Fourcade and Healy (2024, 145). 

5. We noticed that participants felt angry at themselves, guilty or ashamed if they’ve failed to stay on 

top of their subscriptions. These feelings point towards a moral economy associated with 

subscriptions. Fourcade and Healy also point out the connection between ordinalization (the use of 

data, metrics, rankings, etc.) and morality (2024, 245-247). For the purposes of this paper, we did not 

focus on the moral aspect of the subscription economy albeit we think that morality plays a crucial 

role in shaping people’s attitudes towards subscriptions and informs how they navigate their activity 

and passivity, and should be closely examined.   

6. Building on Pierre Bourdie’s concept of the habitus, Callon argues that how people calculate and 

evaluate goods is part of their habitus (Callon 2021, 195).  

7. Netflix. 2023. ‘Update on Sharing’. May 23, 2023. https://about.netflix.com/en/news/update-on-

sharing-may-us  

8. In his earlier work (Callon 1998), Callon talks about “calculative agencies” whereas in his later work 

(Callon 2021), he talks about “qualculations” to highlight the qualitative aspect of calculations. For the 

purposes of this paper, we found the concept of “calculative agencies” clearer and more sufficient.  

9. There are plenty of asymmetries between agents involved in a transaction and calculative agencies, 

do not use the same calculative tools. The more complicated and complex the network of relations 

and entities is, the larger the number of potential asymmetries (Callon 1998, 45). 
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Quit Playing Language Games with My Heart; or, 

Conversational AI and Knowledge Sharing 

LARRY S. McGRATH 

This paper shares guidance for designing conversational AI based on findings from linguistic and 

social analysis of core shifts introduced by large language models. When Duolingo and Babbel added 

AI features to their language learning apps, the games that users play on the apps was transformed, 

giving us a window into the structure of AI-driven user interactions in general. Dynamic, turn-

taking dialogues resembling natural conversation now appear alongside multiple-choice and drag-

and-drop vocabulary games. The transformation is not just technological: It also lays bare the 

shifting language games that we have come to play more broadly in our interactions with LLMs such 

as Chat-GPT, Claude, and Gemini. People engage with them in back-and-forth conversations in 

which different kinds of speech acts are at play. By contrast, traditional conversational agents based 

on decision-tree learning rely on discrete, finite, and close-ended commands. The paper argues that the 

future of AI conversation is one in which rule-based interactions co-exist with intention-based 

interactions powered by generative AI. Design elements on Duolingo, in particular, draw on diverse 

styles of communication and offer guidance to ensure that conversational AI platforms in general 

remain open to new forms of dialogue that enrich both artificial and natural conversation alike. 

“Here the term ‘language-game’ is meant to bring into prominence the fact 

that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life.”  

– Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations §23

1. Introduction

Speaking a language is like playing a game. For Wittgenstein, learning a language

– that is, grasping how to describe, question, command, and explain – involves a

process of mastering the rules of the games that shape human interactions. In this

paper, I take Wittgenstein’s words literally and examine language games in the

learning apps, Duolingo and Babbel, which transformed in 2023-2024 from rule-

based to AI-powered conversation platforms (Freeman 2023). The transformation is

not just technological; it also lays bare shifting modes of interaction with chatbots.

Unlike decision-tree chatbots, intention-based AI interfaces support communication

through back-and forth dialogues in a dynamic manner not wholly unlike natural

conversation. I suggest that studying language games in everyday conversation can

enrich the design of language learning apps and ensure, more broadly, that
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conversational AI platforms remain open to the diverse forms of interaction that 

already animate dialogue among humans. 

Language games serve to demonstrate that words’ meaning is better understood 

as part of a conversation among humans rather than as a representation of the world. 

For Wittgenstein, speakers of a language can understand each other because they 

partake in a shared activity. What speakers achieve in mutual understanding, 

however, comes at the risk of incomprehension, failure, and rejection. Much can go 

wrong in conversation. No facts – whether in the world or in our minds – guarantee 

the successful transmission of meaning. Such is also the case, as I show in this paper, 

when playing games with language learning apps. As Large Language Models (LLMs) 

grow in size and complexity, expanding conversational AI platforms’ emulation of 

natural dialogue, so too do they replicate the fragility of their fallible creators. An 

important characteristic of language learning apps’ sense of realism, I’m suggesting, is 

to be found in their potential for confusion. Duolingo and Babbel can bewilder. AI 

integrations that make the apps approximate human-like conversation also make 

them succumb to what Stanley Cavell describes as “the deceptions and temptations 

and dissatisfactions of the ordinary human effort to make oneself intelligible (to 

others and to oneself)” (Cavell 2004). As thinkers in Wittgentsein’s wake have 

shown, language games can always run aground and land in misunderstanding. Our 

techniques for navigating confusion in quotidian conversation offer a guide to 

steering artificial conversation back on course. 

Duolingo and Babbel exemplify the transformative impact of AI-powered 

conversation platforms. The apps use Natural Language Processing (NLP) to create 

personalized and adaptive learning experiences. Duolingo uses AI to tailor lessons to 

individual users’ performance, providing each learner with appropriate levels of 

challenge and support (Duolingo 2023). Similarly, Babbel employs AI to recognize 

users’ speech and provide real-time feedback on pronunciation and grammar (Babbel 

2023). AI’s integration not only enhances user engagement through realistic dialogue 

and instant feedback; a window also opens onto broader interaction patterns 

between humans and conversational user interfaces. Indeed, conversational AI is a 

partner in dialogue. 

Conversational AI platforms are chatbots that people interact with by typing 

natural language, often over the course of back-and-forth interactions. There are two 

kinds of platforms. First, universal AI platforms such as Chat-GPT, Claude, and 

Gemini have a general scope of knowledge; their intended use is as standalone 

products. Second, product-specific AI chatbots (including Duolingo and Babbel) 

have a scope of knowledge limited to an organization with a specific service; their 
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intended use cases are as embedded features designed to address the organization’s 

needs. I’m suggesting in this paper that language learning apps’ AI features open a 

window onto the deeper structure of conversational interaction with the former 

platforms. 

My own conversation is with scholars in Science and Technology Studies as well 

as Human-Computer Interaction, especially those who have moved beyond debates 

about AI platforms’ epistemic capacities. An outdated current of thought remains 

captivated by AI’s ability to mimic intelligence, reasoning, creativity, or 

consciousness akin to that of humans. On the one hand, technology enthusiasts 

contend that conversational AI realizes a theory of mind (Kosinski 2023; Summers-

Stay 2023). Infamously, Google fired Blake Lemoine, an engineer, after he claimed 

that the Language Model for Dialogue Applications (LaMDA) had reached a level of 

human-like consciousness (Wakabayashi 2022). On the other hand, Noam Chomsky 

argues that nothing of the sort is possible. “The human mind is not, like Chat-GPT 

and its ilk, a lumbering statistical engine for pattern matching, gorging on hundreds 

of terabytes of data and extrapolating the most likely conversational response or 

most probable answer to a scientific question” (Chomsky 2023). Both sides of the 

debate, however, frame epistemic capacities as possessions of humans or AI systems. I 

want to suggest the ethnographers are well positioned, instead, to trace the behaviors 

and patterns that shape interactions between humans and AI platforms. Autonomy is 

bound up with automaticity. Neither are located on one side of the human-machine 

divide. A fresh scholarly focus on relations (rather than identities) guides recent 

inquiry into the natural conversation styles that precede and exceed conversational 

agents (Li 2023; Packer (2023). My article builds on that literature. As conversations 

with AI platforms approximate conversations among humans, I show how we can 

improve the former by drawing lessons from the latter. 

In the pages that follow, I offer an armchair anthropology primarily of Duolingo 

(and secondarily of Babbel) guided by the philosophy of language. Wittengstein’s 

insight that meaning is a form of action in a community orients my study of the 

forms of interaction between human and computer made possible by AI-powered 

language games. In the second section, I present AI features in Duolingo and Babbel 

and explain their leap beyond rule-based language games. In the third section, I show 

how two kinds of language games – traditional rule-based games and dynamic 

conversation games – engender distinct varieties of learning. Learners commit errors 

of knowledge when playing traditional games. With dynamic conversations, however, 

errors of acknowledgement take place when conversations follow unintended 

directions. In the fourth section, I elaborate on the theme of acknowledgment and 
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argue that it’s pivotal not just in language learning apps but also in emergent 

interaction patterns with universal AI platforms. As technological progress brings 

those platforms’ models closer to natural conversation, they also bear the risks of 

uncertainty and skepticism that haunt our all-too-human efforts to interpret others’ 

intentions in everyday language games. In the final section, I show how language 

learning apps come to terms with these risks by combining rule-based interactions 

with open-ended conversations. With Duolingo in particular, the combination offers 

an elegant solution to the challenges that conversational AI platforms confront as 

they emulate natural conversation. 

2. From Rigid Rules to Dynamic Conversations 

Babbel was founded in 2007 with the mission of “creating mutual understanding 

through language” (Babbel 2024). Duolingo followed in 2011 the method as its 

centerpiece: “learn by doing” (Freeman 2023). Both mobile apps still feature 

language games in 2024 whose purpose is to learn languages and facilitate human 

conversation via speaking, writing, reading, and listening. Duolingo employs brief 2-5 

minute exercises such as matching paired words, translating sentences, speaking 

sentences, and multiple-choice questions. Babbel employs longer scenarios in the 

form of dialogues, fill-in-the-blank exercises, and pronunciation practice. What 

makes the exercises games is both the progressive structure of the exercises, which 

advance by levels, as well as engaging features such as points, badges, rewards, and 

challenges (Saleem 2022). Although Duolingo explicitly gamifies exercises with 

playful designs, a cartoon bird mascot, and a streak system that rewards daily usage, 

games are central to both apps in the form of progress tracking and certificates for 

finishing courses. Like a board game, users can take out their mobile device, play 

briefly with Babbel or Duolingo, and return the apps to their pocket. 

The apps initially relied on decision-tree algorithms to personalize language 

games for users’ language skills. Decision trees are used in machine learning to make 

predictions based on a finite data set with predefined categories. The apps used 

Simple Adaptive Learning to match the difficulty of a game with the user’s ability. 

Like a tree, the model begins with a root node (the user’s initial language assessment 

after signing up and subsequent exercise levels while using the app); decision nodes 

split the dataset on the basis of defined conditions (such as the user’s performance 

on an exercise and the time passed since the prior exercise); leaf nodes generate 

predictions (such as correcting the user’s response and presenting feedback). 

Predetermined rules guide the decision nodes of the tree. They include, among 
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others, progression rules (if the user completes a lesson with at least 80% accuracy 

then the next level unlocks), exercise rules (if the user struggles with writing then 

more typing games appear), and error rules (if the user makes the same error three 

times then detailed explanations follow). Although both apps use supervised decision 

trees to personalize the games presented to users, Duolingo came to deploy more 

sophisticated machine learning models. By 2023, a recurrent neural network 

internally called Birdbrain supported game selection on the basis of a user’s entire 

history on the app (Freeman 2023). A long short-term memory model translates 

users’ performance into 40 vectors. Completing a game updates the vectors. 

Individual games are tailored to each user’s learning level. Yet, the internal elements 

of any game remain fixed. A finite number of routes through the decision tree 

circumscribe the bounds of possible interactions with the traditional language games 

on Duolingo and Babbel. 

Rule-based algorithms underlie traditional, rule-based language games on the 

apps. The user is introduced to the meaning of new words by using the words – that 

is, by playing games. The app takes turns by displaying a prompt; the user responds 

by answering. The user learns by doing in the sense that rules are embedded in the 

games; he or she does not grasp a rule apart from the words’ use. “For a large class 

of cases,” Wittgenstein wrote, “in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be 

defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language” (Wittgenstein 1953, 

§43). When a user performs well, and correctly applies a rule, the algorithm advances 

to more advanced topics. When the user fails to apply the rule, the algorithm revisits 

weaker areas. The rule-based games reflect the contractual terms of language. As 

John McDowell puts it, “to learn the meaning of a word is to acquire an 

understanding that obliges us subsequently – if we have occasion to deploy the 

concept in question – to judge and speak in certain determinate ways, on pain of 

failure to obey the dictates of the meaning we have grasped” (McDowell 1984, 325). 

The linguistic rules used to evaluate users’ turns depend on specific vocabularies and 

grammatical structures, the categorical values that function as decision nodes in the 

apps’ decision trees. The limited range of input prevents overfitting (when a machine 

learning model predicts accurately from training data but not from new data). To-

and-fro, the app and user take turns playing language games. 

Turns are finite, discrete, and close-ended. In the apps’ traditional language 

games, a finite set of clickable individual words appear. For pronunciation and free-

form response games, the apps recognize only predefined answers. Each of the 

user’s turns constitutes an individual unit in the game. The units are close-ended in 

the sense that they follow a binary logic of validation. Answers are correct or 
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incorrect. Each individual turn in the game either applies or violates grammatical 

rules and, as a result, triggers the algorithmic rules in the decision tree to issue the 

next turn. 

 

Figure 1a–b. Babbel – Rule-based language games  

 

Figure 2 a–b. Duolingo – Rule-based language games 
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Yet, the traditional language games in Duolingo and Babbel lack the continuous 

character of natural conversation that unfolds between speakers of a shared 

language. That is why the apps have demonstrated mixed results in studies. When it 

comes to effective rule learning, Duolingo and Babbel help reinforce knowledge of 

vocabulary and grammar. In one study, 54 college students improved their Spanish 

scores by .7 of 5 levels on the standardized exam of the American Council on the 

Teaching of Foreign Languages after using Duolingo for 15 minutes per day over 12 

hours (Jiang 2021). A review found that app-based vocabulary learning can be as 

effective as traditional instruction methods for vocabulary. However, students have 

had to go elsewhere to learn conversation skills (Tommerdahl 2022). Fluid turn-

based conversation, as students would enjoy in classrooms, has been a shortcoming 

of traditional app-based language games. 

Babbel and Duolingo added AI-powered features in 2023 to make their language 

games feel more like natural interactions with humans. Babbel added AI-enhanced 

speech recognition to “Everyday Conversations” for French, German, Italian, and 

Spanish. Duolingo’s “Roleplay” surpasses Babbel’s AI integration in its sense of 

realism and fluidity (currently available only for French and Spanish). Whereas 

Babbel’s users read aloud predetermined lines, Duolingo’s users can express anything 

that they’d like in open-ended interactions. “Roleplay” comes far closer to the back-

and-forth dynamics of natural conversation. 

 

Figure 3a–b. Duolingo – “Roleplay” AI feature 
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Figure 4 a–b. Babbel – “Everyday Conversations” AI feature 

Continuous conversation comes to the fore in Duolingo’s “Roleplay.” Users do 

not carry out finite, discrete, and close-ended exercises. Rather, dialogue is open-

ended. The uncertainty of the chatbot’s response hangs on every utterance. Users 

can engage literally or add commentary; they can elaborate by injecting color, making 

revisions, or taking exceptions. Points are rewarded for turns with more words. Akin 

to a fluid conversation between humans, words are not set in stone but confront the 

pushback of a fellow conversant. Although Duolingo is unmistakably non-human, 

“Roleplay” depends on an interaction pattern that stands out from those of the app’s 

traditional language games. Back-and-forth dialogue endures through time as each 

turn between chatbot and user spills into the unforeseen utterances of the next turn. 

Neural networks facilitate the continuous character of dialogue in “Roleplay” by 

registering the various ways that users articulate the same utterance. Instead of 

parsing individual entries word by word, the networks deploy hidden layers between 

a user’s input and Duolingo’s output. Each node in the layers applies a set of 

attention mechanisms to the input and passes the result through an activation 

function before sending the output to the next layer. The attention mechanisms 

function as weights and biases; they assess all prior states of text according to learned 

measures of context and relevance. “Roleplay” integrates a Generative Pre-Trained 

Transformer (GPT), which applies weighted mean reductions to interpret input in 

the light of the collective input of users’ interactions with the app’s language games 
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(Duolingo 2023b). (Babbel has not disclosed which model facilitates “Everyday 

Conversations.”) The result in Duolingo is a conversation whose continuity extends 

across alternating turns between chatbot and user.  

Users of “Roleplay” play a turn-taking language game. They learn not just the 

grammatical rules of meaning but also partake in the social rules that structure a 

form of life shared with others. Conversation is the conduit of community. The 

conclusion of the chatbot’s turn solicits the user’s to begin. It’s up to him or her to 

form a complete thought and bring it to a close in a manner that completes the turn 

and invites the chatbot’s response. Conversations with “Roleplay” last seven to 10 

turns. In their study of turn-taking, Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff, and Gail 

Jefferson wrote, “For socially organized activities, the presence of ‘turns’ suggests an 

economy, with turns for something being valued and with means for allocating them, 

which affect their relative distribution” (Sacks 1974, 696). Each turn is not a wholly 

isolated unit (although Duolingo does deploy feedback in response to incorrect 

utterances). The chatbot and user articulate turns in an organized sequence, what the 

pioneers of conversation analysis call an “economy” whose distribution of social 

roles has at once “general abstractness and local particularization potential” (Sacks 

1974, 700). Users’ words serve both to respond to the chatbot’s individual utterances 

and to advance the next turn in a structured conversation. 

The transition from language learning apps’ rule-based decision trees to dynamic 

conversation supported by neural networks brought about a shift in interaction 

patterns from close-ended and finite actions to open-ended and continuous dialogue. 

Much like a natural conversation, the prior turn in “Roleplay” weaves with the 

subsequent turn. The chatbot’s warp crosses the user’s weft such that neither are 

entirely separate from their dialogical tapestry. 

3. Learning a Language Via Two Varieties of Knowledge 

Learning a language depends on making mistakes. Indeed, opening one’s mouth, 

putting pen to paper, typing on a keyboard – all entail risks when sending new words 

into the world. The mistakes of schoolchildren who baffle their teacher as they 

stumble about trying to apply seemingly obvious rules appear again and again in 

Wittgenstein’s writings. “Let us now examine the following kind of language-game,” 

he writes, “when A gives an order B has to write down a series of signs according to 

a certain formulation rule… At first perhaps we guide his hand in writing out the 

series 0 to 9; but then the possibility of getting him to understand will depend on his going 

on to write down independently” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §143). On his own, B writes, 
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0, 1, 2, 3, 4… and suddenly, the series goes awry. B writes … 5, 7, 6, 9. The scenario 

illustrates how rules are communal phenomena that bond us to their future 

application. B’s mistakes do not arise because he fails to share with A a mental 

picture – perhaps a formula – of ordinal numbers. The student’s understanding is, 

ultimately, to be found in applying the rule over time in a shared community. 

Wittgenstein concludes, “And hence also ‘obeying a rule’ is a practice. And to think 

one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a rule 

‘privately’: otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same thing as 

obeying it” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §202). To speak a language is a public act. And 

coming to understand the rules of a language involves a long and frustrating process 

of unexpected errors in the face of errors. That’s why errors are key elements of 

Duolingo and Babbel. 

Error messages appear in the apps when users make mistakes. For the traditional 

language games, decision trees register errors across various aspects of language – 

e.g., errors of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation. Error messages take a few forms: 

incorrect answer messages display the correct answer and explain words’ meaning; 

grammar messages display the correct tense, word order, or article; typos qualify as 

correct responses accompanied by clarifications of words’ spelling; missing diacritics 

(in the case of Latin languages) also qualify as correct responses with messages that 

display correct accents. 

 

Figure 5 a–c. Error messages in Duolingo 
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The error messages respond to users’ errors of knowledge. A user fails to correctly 

apply a rule of language. The messages are designed to guide users back to the rule’s 

correct application. We’re reminded of Wittgenstein’s students, whose 

misapplications of a rule evince that they have yet to understand it. The error 

messages’ goal is to restate the rule, encourage its correct applications in future 

instances, and thereby grow users’ knowledge of a language. 

Errors of knowledge also afflict LLMs. For its public debut, Google’s Bard (now 

known as Gemini) incorrectly stated that the James Webb Space Telescope took the 

first image of a planet outside our solar system. In fact, the European Southern 

Observatory’s Very Large Telescope already did so in 2004. Such “hallucinations” 

are false predictions that take the form of factually incorrect output (Ji 2023). 

Google’s LaMDA model trained Bard on the basis of more than 1.56 trillion words 

and deployed 137 billion parameters to predict erroneously that the James Webb 

Space Telescope took the first image of an exoplanet. 

Interactions with LLMs can also bring about varieties of error other than 

incorrect facts. Errors of acknowledgment occur when the course of conversation goes 

astray, takes unforeseeable turns, and results in misunderstandings. Words fail to act 

on each other with the appropriate force. And the resultant turns in a back-and-forth 

dialogue prove dissatisfying. Divergent interactions or shifting contexts in 

Duolingo’s “Roleplay” are examples of acknowledgement errors that can arise 

artificial and natural conversation alike, even when conversants might utter factually 

correct sentences. 

Take as an example when conversation runs aground. Duolingo’s “Roleplay” 

organizes dialogues according to topics, such as “Help out a stranger” and “Mingle at 

a party.” The topics serve as points of departure but – like a meandering dialogue – 

they need not be the final destination. Users can stray from the topic on account of 

confusion or an effort to steer the conversation toward their own ends. Because the 

AI–powered conversation unfolds continuously through turns, each turn has the 

potential for either conversant to lead the next down errant paths, even when 

chatbot and user contribute empirically correct content. Below, a user of French 

“Roleplay” responds to a conversation about parks in Paris by instead suggesting 

that they go to a park in Montréal. The conversation takes an errant turn to discuss a 

North American country – not a European country. Chatbot and user are not on the 

same wavelength. Although the sentences are meaningful, the conversation 

exemplifies an error of acknowledgment due to misaligned intentions. 
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Figure 6 a–b. “Roleplay” in Duolingo  

In the second example, new contexts lead to ambiguity and misunderstanding 

when words’ meaning shifts. Learners of a language grasp new meanings of words by 

using them in different situations. Creativity and flexibility are key. Consider a user of 

Spanish “Roleplay” who meets a friend in Barcelona’s Parque Güell. The user 

mentions that he gets lost in the designs (“Siempre me pierdo en sus diseños”). 

“Pierdo” can mean getting lost physically or metaphorically, as if to be captivated by 

the designs. For a Spanish language learner familiar with just the word’s literal 

meaning, the idea that his friend might be lost could feel unsettling; it would certainly 

fail to convey his sense of amazement stirred by Gaudi’s architecture. The error of 

acknowledgment reflects the same words being used differently by chatbot and user. 

Acknowledgment is a peculiar species of knowledge. I acknowledge another 

when my utterances convey not just facts but also an appeal to respond. The word 

stems from 15th- century Middle English, aknow, meaning an admission of one’s 

knowledge. I confess my words, as it were, and make claims on another. As Cavell 

put it, “acknowledgment is more than knowledge, it includes an invitation to action” 

(Cavell 1969, 259. In the least, that action enjoins another to respond in kind and 

continue the conversation. At the most, my words’ action makes an ethical appeal. 

When I feel pain in front of a friend, for instance, I might wince, groan, and grab the 

hurt part of my body. My speech does not convey a desire that my pain be known. 
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(This is the sense in which Wittgenstein remarked, “It can’t be said of me at all 

(except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §246). I seek 

my friend’s acknowledgement: that he responds attentively, asks how I feel, and 

gestures to help. 

The passage from rule-based to AI-powered language games, viewed from the 

vantage of linguistics, hinges on the different speech acts at play. Games of 

knowledge assess users’ constative utterances: words whose description of a state of 

affairs is true or false. These are generally statements (“He attends the wedding”) 

with meaning and lexical qualities that are assessed according to their truth. With AI-

powered conversations, Duolingo empowers users also to make performative 

utterances, which, as J.L. Austin showed, do not describe but bring about a state of 

affairs (Austin 1962). These are statements (to use Austin’s favorite example, “I take 

thee to be my lawfully wedded wife”) whose force implicates another. They enjoin 

the other’s acknowledgment in order to create a new truth. In the case of “Roleplay,” 

performative utterances impel the chatbot to continue the conversation in an 

intended direction. 

As AI-powered conversation approximates natural conversation, conversations 

between users and chatbots fall victim to the infelicities that already haunt our 

struggles to acknowledge each other. In natural conversation, my pronouncement of 

marriage might fall apart when spoken in the wrong context (perhaps I lack the 

authority of a rabbi, priest, or civil servant) or when the other leaves my words 

unacknowledged (and never says “I do”). Even when the utterances spoken might be 

empirically valid, unforeseen turns and shifting contexts can equally lead 

conversation with a chatbot to errors of acknowledgement. 

Errors of acknowledgment could also be the result of willful manipulation. Take 

as an example Air Canada’s customer service chatbot, which invented a bereavement 

refund policy thanks to a conniving user’s back-and-forth conversations with the bot 

(Matsakis 2023). He claimed that he was entitled to a free ticket because he was 

traveling to attend a grandparent’s funeral. After Air Canada rescinded the 

reimbursement, a Canadian tribunal ruled that the company had to enforce the 

policy. The customer kept a screenshot and demanded the refund that had been 

promised. We find humans interacting with AI platforms as if they were humans – 

testing or coaxing chatbots. The history of computing is rife with malfeasance. 

Humans hack systems to steal information or falsify documents using text and image 

processors. But with AI platforms, we might imagine that users no longer break into 

a bank; a manipulative user instead persuades the guards to unlock the safe. In this 
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case of Air Canada, the bereavement policy was not lying in wait. It was the product 

of perlocutionary utterances between chatbot and user. 

The errors of knowledge that attract much attention in popular and academic 

accounts of AI-powered conversation should not occlude the errors of 

acknowledgement that arise not simply due to mistakes of engineering. 

Acknowledgment remains a delicate struggle in everyday interactions. Neither human 

nor machine are entirely to blame. If solutions to such errors of acknowledgement 

have proved elusive, whether by modifications of interface design or back-end 

engineering, that is in large part because the infelicities of human interaction magnify 

in artificial interaction. Intentions can misalign. Either the chatbot misinterprets the 

user’s intentions or the user confounds those of the chatbot. Perhaps, still, a 

mischievous user flippantly beguiles an AI-powered conversation. The potential for 

acknowledgement to go awry knows no bounds. 

4. Language Games at The Heart of Our Intentions 

Acknowledging another’s intention is rarely instantaneous. There is a back-and-

forth interaction by which we express our thoughts and solicit the other’s response. 

To be sure, an AI-powered chatbot does not acknowledge a user’s intentions tout 

court. A machine cannot re-cognize a user’s words, tone, or facial expression with the 

emotional immediacy that humans of a common culture perceive in each other. AI 

models make predictions about users’ intentions on the basis of learned associations 

found in training data. Duolingo’s “Roleplay” nonetheless registers the linguistic 

signs of users’ intentions thanks to Natural Language Understanding (NLU). 

Deployed by the transformer model, NLU concatenates patterns of intentional 

statements by tokenizing inputs across training data and embedding the tokens in 

vectors representing their relationships to other words. Context management 

finalizes the prediction. NLU tracks each turn in a dialogue to maintain 

conversations’ coherence over time. Although AI-powered conversation relies on 

prediction, it cannot be said that predicting the intentions in users’ natural language 

input is a small feat. 

The intentional interface in Duolingo’s “Roleplay” marks a shift from the 

command-based interfaces of modern computing (Norman 2023). Command-based 

interaction began in 1963 with the Teletype Model 33 ASR teleprinter, which 

registered users’ lines of text via keyboard and punch tape. Originally designed for 

the US Navy, the teleprinter was soon used to send and receive messages in 

company offices. Command-based interactions became digital thanks to Graphic 
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User Interfaces (GUIs). Alto by Xerox PARC enabled users in 1973 to issue 

commands by clicking visual elements. Apple’s Lisa (1983) and Macintosh (1984) 

inaugurated a world in which users click a mouse to engage windows, icons, and 

menus. AI changed everything. Instead of executing tasks via discrete commands, 

LLMs facilitate interactions by which users input what they want in the form of 

natural language. Duolingo’s “Roleplay” deploys the technology to weigh mean 

reductions and interpret individual users’ input against the collective input of user 

interactions. As a result, the app’s underlying GPT predicts users’ intentions. 

Turn-taking with an AI-powered intentional interface such as Duolingo unfolds 

through time. Much the same, natural conversations advance through time when 

conversants speak intentionally. That is, we share more than bare facts with each 

other. Hardly innocent, the nature of intentionality is the subject of longstanding 

debates in the philosophy of language. If we think of users’ back-and-forth 

conversations with chatbots as anything like natural conversations – rife with the 

hazards of knowledge and acknowledgment – then everything hinges on how we 

think of intentions. That is especially the case if natural conversation is to yield 

lessons that can improve the design of intention-based interfaces, as I have 

suggested. After all, intentionality establishes the conditions of a conversation’s 

success or failure. 

Consider three approaches to intentionality. For Aristotle, intention involves 

purposeful reasoning. All animals experience desire (appetency) but humans stand 

apart for the capacity to rationally deliberate (βούληση) about the means to fulfill our 

desires (Aristotle 1999). With prohairesis (προαίρεσις) we act intentionally and make 

choices that lead to a desired end. This line of thinking established in Western 

thought the principle that intention consists of rational action. 

A second approach considers intention to be a mental state. When psychology 

took shape in the late nineteenth century as an experimental and clinical science, 

Franz Brentano contended that intentionality is the “mark of the mental” (Brentano 

1874). Beliefs and desires direct the mind toward the world in a way that objects do 

not; they lack the intentional relation to believe or desire a state of affairs. 

Advancements in brain science in the twentieth century drove John Searle to suggest 

that intentionality is the mind’s causal power to direct actions (Searle 1980). 

Although the second approach shares much with the folk concept that intentions 

motivate decision-making, it’s difficult to apply to user interactions with 

conversational AI because computers lack the ability to access the thoughts and 

desires anterior to the words that users type in an interface. All that is available for 

natural language processing is the user’s input. 
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A third approach is that intention depends on the order of reasoning. Elizabeth 

Anscombe suggested that intentions are not mental states that precede our actions 

(Anscombe 1957). We act intentionally when we are prepared to answer the 

question, “why?” Anscombe took as an example a man moving his arm up and down 

while holding a pump. We might ask, “why is he moving his arm?” We arrive at his 

intentions by explaining that the man acts because (and not just that) he is operating 

the pump, which he’s doing because (and not just that) he’s pumping water to the 

house. The order of the arm’s actions up and down really exists in the world; it is not 

the sum of merely physical events nor anterior thoughts or desires. This order of 

actions, connected by giving and taking reasons, constitutes the reasoning involved 

in intention. 

So too does the order of reasons between chatbot and user make it possible to 

achieve a mutual acknowledgment of each other’s intentions. That the chatbot’s 

output follows my input, and in turn, that I extend the interaction by building 

subsequent input on prior output, makes a successful conversation possible. For 

H.P. Grice, we implicate each other. Conversations consist of more than “a 

succession of disconnected remarks…They are characteristically, to some degree at 

least, cooperative efforts; and each participant recognizes in them, to some extent, a 

common purpose or set of purposes, at least a mutually accepted direction” (Grice 

1975, 45). The order of reasons, as Anscombe considered them, can be understood 

in Grice’s remark to take the shape of a “mutually accepted direction.” Errors of 

acknowledgment arise when intentions misalign; conversants express what might be 

otherwise factual claims without the shared connections expected in an intentional 

exchange. 

Errors of acknowledgment are not a bug but a feature of everyday conversation. 

When conversants fail to connect – when we fall short of cooperative efforts and 

our words crumble into disconnected remarks – the urge ensues to flee or fasten the 

conversation. On the one hand, I might seek an escape from the frustration of 

elusive intentions (perhaps yours appear opaque or my own prove difficult to 

convey). On the other hand, I might seek iron-clad knowledge of the other’s 

intentions; to peer behind my interlocutor’s words, as it were, and grasp the 

underlying mental picture. Yet, the wish for a perfect communication, a complete 

transparency between minds, is a fantasy; it masks the reality that language makes our 

community possible as much as it divides us. Deprived of acknowledgment in a 

shared space, we seek knowledge as consolation in the recesses of another’s mind. 

What we seek are linguistic rules: answers to our doubts that are independent, finite, 

and discrete. Confronted with a deficit of acknowledgement, we might wish that our 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 269



 

 

broken conversation could be fixed if what stood between us were merely a deficit of 

knowledge. For Anscombe, Austin, Cavell and other thinkers who wrote in the wake 

of Wittgenstein’s theory of language games, the precarity of natural conversation 

drives in us the ineluctable desire to step beyond an exchange of reasons, to attain 

rigid – yet illusory – rules and thereby regain our bearings in the face of uncertainty. 

Users can feel a similar urge to regain their bearings when they encounter errors 

of acknowledgment in AI-powered language games. Conversations in “Roleplay” can 

stray from the intended topic or expose new contexts that bring words’ meaning into 

question. As technological progress brings AI-powered conversation platforms into 

closer proximity with natural conversation, they confront the uncertainties that cause 

human interaction to slip and leave us desiring words’ traction. In Duolingo, we find 

a mix of language games – games of knowledge and acknowledgment – that evince 

the possibilities and pitfalls of natural conversation. 

5. Designing AI Chatbots to Deepen Conversation 

Until 2023, users played only rule-based games on Duolingo and Babbel. Close-

ended exercises would transport users from the dynamism of everyday dialogue in 

order to make moves that are finite and discrete. With the integration of GPT-4 on 

Duolingo, continuous conversation launched “Roleplay” into the orbit of natural 

turn-taking communication. Yet, desire for close-ended features with finite and 

discrete designs persisted. Clickable individual words as well as drag-and-drop 

vocabulary offer relief from the uncertainties and infelicities that can arise when 

users feel lost in continuous conversation. “Roleplay” includes design features that 

provide footing when the grounds of the game slip away. The language game’s 

interface offers a mix of rigid rules and dynamic interactions. 

Facets in “Roleplay” appear beneath the dialogue frame and provide filtered 

navigation when a user is unsure how to proceed. The feature displays a finite set of 

words to select and add to the dialogue. The facets are spatially positioned outside 

the conversation, providing rule-based relief, as it were, when users are unsure what 

to say. When errors of acknowledgment arise in natural conversation, we might 

desire a script to know which moves to make. The urge, although unattainable in 

natural conversation, remains a real and insistent impulsion that Duolingo visualizes 

in the form of faceted conversation. Roleplay thereby offers knowledge when users 

face errors of acknowledgment. 
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Figure 7. Facets in Duolingo’s “Roleplay” 

A second design feature is translation overlays, which appear when users hover 

over foreign words in the dialogue frame. At times when the user is unsure of words’ 

meaning, especially when multiple meanings might be at play, he or she can make the 

English translation appear. It opens an escape hatch, an opportunity to flee the 

uncertainty of translation, and momentarily return to a language (game) whose rules 

are known. Unsure of another’s intentions in natural conversation, we might desire 

telepathic powers to know what he or she really means behind the veil of language. 

“Roleplay” accommodates the desire with translation overlays. 
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 Figure 8 a–b. Translation overlays in Duolingo’s “Roleplay” 

 

Both design features make visible what language hides. They respond to the 

temptations of a transparent communication liberated from the opacities and 

illusions of language. Whereas misunderstanding and incomprehension can leave us 

groping to secure acknowledgment in day-to-day interactions, AI interactions secure 

traction for understanding and comprehension. Facets and translation overlays make 

text clickable. The errors of acknowledgment implicit to natural conversation appear 

as knowledge explicit in artificial conversation. As a result, the features fulfill the 

illusory – yet inescapable – urge for a transparent conservation devoid of precarity. 

Language games with chatbots rise above the games we always already play in 

language. 

 We might quit playing language games with our heart, and start playing 

language games with chatbots, when AI-powered conversation combines rule-based, 

clickable options with the dynamic realism of back-and-forth conversation. The 

future of AI conversation, I’m suggesting, is one in which the rule-based interactions 

of traditional decision trees co-exist with intention-based interactions powered by 

generative AI. We are just beginning to witness AI platforms’ capacity to mimic the 

continuity of natural conversation; progress is to be made by learning from the 

pitfalls of human communication as well. With AI platforms as our interlocutors, 

companionship takes many forms. Users might learn a skill with Claude and treat the 
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platform as an educator. Others might test a thesis with Chat-GPT and use it as a 

debate coach. Perhaps we explore a niche topic with Gemini and interact with it as 

we would with a librarian. Across diverse language games, conversational AI should 

bring to light the ineluctable desires churning beneath the surface of natural 

conversation; to thereby suture artificially what our natural words, as the Backstreet 

Boys sang, can break asunder:  

I should have known from the start, 

You know you have got to stop,  

You are tearing us apart,  

Quit playing (language) games with my heart. 
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This paper argues that first-person data—video, audio, and other data that is recorded from the 

research participants’ point of view through wearable technology—affords new possibilities for 

anthropology and the social sciences to capture and work with longitudinal, immersive, behavioral 

data at scale. We position first-person data capture as an ethnographic method, complimentary and 

adjacent to others. Collecting detailed data on what people see, hear and experience through wearable 

technology opens a new way of understanding people, communities, and societies that has the 

potential to fundamentally change the social sciences as researchers gain access to nuanced, real-time 

interactions and behaviors. We also show the value of ethnography in informing the development of 

wearable technology, as well as engineering and research to develop next-generation technology across 

areas like computer vision and foundational AI. The paper draws on a series of projects the authors 

conducted for Meta Reality Labs Research during 2018–2024, which resulted in 1000+ hours of 

first-person footage that were analyzed alongside participant observation, semi-structured interviews, 

and diary studies.  

Introduction: The Potential of First-Person Data 

Ethnography, the backbone of anthropological research, has traditionally relied 

on methods such as participant observation and interviews to delve deep into the 

lived experiences of individuals and communities. In the context of applied research, 

these methods have provided rich, nuanced understandings of human behavior and 

social dynamics. Over the past decade, the advent of wearable technology offers new 

opportunities to enhance and expand these traditional methods. In this paper, we 

argue that first-person data—video, audio, and other sensing input recorded from 

the participants’ point of view using wearable devices—can be a powerful 

ethnographic tool that not only complements but also transforms and elevates the 

practice of applied ethnography. 
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First-person data, sometimes also termed egocentric data, refers to information 

captured from the perspective of the individual experiencing it. This type of data is 

collected through wearable devices such as action cameras, body cameras, smart 

glasses, and audio recorders, providing an immersive and situated viewpoint of the 

wearer’s environment and interactions. First-person data can take the form of images 

and videos that capture visual aspects of the wearer’s surroundings from their 

viewpoint, audio recordings that document conversations and ambient sounds, and 

self-narration where individuals verbally recount their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences as they occur, from their point-of-view.  

Figure 1. Three still-images of first-person video data captured using a wearable device during one of our studies; all are 
from the embodied vantage point of the person wearing the camera, simulating what they are seeing. The left image shows 
their hand holding a book as they are seated, the center image shows their hands at a kitchen sink washing a pan, and 

the right image shows them drawing on a tablet at a desk covered in art supplies.  

Although wearable recording devices have existed for years (e.g., GoPro, Meta 

Ray Bans), the use of these kinds of devices for research has largely remained 

contained to fields like cognitive science, computer vision, and ergonomics, the data 

analyzed mainly quantitatively and often for the purposes of improving the 

underlying technology. However, recent developments in wearable technology—

from lighter form factor to longer battery life to AI-enabled software for processing 

and analyzing the captured footage—have made first-person data capture methods 

more accessible and practical for applied ethnographers. 

This paper examines the potential of first-person data and how it might 

transform and expand the role of applied ethnography in the future. We argue that 

first-person data affords new possibilities for anthropology and for the social 
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sciences more broadly, to capture and work with longitudinal, immersive, behavioral 

data at scale. This paper has the dual purpose of reframing first-person data as an 

ethnographic method and showing the value of ethnography in informing the 

development of nascent wearable technologies. Collecting detailed data on what 

people see, hear and experience through wearable technology opens a new way of 

understanding people, communities, and societies that has the potential to 

fundamentally change the social sciences as researchers gain access to nuanced, real-

time interactions and behaviors previously beyond reach. The rise of this kind of 

first-person point-of-view data, viewed through the ethnographic lens of 

understanding people, culture, interpersonal dynamics, meaning, and human 

experience, also invites applied ethnographers to engage with and influence the core 

engineering and research sciences emerging from fields like computer vision and 

foundational AI—and we’ll argue, to help shape how and in what directions next 

generation technologies like these develop. 

We draw on methodological learnings accumulated from projects the authors 

conducted for Meta Reality Labs Research between 2018-2024, which used first-

person data capture as a method to inform the development of next-generation 

wearable devices. These projects resulted in 1000+ hours of first-person footage, 

which were analyzed alongside participant observation, semi-structured interviews, 

and diary studies. Instead of detailing the findings from these individual studies, our 

focus in this paper is to position first-person data capture as a method that is 

adjacent and complementary to traditional ethnographic methods. Additionally, we 

show how both traditional and egocentrically augmented ethnographic methods have 

a critical role to play in the development of nascent wearable technologies.  

There are Four Objectives to This Paper 

First, we aim to lay a provisional foundation for ethnographers to experiment 

with first-person data capture as a technologically mediated method. By integrating 

first-person data with methods like participant observation, contextual inquiry, 

surveys, interviews and diary studies, our paper argues that first-person data 

collection has the potential to become a critical tool in any social scientists’ 

toolbelt—and invites other ethnographers to experiment with and further define this 

nascent method. We frame first-person data capture as a new and complementary 

method to traditional ethnographic methods that have had a long lineage of 

experimentation with different kinds of media and points of view in anthropology, 

and as a method that allows great depth and breadth of data collection and elicits 

new forms of ethnographic analysis. We do this by providing an overview of the use 
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of wearable technology and first-person data in research within other disciplines and 

within anthropology specifically, and by outlining the approaches we took to collect 

first-person data across our studies. 

Second, we aim to discuss the methodological benefits surrounding the use of 

first-person data capture devices in ethnographic research. Whereas, at first glance, 

wearable devices might appear “participant-less” and voyeuristic, we argue that 

researcher participation is taking a different form—the researcher is not absent, but 

their presence is transposed into the wearable glasses, carrying its own positionality. 

The displacement of the researcher into wearable recording devices affords new 

modes of engagement. For instance, we argue that researchers gain the ability to 

participate in moments of participants’ everyday lives that would have been 

unavailable to them had they been physically present—intimate conversations with 

loved ones, heated family discussions, and late-night insomnia bouts. Moreover, we 

argue that first-person data enables researchers to gain a new temporally grounded 

perspective of the lives of their participants by watching their context and lives 

unfold from their perspective. Unlike traditional ethnographic methods, which 

center the research participant as the subject of study, first-person data centers the 

participants’ context, as seen by both the researcher and the participant. This 

approach challenges the conventional dichotomy of observer and observed, 

suggesting a hybrid model where observation has the potential to become a shared, 

co-constructed experience, especially when the data is analyzed in co-constructed 

ways as we will outline as a core tenet of working with this kind of data. Some of the 

highlighted benefits include the ability to capture longitudinal data of different kinds 

(audio, visual, including objects, environments, people), the scalability of the data 

collection, and the emphasis on showing what people do, not just what they say, and 

more intimate reflections in what they say. We argue that this can unlock insights 

with a greater scale of validation, with the ability to inform what drives behavior and 

behavior change, and with the ability to shed light on the gaps in understanding that 

might exist between, e.g., institutions and individuals. 

Third, we lay out some of the risks of this approach. We highlight how the frame 

of a video or still image risks inflicting data with a dangerous aura of objectivity, 

reifying research participants’ lives. Additionally, there is a risk that, in focusing on a 

first-person perspective, the research findings default to an individualistic view of the 

world. There is also the risk of privacy and confidentiality, given the immediacy and 

intimacy that first-person data affords. To address these risks, we posit that, like 

other ethnographic methods such as participant observation, first-person data 

capture is a method that is still historically situated and contextual. First-person and 
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ethnographic data are not just captured but rather constructed in the act of 

observation and sensemaking. First-person data, in that way, continues to be a form 

of situated and relational knowledge: the viewpoint, however technologically 

mediated, continues to be from somewhere and it carries its own biases and 

limitations. First-person data still requires analysis, and indeed even a new analytical 

skillset. We outline some of the emerging elements of this analysis.  

Fourth, we aim to explore the implications of this new method for applied 

ethnographers – for the kinds of skillsets ethnographers would benefit from having 

(e.g., technical literacy, analysis triangulating different kinds of data) and for the kinds 

of impact ethnographers are poised to have (e.g., new ways to work at scale, new 

ways to address behavior change). We also argue for the presence of ethnographers 

in early-stage wearable technology development: We show that ethnographers have a 

role to play informing the very kinds of sensors and capabilities that next-generation 

wearables should have to collect and surface data that is meaningful to people. The 

ethnographer’s first-person data collection centers participants’ experiences, social 

interactions, real-world context, and inner states, and applies anthropological 

frameworks to these, in ways that may be novel and beneficial to the engineers and 

research scientists who are often already collecting forms of first-person data (e.g., in 

labs, for dedicated tasks) to shape how these technologies develop. This 

collaboration allows ethnographers to become critical nodes in the design of high-

quality, specialized data collection circuits, rooting innovation in real-world human 

experiences, and potentially leading to more empathetic, useful, and socially 

meaningful technologies. Doing so requires greater literacy in how AI systems work, 

new partnerships with engineers and developers, and new types of outputs that are 

legible and relevant to early-stage product development.  

We conclude by reflecting on what it might take for first-person data collection 

to become a mainstream research practice for applied ethnographers, not only in 

terms of technological readiness, but also the skills, costs, ethical frameworks, and 

partnerships that will have to be developed by the community. As we navigate an era 

where wearable technology increasingly intertwines with daily life, this exploration 

hopes to serve as a call to action for more discussion about, and experimentation 

with, how first-person data might both expand and transform the role of applied 

ethnographers. 

Overview of Wearables and First-Person Data in Research  

The use of first-person data in research has a history that spans several decades, 

evolving in tandem with advancements in wearable technology. First-person point-
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of-view footage has been used extensively in scientific research, predominantly 

within medical research, with GoPros capturing surgery footage as one prominent 

example (Ganry et al. 2019; Graves at al. 2015; Huang et al. 2024). In tech-forward 

domains such as computer vision, robotics, and ergonomics, first-person data has 

been extensively explored to enhance machine learning algorithms, improve 

hardware interfaces, and develop AI systems; these studies have often focused on 

informing the design of wearable devices. 

Beyond the scope of technology development research, first-person data has 

been used to observe naturalistic behaviors and contexts in situ since the 1960s and 

1970s. In ergonomics, for example, wearable cameras have been used to analyze 

workers’ movements and interactions with their environment, leading to 

improvements in workplace design and safety protocols (Charbonneau and 

Doberstein 2020; Rane et al. 2023). Similarly, in health sciences, wearables have 

facilitated the monitoring of patients’ daily activities and behaviors, contributing to 

better personalized healthcare solutions (Tyler et al. 2020). In psychology and 

cognitive science, first-person data provided an unprecedented window into human 

behavior outside of laboratory settings (Yoshida and Smith 2008; Tangen et al. 2022). 

And in the environmental sciences, teams of animal behaviorists have employed 

egocentric video and audio capture along with wearables and sensors to document 

real-time naturalistic behavioral patterns of difficult to access—and often 

endangered—species, such as sea turtles (Seminoff et al. 2006). For these fields, the 

integration of wearable technology into research methodologies expanded the 

possibilities for capturing rich, real-time data, enhancing the depth and breadth of 

behavioral studies. 

Recent technological advancements have made collecting first-person data in 

research increasingly possible and feasible, as wearables become smaller, their battery 

lives become longer, and the quality of the recording increases. Numerous 

companies are heavily investing in wearable technologies that capture first-person 

data, including devices like the Tab, Humane AI Pin, Limitless Pendant, Rabbit, 

Meta Ray Ban, the Tobii Pro Glasses and Meta’s Project Aria – the latter two which 

are used for research purposes. These wearables promise often continuous, real-time 

data from the user’s perspective, enabling detailed documentations of daily activities 

and interactions. 

Combined with AI capabilities to process the vast amounts of data collected 

(e.g., transcript and summary generation, object and scene recognition, labelling), 

first-person data opens new kinds of analyses. Major corporations are developing AI 

models capable of visual analytics, promising capabilities such as object detection, 
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action classification, and contextual understanding of user intent. Notable examples 

include IBM Watson Visual Recognition, Google Video AI, Microsoft Azure Video 

Analyzer, and Amazon Rekognition Video. Whereas wearable devices facilitate new 

forms of data collection, emerging software with AI tools promises to analyze this 

data in ways previously unattainable through traditional methods.  

Despite the growing body of research using first-person data capture in various 

tech-forward fields, and the growing possibilities enabled by technological 

advancements, a significant gap remains in its application within the social sciences, 

particularly in ethnography. The social sciences have been slower to adopt these 

technologies, and there is a paucity of literature that examines the methodological, 

theoretical, and practical implications of first-person data capture for ethnographic 

research. We explore some precursors and parallels to this kind of data, in the 

following section. 

This raises some key questions: what does this new kind of data mean for applied 

ethnographers? What kinds of analyses become possible through ethnographic 

approaches to first-person data? This exploration challenges ethnographers to think 

beyond conventional methods and consider how first-person data can be harnessed 

to provide richer, more nuanced understandings of human behavior and social 

interactions. 

In the sections below, we recontextualize first-person data as a valuable tool for 

applied ethnography, rooting it within existing discussions in anthropology and 

exemplifying how first-person data was collected and analyzed in recent applied 

ethnographic studies we conducted. Then, we highlight some of the methodological 

benefits and limitations of first-person data as a method. We hope to show how this 

approach not only broadens the scope of questions that ethnographic research can 

address but also positions ethnographers to contribute more significantly to the 

design and development of emerging technologies. 

Precursors and Parallels to First-Person Data as 

Ethnographic Data: Experimentation with Positioning, 

Point of View, and Media Across Anthropological Practice 

First-person data presents a profound shift in ethnographic research methods 

and goals. Yet although it seems radically new, anthropologists have long 

experimented with emerging technologies for data capture in the field, with 

positioning themselves relative to their subjects, and with exploring diverse recording 

methods and media. We posit that first-person data possesses precursors and 

parallels to historical approaches of capturing ethnographic data. We here examine 
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examples of fieldwork, autoethnography, visual anthropology, and sensory 

ethnography to position first-person data within a lineage of ethnographic practices, 

and to show that experimentation with media technologies to capture human 

experience is a staple of anthropology.  

Fieldwork’s Inauguration Was about ‘Being There’ to Collect a New 

Form of Data about Human Experience—and the Role of the 

Ethnographer was Partly to Provide a First-Person Point of View 

When in the late 19th century ethnologists began fieldwork to study non-

European cultures, neither the data they captured nor their methods for collecting it 

had been considered adequate for exploring ethnographic questions. Only in the 

early 20th century, Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski formalized fieldwork as a 

core anthropological method. While Boas codified the culture concept that shaped 

academic anthropology, Malinowski, marooned in Melanesia, emphasized immersive 

fieldwork—being there with one’s subjects, immersed in their worlds, observing their 

practices firsthand—as a foundation for ethnography (Boas 1911, Introduction; 

Malinowski 1922). Malinowski highlighted the distinction between raw data and its 

interpretation, positioning the ethnographer as the principal medium for recording 

and rendering ethnographic data.  

By 1930, the ethnologist and surrealist intellectual Michel Leiris also argued that 

seeing firsthand is the way of making sense of strange surrounds, and that the 

ethnographer’s eye, their first-hand witnessing, is like a skein that mediates between 

familiar and strange, self and other, universal and particular, self and world (Leiris 

1930). 

This approach made the ethnographer’s experience integral to the aptness—and 

the authority—of their data, introducing reflexivity into ethnographic research. While 

traditional ethnographic monographs remained dominant, post-structuralist literary 

theory and decolonial contexts led to a reevaluation of ethnographic representation 

among a post-war generation of anthropologists. Clifford Geertz’s The Interpretation of 

Cultures (1973) elevated ethnographic data to layer up into a “thick description” of 

the symbols and meaning that play out in cultural contexts – establishing a new 

standard. 

Geertz’ students, such as Paul Rabinow and Keith Dwyer, further pushed 

ethnography by bringing their subjects’ voices directly into ethnography itself, 

triggering a wave of criticism about ‘raw’ ethnographic data and its purposes (e.g., 

Clifford and Marcus 1986; Crapanzano 1986; Dwyer 1982; Fabian, 1983; Nader 

1972; Ortner 1974; Rabinow 1977). A hard-won disciplinary unity about what 
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ethnographic data was—as well as how it was to be collected and given form—

dissolved. But the possibilities for what ethnographic research and representation 

could ultimately be and become radically opened as well. Since then, within academic 

anthropology but increasingly in applied anthropological contexts as well, what 

ethnographic data could teach us and others about our changing world, the variety of 

sites, spaces, and subjects it could be drawn from, and the kinds of questions and 

problems it could be relevantly applied to, has expanded greatly. This is especially 

true when it comes to emerging phenomena at the intersection of science, 

technology, and society. 

The use of personal experience as a primary source of data for making sense of 

cultural phenomena has been part of the ethnographic enterprise at least since 

Malinowski (and through and beyond his “children”). Carolyn Ellis’ work, “The 

Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel about Autoethnography” (2004), however, 

gave it a name. The practice has been in many ways perennial: for example, Franz 

Boas’ student, Zora Neale Hurston, was the first anthropology graduate student to 

return to the community in which she was reared in order to conduct a form of self-

study, leveraging one’s identity and experience to gain access to—and to apply one’s 

insider/outsider positioning among—a peoples and a place one intimately knows 

(Hurston 1935, 1938). 

Working with first-person data has a kinship with self-study, in that it also relies 

on a first-person point of view to generate rich, contextual data. However, unlike 

autoethnography where the researcher’s first-person perspective is primary, first-

person data as we explore in this paper allows for the centering of participants’ 

perspectives, which expands the scope of what is possible ethnographically but shifts 

the role of the ethnographer with respect both to that data and to the subjects whose 

lives it derives from as well. 

Despite Text’s Predominance for Presenting Ethnographic Findings, 

Emerging Media Technologies Have Been Vital Tools for Capturing 

Ethnographic Data and Experimenting with Perspective  

From the start, ethnologists carried cumbersome media technologies into the 

field as instruments of documentation, integrating visual media (film, photography) 

into their processes of collecting and rendering ethnographic data. Of this overlap of 

the ethnographer’s eye with the camera’s lens, Michaela Schaüble observes that it 

“not only indicates that the two forms of data and knowledge acquisition are highly 

compatible but also shows that the pioneers of the discipline recognized the 
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potential of the film and photo camera as a technical extension of the ethnographic 

eye very early on” (Schäuble 2018, 1). 

Documenting ethnographic data visually was about more than equipping 

ethnographers with technical protheses. By the 1930s, photographic technologies 

were serving at least one of two additional functions for the ethnographic 

fieldworker, which we continue to find elements of in first-person data capture 

technologies. First, as a method for visual fieldnote taking— a kind of visual 

duplicate to verbally dictated ethnographic data, rendered in a different form. 

Second, as a critical authority-establishing device, intended for the publication of 

ethnographic findings following fieldwork. Photos from the field possessed an ‘I-

was-really-there’ aura which wooed audiences—academic and popular—from the 

onset. Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson exemplified the visual fieldnote method 

by carrying film and cameras to Bali and New Guinea from 1938 until the late 1940s, 

rigorously recording all the while developing an analytical armature for integrating 

visual data into ethnographic research and reporting (as outlined in, for example, 

their introduction to Balinese Character: A Photographic Analysis (1942)). Claude 

Levi-Strauss helped popularize the ‘I-was-there aura’ when he carried his own 

photographic equipment into the Amerindian interiors of South America, the 

documentary artifacts for which were exhibited to much fanfare (and critique) at the 

Musee L’Homme in Paris.  

Ethnographic film, however, had from the start less academically acceptable 

purposes than photography. Unlike still images, moving pictures could not quite be 

cast as back-up note-taking nor quite establish an ‘I-was-there’ authority for the 

ethnographer, since unlike photographs, film couldn’t be integrated into the textual 

media format of ethnographic monographs. Perhaps ethnographic film’s 

resemblance to the media of popular, mass entertainment—rather than to 

contemporary artistic media—had something to do with its casting aside by the bulk 

of academic anthropology’s establishment. 

Nonetheless, many imaginative ethnographers recognized film as technology for 

ethnographic research of a uniquely valuable kind. David MacDougall (2006) has 

glossed video ethnographic data as uniquely suited for examining “temporal,” 

“corporeal,” and “personal” aspects of human experience – aspects which we 

position first-person data (often in video form) as uniquely suited to examine as well 

today. Marcel Griaule’s filmic studies of the Dogon in Mali Griaule showed what was 

possible along these lines and inspired many others. One exemplary legatee of 

Griaule’s, from a generation later, was Jean Rouch, who mobilized ethnographic 

filmmaking to explore genre-defying ways of capturing, engaging with, and 
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presenting ethnographic data while also instantiating what he called “ethnofictions,” 

or what many ethnographic filmmakers today call “the participatory approach” (see 

Taylor 1996). Of note is also the enduring power of Robert Gardner’s work, 

especially Dead Birds (1964), and the breathtaking, if controversial, collaborations 

between film maker Tim Asch and anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon, taken of and 

among the Yanomami throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Asch 1961, 1974; Asch and 

Chagnon 1971, 1974, 1975; Chagnon 1974; Harper 2003). 

While still photographs are artifacts of an encounter, when audiences encounter 

photographs — embedded and printed with captions alongside ethnographic texts or 

hung on a museum’s walls — they tend to experience these as if they were raw, 

unmediated renderings of culture captured in action. Despite being by-products of 

an individual’s experience, still photographs nonetheless can easily feel like remnants 

of an objective third-person observation. Ethnographic films, in contrast, cannot 

conceal that they are made with media consciously introduced into an ethnographic 

encounter and carefully reconstructed afterwards in editing. The process is visible in 

the product: that is, the raw data and its interpretation can’t be untangled. Although 

academic anthropology has tended toward discomfort with this fact and often 

honored that discomfort by disavowing the appropriateness of film as a medium for 

ethnographic outputs, artists, audiences, and many anthropologists have recognized 

the distinctive advantages that data in film form can afford. As Schäuble observes, 

“visual ethnographic practices comprise reflexive, interactive, participatory 

techniques that provide access to specific local and/or embodied forms of 

knowledge and perception that would otherwise be difficult to access or that [would] 

remain invisible” (2018, 2). As will become clear in our discussion of some of the 

mixed methods that we have developed for working ethnographically with first-

person data—the raw files of which overwhelmingly anchored in digital film 

recordings—the access Schäuble suggests traditional video recording techniques 

allow are further intensified by always-on wearable technology. And yet at the same 

time, as we will later outline, the perceived objectivity of the outputs are a risk (and 

illusion) with first-person data as with photographs. 

From the vantage of our current ethnographic work with first-person data, the 

film medium continues to invite innovations around reflexive, interactive, and 

participatory methods. But even before wearable tech and ubiquitous cameras on 

personal devices, ethnographers imagined and were playing with the shifts in 

perspective that film as a medium for ethnographic data production could 

conceivably afford. In some instances, they were rendering visible not the 

ethnographer’s observations of their interlocutor’s worlds but the traditional 

ethnographic subject’s first-person field of view instead. We note the “Navajo Film 
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Themselves” projects that Sol Worth, John Adair, and Richard Chalfen contrived in 

1973, handing the cameras over to the former subjects of an ethnographic gaze, to 

see how they saw themselves and the world—and what they captured of it from their 

first-person points of view. And indeed, by empowering people to make 

ethnographic media that depicts their experiences from a direct and personal, 

engagement is likelier to extend beyond the ethnographic encounter, since media can 

be consumed or re-experienced alongside audiences or in contexts that continue to 

be meaningful for the former subject’s everyday lives. This kind of first-person data 

production and continued engagement is observable in indigenous media like Maori 

TV and National Indigenous TV in Australia (see Ginsburg 1994), indigenous radio 

(see Fisher 2016), and Nanavut Independent TV. 

Anthropologist and experimental film-maker Lucien Castaign Taylor, who 

beginning in the 1990s founded the Sensory Ethnography Lab at Harvard University, 

set about using film to render multisensory experience in sight and sound. As 

Castaign Taylor puts it: if “anthropology is to create a space for the visual” it “would 

entail a shift from the attempt to convey ‘anthropological knowledge’ on film…to 

the idea that ethnography can itself be conducted filmically” (1996, 86). Taylor poses 

the questions: “What if film not only constitutes discourse about the world but also 

(re)presents experience of it? What if film does not say but show? What if film does 

not just describe, but depict? What then, if it offers not only ‘thin descriptions’ but 

also ‘thick depictions’?” (1996, 86). The Lab’s filmic collaborations, from Sweetgrass 

(2009) to Leviathan with Verena Paravel (2012), model how a sensory medium can 

indeed “embody” ethnographic knowledge, blurring the boundary between subjects, 

technology, viewers, affect, and experience. The way we see it, first-person data can 

similarly enrich ethnographic research, providing a unique embodied viewpoint that 

traditional third-person observations cannot achieve. 

From Ethnomusicology to Anthropology Composed of Sounds, Sensory 

Data Beyond the Visual Has Been a Powerful Medium for Tapping into 

and Capturing Emotions, Affect, and Memory 

Lastly, there is sound recording—sensory ethnographic data beyond the visual—

which less depicts than evokes lives and worlds, experiences and perceptions. The 

first-person data that we will describe in the next sections is just as much oriented 

towards audio as towards visual input from a person’s daily life, so we provide a brief 

review of sound’s role in ethnography over time here. As with cameras, phonography 

was experimented with in the field by early anthropologists as soon as the technology 

emerged. From Frank Hamilton Cushing in the nineteenth century, to Benjamin Ives 
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Gilman and Walter Fewke’s recordings of Zuni Melodies (1891), to Alice C. 

Fletcher’s and J.C. Fillmore’s “Study of Omaha Music” (1893), American 

ethnologists sought to capture the sounds of people’s languages, music, and song: 

impressions in wax, aural grooves of social life and human expression. Herzog’s 

studies of plains ghost dance rituals and the sound worlds of the great basin were 

especially instructive in this regard (1935, 1936).  

Folklore and phonography formed the basis for the emergence of 

ethnomusicology, which sought to develop archives of cultural production that in 

some ways (unintentionally) parallel and precede the development of datasets of 

various kinds used for training artificial intelligence today. Carl Stumpf in Germany 

founded the Berlin Phonograph Archive not long before Alan Lomax (sometimes 

joined by Zora Neale Hurston) set out in emerging radio days to record the sounds 

of ethnic and of folk peoples across America, producing an archive that became the 

basis for the National Archives and Library of Congress in D.C. 

More recent anthropological studies using sound have taken a more dynamic and 

participatory approach to data collection – echoes of which are in the methodology 

we will outline below. For example, the work of anthropologist, ethnomusicologist, 

linguist, sound engineer, and composer Steve Feld shows us how sensory data, 

especially sound, offer unique possibilities for making sense of people and their 

worlds—and the role of audio in amassing first-person data sets of promise and 

possibility. In his 1982 monograph of about the sound-worlds and Kaluli language of 

the Bosavi people of Papua New Guinea, Feld captures vocalizations alongside 

ethnographic audio recordings of the rainforest worlds—the soundscapes—that 

compose their sense of being in and of their place among their worlds: waterfalls, 

birds, soulful lamentations, non-linguistic utterances (Feld 2012a). The kind of first-

person data through sound that Feld invites the Bosavi to record in audio (and remix 

and edit and compose further) helps constitute what Feld calls “acoustemology,” an 

orientation and a type of sensory data rife for “investigating the primacy of sound as 

a modality of knowing and being in the world (Feld 2012a, 2012b, 2015). 

From their first forays into fieldwork to traditions in visual ethnography, sensory 

ethnography, and anthropology in and through sound, we see anthropologists 

experimenting with first-person data, exploring the avenues of access into human 

experience and perception its different varietals afford. We situate our work with 

first-person data as issuing from this tradition of anthropologists innovating with 

data forms and formats and experimenting with new media and new technologies as 

they emerge. In what follows, we outline the direction that we have taken in our own 

recent ethnographic work with first-person data and its current generation of devices 

for self-capture. 
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Seeing the World from Someone Else’s Perspective: 

Overview of First-Person Data Collection and Analysis  

The aim of this section is two-fold: to illustrate the ethnographer’s experience of 

working with first-person data and to offer core tenets for engaging with it. 

This paper draws on methodological insights from a series of studies conducted 

in the United States between 2018 and 2024 for Meta Reality Labs Research. 

Throughout these studies, which broadly sought to inform the development of next-

generation wearable and personal assistive devices, our teams collected over 1000 

hours of multimodal first-person point-of-view data using a range of technology to 

capture footage. Study participants represented a diverse range of adult ages, 

ethnicities, genders, occupations, and living arrangements. They were compensated 

for their contributions, which included capturing first-person data during both 

targeted exercises and normal daily life. They were made aware of the purposes of 

the studies, the identities of the organizations conducting the research, and could 

withdraw from the studies at any time. Our teams obtained consent from the 

research participants and other individuals in their social ecologies who participated 

(e.g., those in view during the recordings or whom we interviewed). 

We have published on aspects of some of these studies in previous EPIC 

Proceedings (Cury and Whitworth et al. 2019; Cury and Kim 2021), and here outline 

two of the main studies: 

Study: Internal States during Goal-Oriented Tasks 

This study set out to map relationships between what is observable in context 

and what is subjectively experienced by an individual, in particular their experience of 

mental effort. Providing our research participants with a pair of eye-tracking 

wearable glasses used in academic and commercial research at the time, we studied 

and subsequently patterned the diverse individual experiences of goal-oriented 

domestic activities. We investigated how the same kinds of domestic tasks, like 

washing, chopping and sauteing vegetables, which may outwardly look the same 

across two individuals, can feel or be experienced totally differently across the 

individuals – one person might be happily in a groove as a they cook, while the other 

might be distractedly worrying about something else. What were some of the 

observable or machine-readable clues of the participants’ subjective states and 

experiences of mental effort? How could recognition of how someone was 

experiencing their context inform the kinds of interventions or support they would 

find meaningful? To answer these questions, we conducted full-day ethnographies 
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with 18 people in the great New York and Seattle areas. Participants recorded their 

experience in twenty to thirty-minute intervals and were asked to describe their 

mental effort in-the-moment using experience-sampling techniques, scales and 

metrics common in psychology. The outcome was a framework informing how and 

when next-generation AR/AI assistants should surface information to users, and 

how a machine-learning model might detect these instances. 

Study: Detecting and Encoding Personal History Information That 

People Find Most Meaningful 

This study set out to help identify what kinds of sensors wearable devices would 

need to have to collect meaningful personal history information to help people better 

navigate everyday life. From the human perspective, what information from their 

pasts (whether that was yesterday or many weeks ago) do people need, resurface, and 

have questions about in-the-moment? From a technology perspective, what would 

future technologies need to sense in-the-moment to make sense of the situation and 

ultimately service those needs? Our role as ethnographers was to inform engineering 

decisions by observing people in their contexts. We employed traditional 

ethnographic methods like contextual inquiry, participant observation, and diary 

studies alongside first-person data capture using the Aria device, a non-commercially 

available wearable developed by Reality Labs for the purposes of research (Engel et 

al. 2023). Our 13 participants recorded with the Aria devices for 4-6 hours per day 

over approximately two weeks, indoors in their homes with the consent of others 

with whom they shared their home environment, with the option to self-narrate their 

experiences with their description of what they were doing, why they were doing it, 

and how they felt about what they were doing. Participants were also given specific 

‘missions’ to capture data using Aria on areas of interest, such as memorable 

moments, significant objects, and daily challenges, tailored to the study's goals. This 

work resulted in a framework for the information most relevant to people 

throughout their everyday lives and a minimum viable list of sensory capabilities that 

a hardware device would need in order to sense that information. This framework 

informed how wearable-enabled AI systems sense and encode observable reality 

based on what information is relevant to people. 

What First-Person Data Looks and Feels Like 

Across our studies wearables captured a range of moments such as: 

● Social interactions, e.g., super bowl parties, family dinners, heart-to-hearts, 

heated debates, family milestones, pillow talk, divorce announcements… 
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● Religious rituals, e.g., Havdalah service, Bible study, Muslim prayer… 

● Leisure activities, e.g., dog training, sewing, painting nails, crafting, board 

game nights, Oscar watch parties, yoga sessions, baking, cooking, dance 

party, pancake night, writing projects… 

● Household activities, e.g., dishes, childcare, gardening, meal preparation… 

● Professional activities, e.g., remote work, finalizing book drafts, composing 

lectures, networking calls, planning a workshop, discussing career changes… 

● Personal hardships, e.g., crying, arguments with family, saying goodbye to a 

foster dog, insomnia nights, dealing with the loss of a parent… 

Here are video stills of first-person data collected from a wearable device to 

exemplify the kinds of footage our research participants recorded:  

 

Figure 2. Two still-images of first-person video data captured using a wearable device during one of our studies; both are 
from the embodied vantage point of the person wearing the camera, showing what they are seeing. The left image shows 

their hands as they handwash clothes at the kitchen sink. The right image shows one hand holding a vase they are filling 
with water and one hand holding the plant that will go in the vase. Not shown is how in these recordings the individual 

was also narrating actions, thoughts, and motivations.  

Here is an excerpt of one of our ethnographic fieldnotes as we review the first-

person video data collected by research participant Ryan in one of our studies – note 

that this is written from the point of view of the researcher, not the participant who 

recorded the footage, but includes quotes of some of the audio of what was said in 

the recorded footage: 
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It’s day 3 of the study and I’m watching Ryan playing with his 6-month-old 

baby Leo. The father and son are sitting on the living room carpet with an 

assortment of colored ducks. Leo puts the ducks in his mouth, then drops 

them. Ryan picks them up and gives them back. He seems to be focused on 

Leo, who is examining the red duck. Although I can’t see Ryan face, his 

tone of voice makes me think he is smiling. 

Although I’ve interviewed Ryan in-person, it is strange to watch his pov 

footage. It’s as if I’m sitting on his shoulder. Ryan and his wife Amy are 

new parents and just moved into their first home. Their days are packed. 

They take turns working and caring for their son in shifts. They balance his 

feedings, diaper changings and naps with host of household chores: 

cooking their own meals, clean up, dishes, laundry. 

Ryan exhales sharply as he gets up. Ryan had mentioned his accident and 

his nerve issue during the interview—but I had not realized it was this bad 

until I began to watch his footage. Now, I see how unrelenting and the 

agony he endures day-to-day as he writes emails, cooks dinner, even plays 

with his son. It feels intimate to watch him in physical pain—in the 

moments when he is alone. 

I now know his ‘tells’ –signs that he indicate he is experiencing some kind 

of smarting, tightness or numbness. I know the sounds: his sharp exhales, 

whimpers, grunts. I know what he does—the stretching, massaging, 

shaking, or knocking—to find some relief. I know his triggers too: when he 

bends over or puts weight on his arm. While I have learned these patterns, I 

imagine that a machine would pick up on many more. 

Later that night, Ryan stands in the doorway. I think he may be using the 

doorframe to stretch. He exhales. His pain seems acute. His wife, Amy, 

who is in the other room looks up. ‘Babe, you ok?’ She knows too. My arm 

is numb as shit.’ he says. 

Moments like this one in the fieldwork helped inform the kinds of personal 

information that people find relevant and have questions about in their day-to-day – 

in this case, what might be causing a recurring event and how that might be changing 

over time. 

Core Tenets for an Ethnographic Approach to First-Person Data 

To provide methodological guidance for ethnographers engaging with first-

person data, we offer three tenets that have proven to be critical to our own studies’ 

data collection and analyses. The first tenet of engaging with first-person data is to 

contextualize it using additional ethnographic methods to gain a richer, more 
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rigorous understanding. The second is to encourage participant self-reflection at 

different timescales to capture the evolving or layered nature of experience. The 

third tenet is to co-interpret first-person data alongside participants to ensure analysis 

remains deeply rooted in participant perspectives. 

Tenet 1: Collect and Triangulate First-Person Data with Traditional 

Ethnographic Methods  

For the applied ethnographer, the value of first-person data emerges when it can 

be triangulated with other ethnographic methods during collection and analysis. 

Across our studies, we collected first-person data alongside several other ‘kinds’ of 

ethnographic data to contextualize participant’s experience that they had captured 

with wearable technology. 

Here is an excerpt of our ethnographic fieldnotes as we review the first-person 

video data collected by research participant Amy in one of our studies. Moments like 

this one brought together a range of ethnographic data alongside the first-person 

recordings, and informed our understanding of the motivations behind the kind of 

personal history data people wish to collect, and the implications this might have for 

how people might wish to access and engage with it: 

Amy is standing at the kitchen counter cutting an orange. Her husband 

Ryan (also a participant) is in the living room holding her son, Leo. As I 

review the couple’s respective footage, I watch them navigate jam-packed 

days taking turns working full-time jobs and caring for Leo. They also 

balance his feedings, diaper changings and naps with host of household 

chores: cooking, dishes, laundry. 

Amy holds out a piece to her husband. “Should we give him a taste?” she 

asks. As Leo begins sucking on the orange piece, Amy exclaims gleefully: 

“This is Leo’s first experience with a citrus fruit.” 

The next day, in the digital diary, Amy wrote: “Leo explored so many 

different foods today! He loved the banana pancakes Ryan made for him. 

But did NOT like avocado. Nope. And he drank water (first time) from his 

baby cup—more Leo Firsts. His baby tooth just popped through his gums! 

YAY!” 

Amy, like many parents, clearly values her son’s milestones. From my initial 

interview with Amy, I know these recording milestones have a deeper 

significance. Amy is the daughter of refugees. Her parents fled Vietnam 

before she was born. The trauma that plagued her family’s past meant that 
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her parents and elder siblings rarely spoke about ‘the old days’. Amy has no 

stories or photos from her own infancy and very few from her childhood. 

Amy takes me on a tour of her world--her house and her phone. She shows 

me the family group chat as well as her treasures: a photo of her parents on 

the altar, who both passed away last year. They never met their grandson. 

Amy tells me: “I don’t know what my first word was. Or what foods I liked 

or didn’t like as an infant. So I guess I want to record these for him. It’s his 

story, so I want him to have it.” 

There are many ways to combine first-person data collection with traditional 

ethnographic methods. Here is an example of the fieldwork structure closely 

mirroring one of our studies, which interspersed first-person data collection with 

other ethnographic approaches to data collection and interim analyses: 

Figure 3. A schematic of the sequence of fieldwork activities in one of our studies – from baseline ethnography to first-
person data collection, initial analysis, more first-person data collection, follow-up ethnography, and continued analysis. 

Under each of these sequenced activities we include bullet points for the kinds of data captured (e.g., in baseline 
ethnography we list photos, audio, screenshots of digital life, participant-drawn mental models, and fieldnotes). These 
bullet points closely follow what is already in the description of the methods and activities in this section of the paper.  

Here are example ethnographic methods we triangulated with first-person data: 

 

Foundational interview 

Across studies, we conducted an initial ethnographic interview which provided 

baseline insights into the participants’ lives, including their social circles, daily 

routines, home environment, profession, and values. A foundational interview 

helped us make sense of and interpret the first-person data that participants 

subsequently captured with the wearable research devices we equipped them with. 
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Rapport-Building Embedded with Tech Support 

As with any traditional ethnographic engagement, building rapport with 

participants is critical. Atypical to traditional ethnographic practice, yet necessary to 

ethnography predicated on the collection of first-person data, was the need to 

onboard participants to the wearable research devices they’d be donning for the bulk 

of the study as part of the rapport-building. This also included helping to ‘socialize’ 

the devices in the context of their households and family life and providing ad hoc 

technical support to participants. Based on our own piloting of the wearables, we 

drafted user manuals for the devices and troubleshooting guides addressing the kinds 

of challenges one might encounter using these devices in home environments rather 

than in controlled lab settings, such as internet bandwidth issues or where to 

safekeep the devices while charging. In the initial onboarding, we described our own 

experiences with the technology (having tested it ourselves), acknowledging how 

different it might feel, at least at the outset, to wear the equipment while going about 

one’s day-to-day activities. 

Digital & Physical Tours and Artifacts 

To ensure that the ethnographer would have enough background to situate 

participant-collected first-person data in the context of participants’ everyday life, we 

gathered extensive contextual data, largely in the form of personal artifacts, both 

physical and digital. This included detailed tours of their homes, favorite belongings, 

and physical environs, with the participant describing origin stories and layers of 

meaning in an archeology of their possessions and living spaces—all documented 

photographically. We toured their digital environs: the spaces they navigate and 

inhabit online, their self-representation, the information ecologies and info-storage 

practices that constitute the digital layer of their lives and which shaped the everyday 

experiences of each participant. We compared the relationship between their physical 

surroundings and their digital surroundings. We asked participants to only share with 

us what they felt comfortable sharing. 

Fieldnotes 

The ‘fieldnotes’ composed in the wake of the initial ethnographic encounter with 

each participant—intended to forge a baseline context for the participant’s lived 

experience—were by necessity multi-media and multi-modal, comprising 

photographic images, screen shots, video clips, lists, quotes, transcripts, drawings, 

and the ethnographer’s own interpretive text. Fieldnotes drawn from the aggregation 
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of these sources resembled ‘data packets’ more than the traditional ethnographer’s 

scribbles—informational archives that could be analyzed many ways. 

Tenet 2: Encourage participant self-reflection at different timescales 

Participant self-reflection is critical to attuning the first-person data to what 

matters most in the scene, from the point of view of the participant, otherwise it can 

be difficult to assess what is happening (beyond the obvious) and what might be 

most meaningful. 

Here is an excerpt of our ethnographic fieldnotes as we review the first-person 

video data collected by research participant Mark in one of our studies – the self-

narration from Day 2 and Day 3 helps the researcher understand the meaning behind 

what was happening in the scene in the recording from Day 1: 

Day 1 

Mark is an avid photographer and I watch as he reviews past photo albums. 

Day 2 

(morning) 

I watch Mark down sit down in his bedroom armchair with his laptop and 

iPhone. He narrates: “I’ll be starting to draft that letter to my ex. Here will 

be the last communications that we’ll ever have. The phone call I got from 

my friend this morning—he said to wait. My parents gave me different 

advice. At least I can get some of my thoughts down. This all stems from 

looking at those pictures yesterday.” 

(evening) 

I read Mark’s end-of-day digital diary. He writes: “This day was mostly at 

home…let me list some notable accomplishments from the day: 

I drafted a deep and heartfelt letter to my soon-to-be-ex-wife 

I went grocery shopping twice 

I cooked an enchilada casserole 

I played a game of chess with my daughter 

Two forms of participant-generated self-reporting at different time scales 

anchored our analysis of first-person data: in-the-moment ‘self-narration’ of what 

they were doing and why, and what they were thinking and feeling during their 

recordings, and daily end-of-day diary entries for reflections. 
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Self-Narration 

‘Self-narration’ served two primary methodological purposes: first, to add a 

contextual layer to first-person data, while also offering an emotional and affective 

layer to the first-person data as it arose in situ for participants; second, to provide the 

ethnographer with a contextual foothold into the first-person recordings they’d be 

analyzing – researchers could easily scan through the audio and transcripts to find 

key moments to analyze in more detail. 

 

Figure 4. A line-sketch developed by ReD Associates, illustrating a scene someone would see from the windshield while 
driving: their hand at the wheel, and in front of them tree-lined streets, a hardware store, a pedestrian, a couch left out by 
the garbage for donation, and a sign pointing to a nearby lake and a forest. Lines from each of these elements lead to a 
short inlayed text description of what might be meaningful about these elements for the person whose point-of-view is 

embodied in this sketch. E.g., the steering wheel might make them think about the oil change they need on the car next 
week, the pedestrian crossing the street might remind them of the friend they need to message, and the couch might be an 
item they could take for their son. This sketch is meant to show the kinds of meaning and relevance that self-narration 

can reveal as part of first-person data collection.  

Diaries 

The daily diaries, a reflection on what was and was not captured in the first-

person footage that day as well as the participant’s point of view on what was 

memorable for or notable to them, directed the researcher to ‘moments’ of first-

person data recording that were potentially rich with personal meaning for the 

participant, and which warranted in-depth analysis.  

Tenet 3: Co-interpret first-person data alongside the participant  

First-person data requires a filter to digest large amounts of ‘raw’ data (video 

footage, audio recordings) — to add weight to specific events or periods of time and 

to draw connections. While the self-reflections do part of the work in this, also 
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revisiting the recorded first-person data with participants during analysis offers an 

opportunity for the ethnographer to go beyond what was done, said, and reflected 

on in-the-moment, and for the research participant to exert more agency and control 

over how their footage is being interpreted, thereby giving them more of a voice in 

the outcomes of the study. 

Here is an excerpt of our ethnographic fieldnotes as we review the first-person 

video data collected by research participant Aisha in one of our studies – the co-

interpretation with Aisha was critical for understanding what happened in the 

moment, which could have otherwise gone misinterpreted: 

I meet with Aisha for a follow up interview and to review some of the first-

person footage she recorded. I tell her that I have pulled out some ‘specific 

moments’ from the past week—and that we are going to watch them 

together. I say that I want to hear about her experience in that moment. 

Aisha pipes up, “Oh, are we going to watch the fight?” 

“The fight?” I don’t remember watching a ‘fight’. 

“Yeah, the fight. You know, the argument in the kitchen.” I did not see an 

argument in the kitchen. However, one of the clips I pulled was a moment 

where Aisha’s mother seems to be scolding her in Fula. Aisha is quiet, 

washing dishes as her stepmother employs a stern tone. Half of what I 

witnessed was in Fula.  

While I thought she was being reprimanded, to Aisha, this was a dispute. 

We rewatch the scene together and she explains the ins-and-out of their 

dynamic—its cultural dimensions and their relationship.  

Co-Summarization 

Across our studies, we summarized relevant moments from the first-person data 

to begin to draw out patterns and insights. We took notes about what the 

participants were doing, experiencing, feeling, and how that might matter to the 

participant in the context of the moment they had captured. In addition, we drew out 

what meaning it might hold within the broader context of the participant’s lived 

experience beyond the frame of the first-person data captured in that moment, and 

what learnings and implications the moment had for our focus areas of study. To 

pressure-test ethnographers’ initial accounts with participants, we conducted focused 

ethnographic follow-up sessions with each participant. A central activity for these 

revisits was co-viewing and co-summarizing selected ‘moments’ or recordings with 

the participant. We cued a clip or string of clips and asked: “what’s going on?” and 

recorded what the participant said. We asked what we were missing, gathering more 
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context and artifacts to support the participant’s summary. We shared our own 

summaries with them, and then co-summarized the clips upon reviewing once more, 

ensuring that together we reached the best possible summaries of first-person data 

moments. We outline more of this method in Cury and Whitworth et al. 2019: 262-3. 

The three tenets outlined above are not meant to be exhaustive, and we imagine 

more will surface as first-person data continues to be used in applied ethnographic 

research. 

Benefits of First-Person Data Capture  

We contend that by viewing the world from the participants’ perspectives, 

researchers can access aspects of their lives that are typically hidden, gain longitudinal 

insights, rethink the observer-observed dichotomy, remain more attuned to the 

participants’ contexts, and combine qualitative and quantitative data collection at 

scale. These benefits collectively enhance the depth and breadth of ethnographic 

research, making it more robust and reflective of real-world human experiences. 

Benefit 1: Access to Aspects of Participants’ Lives Unobservable 

through Traditional Methods  

One of the primary benefits of first-person data capture is the ability to access 

aspects of participants’ lives that would have been unobservable through traditional 

ethnographic methods alone. The presence of a researcher often influences 

participant behavior, as they may alter their actions when being observed. While the 

researcher’s skills in building rapport and triangulating observations address this 

inherent aspect of ethnographic fieldwork, the addition of first-person data capture 

with a wearable device while the researcher is not present provides more of what 

participants do alongside what they say and provides instances that might be difficult 

to be present for otherwise, like morning wake-up routines or moments of boredom. 

At first the participants from our studies found the wearable technology novel and 

the equipment captured their attention. However, we spent considerable time 

ensuring tailored fitting of the devices for comfort, providing clear and careful 

instruction in relatable terms and in different formats (e.g., videos, written guidance, 

live demonstration and testing), demystifying how the devices work by explaining the 

technical details that might not be readily apparent (e.g., the extent to which the 

participant could view and interact with their recordings), and emphasizing that the 

participants were in control of deciding when to record and when not to record. 

After a few tries or over a few days, the wearable devices integrated into daily 
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routines, allowing participants to act more naturally over time. This normalization 

enabled the capture of spontaneous and genuine interactions, such as intimate family 

moments, conversations, and personal routines. For instance, one participant, Linda, 

talked about her interest in crafts and making furniture when we first met her. In her 

first-person recordings, we observed there was more to this: Linda coped with 

insomnia by engaging in crafting and furniture-making throughout the night. In her 

in-the-moment self-reflection, Linda described how she developed this practice by 

noting patterns in which activities made her sleepy. This, alongside other examples of 

participants describing how they discovered hidden patterns in how seemingly 

unrelated activities shaped their wellbeing, helped form one of the key findings in 

one of our projects, related to the kinds of information people find meaningful. 

Benefit 2: Gaining Longitudinal Insights by Seeing Lives Unfold in 

Real Time 

First-person data capture allows researchers to gain longitudinal insights by 

observing how participants’ lives unfold in real time, over time. Unlike traditional 

methods that often rely on sporadic and isolated data points, first-person data 

provides a continuous stream of contextual information. This continuous 

observation helps researchers understand the temporal dynamics of participants’ 

lives, such as what ruptures and enables consistent daily routines, how behaviors 

become habits, and how experience changes over time. By recording daily activities 

repeating across several instances over time, researchers can identify patterns and 

shifts in behavior, offering a more comprehensive view of how people navigate their 

environments, build their perceptions, and interact with others. For example, one 

participant Raquel initially described playing backgammon on her phone as a minor 

and unimportant part of her day-to-day. We could not have easily observed her 

playing backgammon because she played in interstitial moments of boredom. In her 

first-person recordings that she shared with us, we observed that she played the 

game much more frequently than she had initially described. When we revisited 

Raquel for a follow-up interview, this recurring footage over time allowed us to talk 

more openly about her habits and routines, and she described the ways in which she 

felt stuck, lonely, and uncertain about her future. This kind of longitudinal data can 

reveal what people are unaware of as they build habits slowly over time and enables 

us to explore the ways actual experiences might not match needs or aspirations. We 

can also more closely examine how specific actions might contribute to general 

feelings, e.g., of belonging or loneliness.  
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Benefit 3: More Participatory Research 

First-person data capture challenges the traditional observer-observed dichotomy 

by creating a more immersive and participatory form of observation. The wearable 

devices act as an extension of the researcher, allowing them to ‘be present’ without 

physically intruding on the participants’ space. When combined with methods of co-

interpretation of the footage alongside the research participant, as described above in 

the core tenets, this transforms observation into a shared, co-constructed experience, 

where the boundary between the observer and the observed becomes fluid. (We note 

that first-person footage alone, without some element of co-interpretation, would 

likely not provide this.) This hybrid model fosters a deeper connection between 

researchers and participants, allowing for greater rapport-building and the ability to 

ask deeper follow-up questions (as with the example immediately above with 

Raquel). And it creates space for the participant to interpret and articulate their 

experiences in applied studies that may ultimately shape products or services they 

might one day use. As we describe in a prior paper, “[p]roviding research participants 

more opportunities to articulate their internal states, including what they need and 

what they don’t need, rather than assuming or inferring from observations alone, 

seems particularly important for determining the relevance, helpfulness, and 

boundaries of an assistive technology in everyday contexts” (Cury and Whitworth, et 

al, 2019:264). In a study in which we asked participants to record first-person footage 

focused on their hands to inform future haptic technology development, we asked 

participants to replay the footage with us and describe, moment-by-moment, why 

they made certain actions and how they learned to make those actions; this allowed 

participants to surface aspects of skill-acquisition and the value they placed on their 

hands, in ways that they might not have articulated before (Cury and Kim 2021).  

Benefit 4: Centering and Attuning Researchers to Participants’ Contexts 

By centering the data collection on the participants' point of view, first-person 

data capture makes researchers more attuned to the participants' contexts. This 

approach mitigates the researcher bias to psychologize participants by focusing on 

their subjective experiences (e.g., stated preference, beliefs, and judgments). With 

wearable data, researchers can observe how participants navigate their daily lives, 

interact with their surroundings, and behave in different contexts. This contextual 

sensitivity allows researchers to develop a holistic understanding of the participants, 

grounded in their lived realities rather than abstract self-perceptions alone. In one 

prior study, analyzing the contextual elements (e.g., objects, environment, social 
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dynamics) in the first-person data allowed us to meaningfully group aspects of 

context that seemed to correlate with participants’ needs, moods, and what kind of 

task assistance they might be open to versus might reject (Cury and Whitworth et al. 

2019; Zax and Cury 2020). 

Benefit 5: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Data at Scale 

First-person data capture provides a novel way for researchers to collect 

qualitative data at scale while also incorporating quantitative elements. Most basically, 

a single researcher can have several participants recording first-person data at once, 

so that considerably more data is collected than if the footage came primarily from 

the one researcher. Moreover, the continuous and comprehensive nature of first-

person data allows for the collection of large volumes of rich, detailed information 

per participant. Certain wearable devices can capture quantitative metrics, such as 

movement patterns, eye direction, and environmental data, which can be integrated 

with qualitative insights, and which will likely become more easily accessible and 

analyzable as AI assistance via software improves. This combination of data types 

enables a more robust analysis, bridging the gap between qualitative and quantitative 

research methods and enhancing the overall rigor and depth of ethnographic studies. 

Particularly in situations in which volume of findings or translating of insights into 

‘hard’ and comparable metrics (e.g., correlations to elements in the environment) 

matter for the validity of the insights or for teams’ abilities to work with the insights, 

first-person data can lend more credibility, authority, and relevance to ethnographic 

data. For instance, we hypothesize that if first-person data captured exactly how 

many times a person experienced pain in their shoulder over a five-hour period, that 

could serve as part of compelling evidence in a healthcare study pertaining to what 

contributes to quality of life or where there are gaps between physician and patient 

understanding. 

Summary of Benefits  

The integration of first-person data capture into ethnographic research offers 

numerous benefits that enhance the depth and breadth of understanding human 

experiences. By providing access to previously unobservable aspects of participants’ 

lives, enabling longitudinal insights, rethinking the observer-observed dichotomy, 

centering researchers on participants’ contexts, and combining qualitative and 

quantitative data at scale, first-person data transforms the practice of ethnography. 

Moreover, through the specific examples provided for each benefit above, we also 

show how these advancements position applied ethnographers to contribute more 
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significantly to the development of emerging technologies, ensuring that these 

innovations are deeply rooted in real-world human experiences and ultimately 

leading to more empathetic and socially meaningful advancements. We hypothesize 

that the benefits are applicable not only to studies with a technology-oriented 

outcome, but also studies related to health and wellness, behavior change, group 

collaboration, to name a few. 

Risks of First-Person Data Capture  

While first-person data capture offers numerous benefits for applied 

ethnographic research, it also presents several challenges and ethical considerations 

that must be addressed. These include the potential for perceived objectivity and 

reification of participants’ lives, the risk of defaulting to an individualistic view of the 

world, and privacy concerns inherent in capturing intimate, first-person data – each 

of which we will explore here, but which do not form an exhaustive list. As this form 

of data collection becomes more widely used, we anticipate more risks will arise. 

We argue that understanding the historical and contextual situatedness of first-

person data is crucial to integrate this method ethically and effectively into applied 

ethnographic practices. Concretely, we suggest that embedding reflexivity in the 

analysis process, encouraging participant-driven self-narration, providing clear 

protocols for data collection, and maintaining transparency about data use can help 

applied researchers can mitigate these risks and uphold the integrity of their work. 

Some of these concrete ways to mitigate the risks of first-person data capture are 

also part of the core tenets of the method, which we outlined above. 

Risk 1: Potential for Perceived Objectivity and Reification of 

Participants’ Lives 

One of the primary risks associated with first-person data capture is the potential 

for perceived objectivity and reification of participants’ lives. The immersive nature 

of first-person footage can create an illusion of objectivity, where the recorded data 

is seen as a complete and unbiased representation of reality. In that way, first-person 

data capture shares characteristics with adjacent methods such as video- and photo-

ethnography, which also involve visual documentation of participants’ lives. As with 

video- and photo-ethnography, first-person data requires a critical awareness of the 

power dynamics and ethical considerations involved in representing others’ 

experiences, and of the wider context of the data collection beyond what is in view. 

By situating first-person data within this broader methodological context, researchers 
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can draw on (and hopefully also expand) established ethical frameworks and best 

practices to guide their work. 

We had several ways of addressing this risk. We leaned into participant-driven 

self-narration (as described above) which can bring ethical integrity to the research 

by allowing participants to control the narrative and highlight aspects of their lives 

that they deem important and wish to foreground or background. Additionally, we 

played back key recordings of participants’ lives back to them, bringing them in as 

co-researchers of their own experiences.  

Overall, in both working with the data and presenting the data to other teams, 

researchers must remain critically aware of their interpretive role and avoid 

presenting first-person data as an unmediated reflection of reality. Instead, they 

should emphasize the co-constructed nature of the data and the ongoing dialogue 

between the researcher and participants. 

Risk 2: Defaulting to an Individualistic View of the World  

First-person data capture inherently focuses on the individual's perspective, 

which can lead to an overly individualistic view of the world. This focus risks 

neglecting the broader social and cultural contexts that shape participants’ 

experiences. 

To address this, we integrated first-person data with other ethnographic methods 

that capture collective and communal aspects of life, such as participant observation 

and contextual inquiry about participants’ pasts, their future aspirations, and aspects 

of social life not immediately in view. Also, while our participants recorded in private 

indoor settings they often included consenting individuals with whom their shared 

their daily life and physical spaces, e.g., roommates and spouses, and we sought to 

include these and other individuals, e.g., friends, extended family, in the participant 

observation and contextual inquiry portions of the fieldwork. In one study, we also 

mitigated some of this risk by recruiting ‘dyads,’ meaning we had two people collect 

first-person data within a single social ecology so that we could compare their points 

of view and better observe social dynamics. 

With mitigations like these in place, we argue that researchers can balance the 

individual point of view with a more comprehensive understanding of the social and 

contextual dynamics at play. 

Risk 3: Privacy and Consent Concerns 

The intimate nature of first-person data raises ethical considerations particularly 

regarding privacy and consent. To navigate these challenges, we provided guidelines 
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on what is permissible to record, to ensure that the data does not inadvertently 

include sensitive information like addresses, financial documents, health records, or 

nudity. We established clear protocols guiding research participants on how to obtain 

the consent of any individuals they might have recorded. We showed participants 

how they could review and delete any recordings that included sensitive information, 

or simply any moments they did not wish to share in retrospect. Participants could 

not record outdoors or in public spaces – we focused on indoor, private spaces, with 

limited social interactions. As mentioned above, we maintained transparency about 

the uses of the data, the identities of the organizations conducting the studies, and 

the goals of the research, to foster trust and accountability between researchers and 

participants. This meant going over consent forms in detail, multiple times, and in 

multiple formats (i.e., individual time to read, followed by a verbal walk-through of 

the content with time for questions), and also going beyond the consent forms to 

discuss what kinds of moments each participant anticipated they might encounter 

that they would not be able to record or would not want to record, beyond the basic 

guidelines, and providing them with tailored guidelines and strategies for these. It 

also meant continued checking-in with the participants throughout the recording 

period to ensure they understood, could comply with, and felt comfortable with, the 

protocols for data collection. 

A New Role for the Applied Ethnographer: First-Person 

Data Allows Access to New Aspects of Human 

Experience, but Embracing It Means Ethnographic 

Practices and Roles Will Require Change  

With access to new aspects of human experience as detailed above, first-person 

data can transform ethnographic practice and has the potential to increase the impact 

of applied ethnographers. We believe first-person data can impact the field of 

anthropology because it is a good tool for understanding people, particularly when 

combined with other traditional ethnographic methods. We also believe that the 

integration of first-person data into anthropology might shift the discipline’s 

influence among the social sciences. And we believe first-person data can change the 

role of the applied ethnographer in engineering. But this new role for the applied 

ethnographer requires new skillsets. 
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Expanding Ethnographic Tool Kits to Get at Previously Inaccessible 

Dimensions of Human Experience  

The emergence of wearable devices for capturing first-person data is watershed, 

at least from the point of view of anthropology’s modern mandate to examine what 

being human is and means today and tomorrow. First-person data offers a different 

kind of access to (and angle into) human experience. If it remains, generally, that the 

organizing mission of anthropology is to get as rich, varied, and deep a glimpse into 

human experience and the conditions that structure its possibility today, then first-

person data is a novel platform for that mission’s continuance—a lens and a depth 

of view that wasn’t possible before. And for anthropologists who are interested in 

the figure of the human taking shape in relationship with powerful net-new 

technologies like AI, first-person data offers an especially valuable vantage because it 

works with the same kinds of inputs that AI-enabled wearables in the future likely 

will have: sensors capturing and recording context from the user’s point of view to 

serve up personal assistance in-the-moment or later on. This parallel allows these 

future inputs and their value in human-device interactions to be simulated and 

studied anthropologically with today’s wearables. We believe that with the availability 

of this exceptional lens into human experience, ethnographic attention to and 

experimentation with these new tools and data will be a necessity, not an option, for 

ethnography’s continued relevance – just as the integration of video and 

photography proved crucial to the discipline. 

Reconfiguring Anthropology’s Role Relative to the Social and 

Behavioral Sciences  

If ethnographers do embrace first-person data, leveraging it as equipment for 

diving deeper and differently into contemporary human experience than previously 

possible, we believe this could drastically shift present power dynamics among the 

human, social, and behavioral sciences. Relative to the social and behavioral sciences, 

anthropology (both academic and applied) anchored in ethnographic research has 

remained a stubbornly empirical science. This has meant mounds of data based on 

direct observation, on one hand, and tentative interpretation of it, on the other 

(especially since the reflexive turn of the 1980s). Theory is borrowed; methodological 

and conceptual innovation is favored. Trends and institutional norms across 

sociology, psychology, economics, however, have tended towards appropriating the 

methods and mien of the experimental sciences, supplanting qualitative observation 

with variants of quantitative and statistical methods, on one hand, and with broad-

based theorizing on the other. Seriously integrating first-person data into 
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ethnographic practice, however, may dissolve the distinction between qualitative and 

quantitative data; at the least it blurs the distinction between human observation and 

interpretation and non-human/technical modes of observation and interpretation. 

The type of technologies, computational abilities, and data sets that are emerging will 

enable practitioners of this new ethnographic approach to pose and answer questions 

that no discipline-specific researcher or research program could have previously: for 

example, accounting for behavioral change individually or socially and at scale, less 

restricted by the effects of being observed. 

Elevating Applied Ethnographers’ Role Relative to Data Science and 

Engineering  

The implications for applied ethnographers of working with first-person data 

extend beyond impact within the social and behavioral sciences. We hypothesize that 

ethnographers taking up this kind of data will not just increasingly impact but also 

become integral to the (r)evolutions in data and computer sciences and engineering 

currently underway. While ethnographers using first-person data via wearable devices 

gain new kinds of social science insights, they at the same time gain an understanding 

of how people meaningfully use and interact with first-person data and wearable 

devices and become versed in how to translate sensor data into aspects of reality that 

are meaningful to people. This, in turn, could be helpful in shaping how wearables 

capturing first-person data (for purposes other than applied ethnographic research, 

e.g., commercial or for tech development) are built. 

Whether working traditionally or experimentally, academically or applied, 

ethnographers make sense of the irreducibly different. And today, data scientists, 

technologists, and engineers in fields like computer vision and artificial intelligence 

would benefit from anthropologists and ethnographers as collaborators, 

fieldworkers, and experimental partners to engineer, train, apply, and design the 

systems (and sciences) they are dreaming into reality. Systems that are non-human, 

but which can both sense and make sense of human experience and culture can best 

be pursued with anthropologists mediating between machine intelligence and 

humans’ experience, between experimental technology for capturing novel human 

datasets and the human beings participating in its production. 

Furthermore, this reconfiguration between anthropology and engineering heralds 

a landmark repositioning of human sciences and ethnographic methods, for these 

would no longer be pursued or consulted downstream of engineering (e.g., in UX). 

Instead, ethnographers engaging first-person data can collaborate laterally with 

engineers, enabling while humanizing their ambitions. Collaborating with engineers 
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(rather than being downstream) means that ethnographers embedded in tech and 

engineering companies would not be just engaging with teams in product, marketing, 

and some strategy; working hand in glove with engineers to envision, develop, apply, 

refine, and humanize future technologies would allow anthropologists to reach new 

audiences of decisions-makers within technology companies. 

This Requires Revamping the Applied Ethnographer’s Skills, Learning 

New Tools, and Reorienting to Their Subjects of Study  

Meaningfully integrating new technologies and kinds of data into ethnographic 

practice, however, means expanding the tool-kits ethnographers are used to. This 

includes: 

● Working with new data formats and media (e.g., mixtures of quantitative and 

qualitative data, of observational and artifactual data, physical and digital 

data, and of raw and coded data) 

● Learning about engineering infrastructure, practice, process, and language to 

collaborate with engineers 

● Working with nascent wearable technology and AI-enabled software that 

helps to organize and process collected data 

It also means that ethnographers must revamp their skills in ways that include 

reorienting to their subjects of study, the locus of the interventions, the venues in 

which they work, and the types of instruments and technologies they engage for 

doing so. This includes: 

● Helping participants (i.e., device-wearers) take on a lot of the data collection 

and gathering capacities that an ethnographer would traditionally conduct 

● Allowing computer vision and sensors to encode information from the 

environment and working with those formats and limitations 

● Gathering through and working in dialogue with sensing technologies and AI 

systems to scale data collection, to amass and interpret large data sets 

● Interfacing with multiple research participants at once, without sacrificing the 

rapport-building that matters and the interpretive responsibilities and 

sensitivities 

While the ethnographer can extend observation and data collection through 

emerging technologies, we firmly believe ethnographers must remain wholly 

accountable for analysis and interpretation and to the experience of research 

participants who are not just participants but co-researchers as well. We argue that at 

its best, technology s never displacing human prowess (or judgement), analytical 
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acuity, empathy, or engagement, but rather augmenting what is possible and 

extending ethnographic capacity into depths and details previously inaccessible and 

could scale it to previously unimaginable reaches. 

Embracing first-person-data means ethnographic practices and roles will require 

change – expanding tool kits and revamping skill sets, repositioning the role of the 

researcher in relation to the participants and the equipment, reconfiguring the role 

relative to the social sciences and to engineering, and extending through emerging 

technologies to create impact with new audiences.  

Conclusion 

First-person data capture can significantly impact applied ethnography by 

transforming and expanding its scope. Traditionally, ethnographers have relied on 

methods such as participant observation and interviews to gather data. While these 

methods define the field and provide valuable insights, they are often limited by the 

presence of the researcher and the sporadic nature of data collection. First-person 

data collection overcomes these limitations by enabling continuous and immersive 

data collection from the participant's perspective. This allows ethnographers to 

explore new dimensions of human experience, capturing nuanced, real-time 

interactions and behaviors that were previously beyond reach. 

Redefining What Applied Ethnography Can Be 

First-person data broadens the set of questions that applied ethnography can 

answer by providing researchers with access to meaningful data that would have 

otherwise been inaccessible. High-quality wearable technology and new means of 

extracting, processing, and analyzing hours of footage provide the ability to capture 

intimate, everyday moments for a deeper understanding of participants’ lives. This 

access to rich, contextual data enables ethnographers to investigate complex social 

phenomena, such as group dynamics, personal routines, and interpersonal 

interactions, with a level of detail that was previously unattainable. By redefining the 

boundaries of what applied ethnography can explore, first-person data opens new 

avenues for research and discovery. We hypothesize that first-person data can be 

helpful for applied questions that require a detailed and longitudinal understanding 

of the day-to-day, such as, how can people better adhere to health goals and 

regimens? How might teams collaborate better? What gets in the way of 

sustainability efforts? 
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Expanding the Role of the Applied Ethnographer  

First-person data also expands ethnography’s role in the engineering of future 

technologies. Historically, applied ethnographers have been excluded from critical 

early conversations in hardware development and training dataset design, often 

relegated to post-hoc analysis rather than active participation in the design process. 

However, the insights gained from first-person data captured through wearable 

devices provide ethnographers with valuable information about the types of sensors 

and capabilities needed for future wearable devices to be socially meaningful in real 

contexts. This knowledge allows ethnographers to become critical nodes in the 

design of high-quality, specialized data collection circuits that are critical to 

technology development (e.g., for training machine learning algorithms on real world 

data, or testing the capabilities and value of sensors). By contributing to the 

foundational stages of technology development, ethnographers can ensure that 

devices are designed with a deep understanding of human behavior, needs, and social 

dynamics, ultimately creating more user-centered and effective technologies. 

Broader Challenges and the Need for Critical Engagement 

The integration of first-person data into ethnographic research and into 

engineering presents broader challenges that require ethnographers to critically 

engage with emerging technologies like wearables and AI. One of the primary 

challenges is the need for ethnographers to develop technical fluency and an 

understanding of the capabilities and limitations of these technologies. This 

knowledge is essential for effectively integrating ethnographic insights into the design 

process and for advocating for ethical and socially responsible technology 

development. Additionally, ethnographers must navigate the ethical considerations 

and privacy concerns associated with first-person data capture, ensuring that their 

research practices uphold the highest standards of integrity and respect for 

participants. 

Call to Action 

We hope this paper inspires applied ethnographers and social scientists more 

broadly, to continue to experiment with, and discuss, first-person data, and to find 

ways to shape the early development of wearable technologies that will continue to 

capture first-person data for a range of purposes. By transforming and expanding the 

role of ethnographers, providing access to previously inaccessible data, and 

positioning ethnographers as critical contributors to technology development, first-

person data has the potential to reshape the field of applied ethnography. However, 
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these advancements also present new questions and challenges that necessitate a 

critical and informed engagement with emerging technologies. By navigating these 

challenges thoughtfully, ethnographers can harness the power of first-person data to 

deepen their understanding of human experiences and contribute to the creation of 

more empathetic and socially meaningful technologies. 
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For years big tech was one of the major employers of, and training grounds for, industry 

ethnographers focused on solving complex, longer-term strategic problems. But the wave of layoffs that 

hit white-collar workers beginning in 2022 prompted many in the research community to question 

their historical value to companies and their offerings to them in the future. Many participants in 

this discourse arrived at the same conclusion: Researchers need to do more strategic research—but 

what does that mean? And does the core of the issue lie with research, tech, strategy, or some 

combination of the three? After surveying shifts in the macro context that have upended the status of 

researchers within businesses, specifically large technology companies, we apply Roger Martin’s 

strategy playbook to develop a strategy for ourselves. We argue that to meet the moment, researchers 

should grow the strategic muscle of their companies by shifting their focus from how users interact 

with products to how their businesses interact with a wider world. By repositioning our offering to 

companies in this way, we argue that researchers can apply ethnography’s unique capabilities to the 

most pressing strategic questions facing businesses today. 

Introduction 

Over the last 20 years, many industry ethnographers have grown up and thrived 

in big tech companies. For the purposes of this paper, when we say “big tech” we 

mean Fortune 500 technology companies that have historically well employed and 

supported applied ethnographers—such as Intel, Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, and 

Alphabet1. Understanding how people use technology in context has proven essential 

for answering what product teams should build for people, as well as the why behind 

those offerings. And looking at broader contexts (e.g., among competing products, 

in different temporal or spatial situations, or in historical and future-facing contexts) 

has also helped applied ethnographers position their work as a key input for strategic 

product decisions. Good thing, too, since influencing such decisions is not only a 

core personal aspiration for many of us, it’s historically also been a core dimension 

structuring our performance evaluations and career trajectories. The more senior 

one’s level at many of these companies, the greater the expectation to drive broad 

strategy and inform “big bets.” 
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Over the past few years, however, something has changed, not only for applied 

ethnographers but across the broader research community. The halcyon days of large 

research teams dedicated to greenfield, generative research exploring foundational 

human phenomena have given way to a bleaker landscape littered with "open to 

work” announcements, the bruised remains of whole pathfinding teams, and reduced 

stakeholder appetites and financial budgets for exploratory research. From EPIC and 

LinkedIn to brief coffee chats at the office canteen, many within our community are 

asking questions like: Why and what do we do now? How can I protect my job and advance in 

my career? How can I afford to take risks in my research that are exciting and potentially high 

reward, without exposing myself to too much uncertainty? Many prominent voices from the 

user experience (UX) research community have aligned around some version of the 

same answer: Researchers of all stripes, including applied ethnographers, need to do 

better at connecting their insights and recommendations to business outcomes. 

While such calls to action are valuable, we have noticed a gap in the discourse. 

Much of the conversation doesn’t adequately account for the changed business 

landscape of big tech (like higher interest rates, the maturation of many product 

spaces, and flat growth curves), or internal shifts (like the rise of data science as a 

powerful tool for product decision making), and consequent implications for where 

and how ethnographic research can and should play a role. Moreover, the effective 

meaning and practice of strategy in big tech has changed in response to such shifts. 

And within the tech research community, while we see many calls to do more 

“strategic” research, there seems to be little consensus on what we mean when we 

talk about strategy. If we as applied ethnographers want to drive even more strategic 

decisions in this landscape, we may need to update our own ways of thinking about 

strategy and our role in it. 

What might help ethnographers who practice (or are aspiring to practice) 

strategic research is a clearer strategy for our own work, to make our approach more 

possible, more impactful, and more valued. We will outline one possible strategy, 

informed by a literature review and interviews with research practitioners, people 

leaders, and cross-functional stakeholders from data science and product 

management at some of the biggest tech companies today. This paper will thus: 

1. Map the current macroeconomic/sociocultural/political forces shaping big 

tech companies’ corporate strategies today,  

2. Situate the enactment of strategy in big tech companies, and 
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3. Propose some recommendations for ethnographers looking to drive strategic 

decisions in this landscape, using a powerful yet under-appreciated (at least, 

within tech) strategic framework. 

 

Section 1: What Is Going on in the Market Landscape? 

We see at least four major shifts over the last roughly ten years that are shaping 

the role of research within technology companies. The first is that many of the big 

tech companies have evolved from startups to incumbents, and the overall tech 

product landscape has become more mature. More recently, we have also been 

experiencing relatively high interest rates and persistently tense macroeconomic 

market conditions. As a result, companies are experiencing increased pressure from 

shareholders to demonstrate strong bottom line results. At the same time, data 

science has matured into a powerful insights function that has become quite efficient 

at answering many important product questions. This section explores how such 

shifts have impacted how these companies’ approach strategy. 

From Startups to Incumbents 

Twenty years ago, many of today’s big tech companies were effectively startups 

that lacked financial repercussions for taking risks. Their evolution into mature 

companies has triggered many downstream implications for strategy and research. As 

startups, the business’s strategy involved coming up with a new product, market or 

business model idea. Once identified, the company would build a minimally viable 

version, then track whether enough people would use it to justify continued 

investment. In this nascent business landscape, the approach was a bit like throwing 

spaghetti at a wall to see what stuck, followed by rapid scaling if it did (Kushner 

2011). The underlying logic of product strategy was one of innovation more so than 

monetization. 

Through our interviews, we heard that this cultural emphasis on innovation 

persisted even as tech companies were becoming well established through the 2010s, 

a period that coincided with many of them building large research organizations. 

This combination created a relatively lush environment for many ethnographic 

researchers: A persistent cultural focus on innovation, supported by growing 

opportunities for research teams to do foundational, ethnographic work to inform 

those innovation bets. But as these companies have matured and become beholden 

to shareholders, there is even more at stake. Tiny changes to the number of rows of 

pixels on the most efficiently monetized surfaces can directly and nearly immediately 
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result in billion dollar revenue impacts (McGee 2016). As a result, for many core 

product offerings from mature tech companies today, the underlying logic of 

business strategy has become more about optimization than innovation. 

At the same time, the overall tech product landscape has become more mature 

and competitive. The first 20 years of the 21st Century were a period of massive 

growth in the number of product offerings launched (Palandrani 2020). The number 

of venture capital firms tripled in the years following the 2008 financial crisis. In 

2006, only 3,500 startups were funded with $31 billion USD, but by 2021 those 

numbers ballooned to over 30,000 companies funded with $669 billion USD, an 

increase over 2,000% (Teare 2022). While the first iPhone was released in 2007, by 

2016 there were more smartphones in use than people on the planet (Richter 2023). 

Watching this and other lines shoot up at such a rate, the financial incentive 

structures rewarded big risk taking, and in this context, one of the key strategic goals 

was being first to market with new big ideas. Investors and technologists alike saw 

reasons to believe that their bets were likely to pay off. 

However, as the landscape has become more mature and crowded, there have 

been fewer true white spaces. Even recent breakthrough technologies such as 

generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) and mixed reality headsets are sometimes 

greeted with skepticism. As a result, the stance and potential opportunity for strategic 

research is now less about building brand new technology to capture open 

opportunities, and more about defending against competitors. 

High Interest Rates and Reduced Cash for Investments 

Another major recent shift has been the increased cost of money (Sunderji 2022). 

Interest rates were at historic lows in the 2010s before creeping up a bit right before 

2020, when they then dropped dramatically as COVID threatened to upend the 

economy. Historically low interest rates were a crucial enabler for major product 

investments that big tech companies were making. They made it much easier to 

invest in major new product groups, hiring massive cross-functional teams to 

support these investments. As interest rates have shot up since 2022, it has become 

more costly to spin up new offerings, which has in turn impacted the calculus of 

which product bets are worth making (Walker and Dowd 2024). 

Financial Pressures of Shareholders 

A separate (but related) shift has been the increased pressure that Wall Street is 

putting on big tech companies to demonstrate financial returns (Picchi 2022). For 
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years, investors were willing to invest in the compelling visions of tech companies, 

betting on profits to be realized down the road. In this context, a key product 

strategy question was “What should we build that users really need and will create strong user 

growth for us, regardless of whether it actually makes us money?”  

The overall tenor of the investors, however, has changed markedly. As one Meta 

shareholder wrote, “Such a franchise can print money and shareholders want that money 

returned to them, not frittered away on head count and blue-sky bets” (Ip 2023). The new 

imperative for many technology companies is less about finding new product 

opportunities to grow user bases, and more about what will make the company 

money today (Forbes 2022). Businesses have responded, in turn, by looking for safer 

growth opportunities, for example, eking more out of core products rather than 

building up untested ones. 

The Rise of Data Science 

A recent report from Stripe Partners (2023) emphasized the rise in tech 

companies of high-volume, scalable A/B experiments and the powerful data science 

analyses that can translate them into directional insights on how to move key user 

metrics. Running thousands of these experiments at once is an efficient way to derive 

actionable learnings that can directly impact numbers that the business cares about. 

This observation is an incredibly important one for making sense of our discipline’s 

current state and potential future; it was also echoed strongly among many of the 

product managers and data science leaders who we interviewed. Data science 

answers many of the what questions with authority and speed that researchers cannot 

match. Of course, our interviewees point out that there are limitations to what data 

science can and cannot answer through even the most advanced experiment designs. 

For example, only having access to the data of existing users (not potential ones), 

and not always having the right technical infrastructure to capture and analyze 

impactful data. But especially for mature products in mature technology companies, 

which prioritize efficiency and optimization, it is data science—not research—that 

increasingly powers design changes and corresponding financial returns. 

Such macro shifts in the overall business landscape have had substantial impacts 

on the way big tech companies operate, how they evaluate strategic bets, and the 

broader cultural ethos that drives day-to-day decision making. They have also 

changed the role and opportunity of strategic ethnographic research. Back in the 

“golden days,” deep ethnographic research on foundational human experiences 

(think “belonging” or “wayfinding") was actually a relatively efficient way to identify 

new opportunities to build innovative and exciting new technologies. However, with 

less white space in the market overall, increased focus on risk mitigation and 
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optimization rather than breakthrough innovation, increased financial pressures, and 

adjacent insights functions that are highly efficient at answering core product 

questions, strategic ethnographic research may need a new strategy. 

Section 2: How Has Our Discipline Responded? 

In the current labor market, many research practitioners have been asking hard 

questions about how we got here and where we might be going. Much of the 

discourse can be categorized into arguments that call out cross-functional 

stakeholders or leaders for not recognizing our discipline’s inherent value (see, for 

example, Spool 2023), or arguments that look inward to diagnose what “went 

wrong” for us researchers (Antin 2023). 

Among many of the voices in the latter camp, we see a common call to action: 

To prove our value to business, we need to focus more on “strategic” work. What 

strikes us, however, is that many of the arguments pushing for research to be more 

strategic lack a clear perspective on what we mean when we talk about strategy. This 

is an issue that also came through strongly in our interviews with researchers and 

cross-functional stakeholders: We found substantial variation in what people mean 

when they say strategic, and we believe that this may be making it harder for us to 

actually drive more strategic impact. 

Some of the common slippages we see in the discourse are a conflation with 

“future-facing,” which we believe is problematic because a lot of important strategic 

decisions are very focused on the here and now. Another is a conflation with 

“complex” or “broad in scope,” which we believe is problematic because there are 

plenty of research projects that tackle complex issues but are actually quite tactical. 

Another is a conflation with “impactful,” which we believe is problematic because 

impact often just means something happens because of your work—a new feature 

launched or sunsetted, or a product change moved key metrics. Another very 

common one we hear is “actionable,” which we believe is problematic because there 

is plenty of valuable strategic input that is actually not actionable, and a lot of tactical 

input that is highly actionable. Such other adjectives floating around in the discourse 

may or may not have anything to do with whether the outputs of said research 

inform actually strategic decisions for the business. 

This semantic confusion is problematic for a variety of reasons. For one, 

“strategy” shows up all over researcher performance guidelines and evaluations. So 

not having a shared understanding and vocabulary for what strategy means has real 

consequences for individual career trajectories. But more important is that without a 
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common understanding of what strategy means and how we should be more 

strategic within our organizations, we likely will collectively struggle to drive the kind 

of impact that we aspire to. 

Confusion about what we mean when we talk about strategy is not unique to the 

technology world. A simple Google search will produce dozens of different 

definitions and interpretations of strategy. What strikes us, however, is that many in 

the tech world have relatively little familiarity with the long history of thinking, 

theorizing, and framework building related to strategy. Before we outline our 

working definition of strategy and its implications for ethnographic researchers, let 

us briefly situate it in a bit of historical context. 

Section 3: What Is Strategy? 

So what is strategy—and what is it not? Any aspirations for the future of 

strategic research depend on a clear take on what strategy means, how to develop it, 

and how to do it. As a formal discipline, strategy first emerged in the 1970s, when 

Bruce Henderson (1979) at the Boston Consulting Group championed efficiency as 

a goal for businesses, enabling them to outcompete rivals through pricing models 

and other techniques. By winning at efficiency (the thinking went), these businesses 

would grow in scale, compounding their advantages relative to their competitors, and 

accelerating a positive feedback loop. 

But Michael Porter’s (1980) theory of competitive advantage soon expanded the 

lens of what strategy entails. He began to seriously think about different approaches 

to obtaining competitive advantage beyond prices and efficiency plays, including 

differentiating from their competitors through unique value propositions and brand 

positions. By the 1990s and into the 2000s, much of the conversation about strategy 

in business circles had substantially expanded to include discussions about unmet 

customer needs and customer satisfaction. Such topics are now core content in the 

broader business world, from business school training programs to the Harvard 

Business Review. 

Within the landscape of strategic frameworks, we believe a particularly useful one 

for applied ethnographers is one popularized by the strategist Roger Martin2. In his 

and collaborator Alan Lafley’s book Playing to Win, strategy is described as an 

integrated set of decisions collectively executed to create sustainable competitive 

advantage over rivals (Lafley and Martin 2013). In human terms, a strategy is a 

bundle of bets about a business, a customer, and the landscape in which they 

interact. These are bets at the juncture of capital allocation, product features, 
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customer segmentation, go-to-market channels, timing, brand positioning, and 

organizational structure. 

Their framework outlines an integrated cascade of five types of decisions that 

collectively yield a comprehensive strategy: 

1. Set a Winning Aspiration, a clarifying purpose that all following decisions will 

be measured against. 

2. Make a decision about Where to Play, an intentional commitment to your core 

offerings, in which selected market categories, which geographies, and for 

which audiences. 

3. The third step, How to Win, is about how to execute in this space in order to 

realize your Winning Aspiration. 

4. Now with a plan to win, the fourth step asks What Capabilities Must You 

Have?, what skills and tools must be in place to realize a winning strategy. 

5. The last step asks What Management Systems Are Required? In other words, 

organizational structure is needed in order to manifest your plan? 

All five pieces have to harmonize. The strategy is tuned into a comprehensive 

focus by looking up and back down the cascade again, iterating and fine tuning as 

decisions evolve. Crucially, Martin distinguishes this way of thinking about strategy 

from a “plan” or a goal (e.g., moving X metric Y percentage points). From our 

interviews with tech workers, we heard that a lot of product leaders conflate strategy 

with plans. According to Martin: 

“Crucially, [a] plan does not specify how all these initiatives will link 

together to accomplish a given outcome. The essence of strategy is to 

compel the thing you do not control to do what you need it to do. If you 

think about a company, what does it control? It controls how many people 

it hires, how many capital dollars it puts in place, where it sells its 

products—all of those things are in its control. What is completely outside 

its control? Customers. What strategy is, is your way of compelling those 

people you do not control, the customers, to feel that buying your product 

or service is the best thing for them to do.” (Martin, Storgaard, and Lau 

2023, p. 3)  

Now, the framework proposed in Playing to Win has its limitations. For example, 

we believe there is an opportunity to expand this framework to more explicitly 

consider how to build strategies that win given the complexities of modern business 

environments. New factors worth considering include network effects, social 

acceptability of new technologies, collective and group needs—not just individual 
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user or customer needs. However, we believe this framework is one of the most 

helpful for applied ethnographers in technology to consider, for three key reasons:  

1. It frames strategy as a practice of decisions, rather than a set of plans or goal 

metrics, which tend to dominate product strategy discussions in many tech 

contexts. 

2. It conceptualizes these decisions as integrated, rather than siloed and without 

implications for other decisions that the business needs to make. 

3. It conceptualizes strategy as inherently contextual. Customers and their needs 

are considered within the broader landscape of the market, other products, 

and other companies with other positions. 

Importantly, Lafley and Martin emphasize that this framework can be exercised 

by anyone in any context—from a CEO crafting a generational strategy to a 

salesperson on the shop floor—who thinks about which customers to target, where 

to position themselves, and which pitch to lead with. We can use it as well, and will 

apply this strategy framework to ethnographic researchers in tech in Section 5, 

treating ourselves as a “company in need of a strong strategy.”  

We believe this classic strategy framework can be particularly helpful for driving 

impact in tech companies precisely because many product teams within these 

companies don’t yet have the muscle and intuition for it. After decades of 

strategizing through low-cost bets and scaling up whatever sticks into high-revenue 

returns, they are pivoting on the spot. It’s not just researchers who don’t have a 

strong strategic muscle, it’s also plenty of leaders and cross-functional stakeholders. 

This, we believe, represents an opportunity for applied ethnographers to help tech 

organizations actually think strategically and do strategy differently. 

Section 4: The Challenges to Success 

Our interviews with dozens of research and cross-functional tech workers 

surfaced two key categories of challenges for ethnographic researchers aspiring to 

influence strategic decisions. The first centers on the organization: How it is 

structured and how decisions get made. The second is about the researcher’s 

orientation toward users and user data, rather than an orientation toward the 

business and commercial data. We acknowledge these challenges because they 

represent real constraints on the ability of researchers to drive strategic impact. But 

with some awareness, these factors can be worked around. 
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Organizational Barriers  

For many of the people we interviewed, a core challenge to strategic research is 

cemented in org charts and organizational cultures where research functions operate 

in service to product design, which in turn, works in service to product management. 

This type of structure often results in a culture where research is looked upon to 

validate existing hypotheses that product managers have and have been working on 

with their design counterparts. A related observation we heard from respondents was 

that for many engineering-led product cultures (which are common in tech), problem 

solving is highly hypothesis driven. Getting engineering buy-in on projects can often 

require having a very clear hypothesis about what the problem even is in the first 

place, and offering testable solutions. This kind of organizational structure and 

culture can result in less appetite for research that may reject existing hypotheses, let 

alone answer more existential questions about what a product’s winning aspiration or 

positioning should be. 

Interestingly, we heard in interviews that some of the most “strategic” research is 

actually being done outside of product teams, in adjacent insights teams like product 

strategy or product marketing. These teams often have direct lines of communication 

with senior leadership, rather than having to go first through design and product 

management. Some tech companies have even built foresight practices into core 

business orgs like finance (e.g., at Amazon) to ensure that they have direct line of 

sight to senior business leaders. While many tech companies champion the flatness 

of their org charts and their bottoms-up approach to decision-making, this does not 

always reflect reality. Truly strategic decisions tend to be made very high up on the 

ladder before they are passed down to different teams to execute. In the best cases, it 

still takes an incredible amount of patience and sometimes a little luck for research 

insights to work their way into strategic decision-making. 

An Orientation toward Humans before Business 

A second core challenge we found in our interviews is that some researchers 

spend the majority of their energy focusing on user data, and much less time on the 

commercial data that senior leadership evaluates to inform strategic decisions. Such 

data may describe which products are generating money and which have not yet 

demonstrated ROI, potential costs and benefits of a restructuring, where 

competitors are investing and how much, and so on. 

In some cases, we heard that researchers are even intentionally shielded from this 

kind of commercial data. This impedes researchers at all phases of project work. At 
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the start, it limits researchers from coming to a fresh understanding of the business’s 

needs and opportunities through an ethnographic read of business data. Later on, it 

prevents researchers from making recommendations intelligible to their colleagues 

who currently make strategic business decisions. 

Lastly, many ethnographic researchers view themselves as advocates for users 

first, and in service to the business second. This philosophy is noble. However, 

across our interview participants, we heard a strong recommendation to shift this 

mindset—particularly among in-house researchers—and view ourselves to be in 

service to the business as well. 

Section 5: A Strategy for Strategic Ethnographic Research 

Below we outline a potential strategy for ethnographic researchers who aspire to 

do great strategic research, using the Playing to Win framework to structure our 

observations. Now, it should be noted that we use the strategic framework loosely, 

and these observations should be read as “tips and tricks” and considerations rather 

than strict “dos and don’ts.” 

One overarching takeaway that helps set the scene is a conceptual one. Strategy 

can be usefully thought of as a verb, not just an adjective (as in “strategic”) or a noun 

(as in “this product’s strategy is XYZ.”) We believe this conceptual shift can be 

helpful because it reframes strategy as a practice of decision-making for researchers 

and the organizations they’re a part of, less so about the type of research projects we 

take on. 

1. What Should Our Winning Aspiration Be?  

The highest-level decision in the Playing to Win framework is: “What should we set 

as our vision for ourselves?” So for us, the question is: “What should ethnography's winning 

aspiration be within big tech?” Based on our interviews, we have discovered that many 

tech leaders across the functional spectrum do not have particularly well-established 

habits when it comes to thinking strategically and practicing strategy. As a result, we 

suggest that a winning aspiration for ethnographic researchers in tech could be to 

grow our teams’ strategy muscles. 

As applied ethnographers, we have been trained to think holistically and in an 

integrated way, paying attention to broader contexts. This positions us very well to 

grow the strategy muscle within our product teams. This aspiration also applies to 

researchers regardless of career level. Early career researchers can direct attention 

around strategic concerns by raising them to their cross-functional stakeholders (and 

put them on the agenda), as more senior researchers can facilitate conversations with 
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leadership from the right angles. People managers, too, have a role; they can lead by 

example in creating a team culture of immersion in commercial data, and kicking 

down doors that can inspire researchers, their stakeholders, and the broader 

organization. 

2. Where Should We Play?  

The next bucket of decisions in the Playing to Win framework is: “Where should we 

play??” Several compelling answers to this decision surfaced in our interviews with 

researchers and cross-functional stakeholders that can be divided into two categories 

depending on what kind of product team you support:  

4. Where to play if you are in a position to choose your team. For example, 

if you are on the agency or freelancer side, are in a flexible role in-house 

where you can work with multiple product teams, or looking for your next 

position. 

5. Where to play if you sit in a mature product organization. For example, 

“cash cows” that may be legacy products and/or highly monetized, so that 

product tradeoffs have immediate and direct financial implications for the 

company. 

As we outline below, where you sit influences what strategy practically means in 

your context. Interestingly, we observed that many researchers don’t tend to reflect 

much on what kind of product organization they are supporting, and therefore, what 

strategy means in their context and the role ethnography can plan in that context. A 

common thread, however, regardless of where you sit, is to focus on “territories” 

where making a mistake is costly to the business. 

Where to Play if You Are in a Position to Choose Your Team  

If you are in a position to choose what kind of team you support, we heard that 

some of the most impactful “territories” to play in are hardware, breakthrough 

technologies, and policy. 

Focus on hardware. Some respondents emphasized that hardware technologies 

are generally more contextual than pure software. This means that there are more 

questions about where to play and how to win that are dependent on the broader 

physical and social context of use. Similarly, because hardware often has a longer 

product lifecycle and requires financial expenditures for manufacturing, it is 

comparatively costly to pivot if the business has made a wrong bet. These factors 
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make hardware a prime territory to play in for applied ethnographers looking to drive 

strategic impact. 

Focus on breakthrough technologies. Other respondents pointed to the 

opportunity to play in spaces that are focused on very nascent breakthrough 

technologies. Roles supporting nascent products, like GenAI, are rich territories for 

applied ethnographers for many reasons. For example, in these product spaces there 

tends to be less behavioral data available, which means there may be more need to 

understand why people are doing what they’re doing with the technology. 

Similarly, our interviews indicated that these product teams tend to have less 

intuition and pre-baked hypotheses about what will win in the market, increasing the 

appetite for ethnographic research to explore what users need. Finally, senior 

leadership often has less of a sense for what these technologies can concretely do for 

the business, increasing the need for a truly strategic perspective that connects dots 

among the market landscape, user needs, and the core business. 

Go into policy orgs. Other respondents explained that they found more success 

driving strategic decision making by moving out of product research organizations 

entirely and into more policy-oriented teams. The reason being that in many big tech 

companies, strategic questions related to the risks and rewards of corporate 

positioning, brand perception, as well as unique value propositions tend to be driven 

more by policy and communications organizations than product groups. This creates 

more appetite for researchers trained to understand how the broader context impacts 

people’s perceptions and behaviors. 

Where To Play If You Are in a Mature Product Organization 

If you are in a mature, “cash cow” product organization, we recommend 

focusing on risks to the business. 

Focus core offerings on “risks,” not just innovation opportunities. One 

successful approach to deliver more strategic work has been to reposition the value 

of research’s core offering by highlighting risks to the business, not just 

opportunities for product growth. This is a space where our insights have unique 

power. Applied ethnographers have a window into people’s lives that is broader than 

the moment when a user has their thumb on the screen or their nose in their laptop. 

They can see risks such as broader cultural trends or burgeoning alternatives coming 

that others may not. 
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3. How Will We Win?  

The next bucket of decisions in the Playing to Win framework is: “How should we 

win as we play in those spaces?” Two core recommendations surfaced through the 

interviews that can help us better see how to win: Integrating many types of data and 

applying an ethnographic lens toward our own organization. 

Integrate Many Types of Data to Connect the Dots 

Two key factors emerged from our interviews that emphasize the importance of 

triangulating data to influence decision makers:  

1. Senior leaders making decisions on strategy are inundated with insights from 

many different disciplines at the same time, on the same topics. From data 

science and product management to marketing and research, many different 

functions are charged with influencing leadership decisions. 

2. To have confidence in strategic decisions like where to play and how to win, 

senior leaders need to sense how large an opportunity is and the potential 

tradeoffs of investing in one area over another. 

Because of these two factors, the most senior ethnographic researchers we 

interviewed highlighted the importance of synthesizing data and insights across 

functions. To the extent possible, this analysis should include financial and 

commercial data to ensure that the message leadership hears about key strategic 

decisions is unified and clearly commercially relevant. 

Turn Your Ethnographic Sensibilities inward, toward the Organization 

Many of the most senior ethnographic researchers we interviewed highlighted 

the value of intensely observing the internal dynamics, power structures, financial 

performance, and communication channels. Observing organizational rituals like 

quarterly earnings calls can help researchers position their insights and 

recommendations in ways that are grounded in the open strategic concerns of the 

business. 

4. What capabilities must be in place?  

The next bucket of decisions in the Playing to Win framework is: “What 

capabilities must be in place to deliver on our winning aspiration, the decisions on where to play, and 

the decisions on how to win in those spaces?” Our interviews indicate that key capabilities 
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required to drive strategic decision making include commercial acumen, the ability to 

interpret user engagement metrics, and, of course, core applied ethnographic 

research skills. 

Commercial Acumen 

To influence strategic decisions in big tech organizations, many applied 

ethnographers have an opportunity to get better at understanding and interpreting 

commercial metrics. This involves understanding financial metrics like annual 

recurring revenue (and revenue growth) and key costs (e.g., for engineering 

headcount, content moderators, etc.), as well as market metrics like venture capital 

investments in a given product space. 

Understanding of User Engagement Metrics 

For many product organizations, user engagement data is one of the most critical 

inputs for strategic decision making. Being fluent and up-to-date with basic 

engagement metrics like monthly active users (MAU), daily active users (DAU), and 

more product-specific engagement metrics is critical for being seen as credible 

partners to product leaders making decisions on where to play and how to win. And 

while some in our community are already expert at interpreting and weaving in log 

data, as a collective we seem to have an opportunity to get even better at interpreting 

log data (Anderson et al 2009). 

Ethnographic Sensibility  

Many researchers, and especially applied ethnographers, have built their insights 

through excellence at interpreting different types of data, from the provocative space 

between what we see people do and what we hear people say. Our value has never 

come from the execution of a chosen research method but rather from the way that 

we see our data and apply it to problems. 

More than any of our cross-functional stakeholders, we tend to bring an 

ethnographic sensibility that turns ambiguities from one perspective into a question 

that can be filled in from a different perspective. We need to expand our use of this 

capability as we fold new types of data and points of view into our synthesis of what 

matters to people and what matters to businesses. We can use this capability to see 

things that nobody else could or would. 
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Section 6: The Promise of Strategic Ethnographic 

Research 

As business strategies evolve and the circumstances of research within 

companies mutate as a result, ethnographers are uniquely positioned to both ride and 

propel these waves. Since its emergence as a professional discipline, research has 

articulated its own specific value proposition to companies through reference to its 

proximity to users. When companies wanted to strategize more empathetically by 

thinking like their customers, we were there. We used our research skills to 

understand people’s pains and preferences and then amplified their voices 

throughout the product development process. We have drawn from ethnography’s 

openness to push a point of view—the user’s point of view—that, at best, challenged 

conventional wisdom in just the right way. 

But the business of technology has shifted, data science has progressed, and the 

meaning of strategy has changed within these companies. It is time for ethnography 

to expand beyond a value proposition that centers empathetic understanding of users 

toward one that draws from more of our strengths, one that combines our research 

skills with problem-solving sensibilities that ethnography encourages. Specifically, we 

see an opportunity for researchers to expand their focus from understanding how 

users interact with their products to understanding how businesses interact with 

users and the broader market. 

Our interviews have convinced us that researchers within the EPIC community 

are actually in an excellent position to drive this change. This is because ethnography 

combines both a research method with an interpretive sensibility. Through it, we tell 

stories that are unexpected but true. These stories open up new questions, point to 

new opportunities, and identify new risks. We think inside and outside of different 

contexts, from the lives of our interlocutors to the initiatives of our companies, 

seeing each from a sideways angle. In doing so, we remain open to surprises that 

break open a single point of view into something that nobody else would have 

recognized. We also present a perspective that can keep leadership awake even as the 

inertia of their maturity seems to hum their imagination to sleep. Ethnography’s 

unique technique of making the familiar strange and the strange familiar is the one 

that meets this new moment. 
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Notes  

We are grateful for the members of our community who shared their experiences with us and helped 

us sharpen our thinking as we prepared this text. We are also grateful to our EPIC curators for their 

generous time and thoughtful feedback. 

1. Other companies like Apple, Tesla, Nvidia, and other large-cap tech companies are certainly big but 

have not historically been home to large cohorts of applied ethnographers. At the same time, we 

believe that the argument in this paper—that researchers need to apply a strategic approach 

themselves to building the strategy muscle of their companies—is one that has broad relevance to any 

researcher working in any company, from a big tech firm or a start up to an automobile company or 

any other type of business where research happens. 

2. Disclosure: ReD is collaborating with Roger Martin on building new perspectives on the future of 

business strategy. 
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With insights from original, multinational research and analysis of key social science studies, this 

paper deepens our understanding of how and why social media is changing. We explore the evolution 

of social media and “public broadcasting” over the past two decades, arguing that teen participants 

have shifted away from the original social media paradigm and towards more private and ephemeral 

forms of sharing. Building on existing theories of “context collapse”, we examining how traditional 

boundaries of audience, time, and meaning blur on social platforms. Rich ethnographic research 

shows how teen participants have adapted to multidimensional context collapse through multilayered, 

generative strategies that challenge the perceived passivity of their “empty profiles”, allowing them to 

reclaim social media as a place that reflects their generation’s values. 

Introduction 

When EPIC was founded in 2005, the foundations of social media were still in 

their infancy: blogging platforms like WordPress dominated, and “The Facebook” 

was only just gaining traction in the dorms of Harvard. In 2004, the authors of this 

paper were still in their teens, eavesdropping on their older siblings' cordless 

telephone conversations about the latest school gossip (cf. March and Fleuriot 2005) 

or starting their own MySpace accounts (cf. Faulkner and Mellican 2007). 

When the first users of social networks began to explore platforms like Myspace 

and Facebook, they encountered platforms that rapidly scaled up the number of 

people with whom they could connect and share about themselves. One-to-many 

communication—once the domain of traditional media broadcasting—was now 

something anyone could do. Anthropologists such as Daniel Miller in his Why We 

Post series studied this “public broadcasting” affordance of social media (2016). The 

original social media paradigm was a space where people could post about their lives 

to audiences known and unknown. 
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Based on a multi-country ethnographic study conducted in early 2023 with teens, 

this paper argues that there has been a significant shift in the way teen participants 

use social media today in comparison to the original paradigm. In our study, a large 

proportion of participants no longer posted to social media feeds publicly, or at all—

their profiles on various platforms such as TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter 

were empty. If Miller were posing his question of Why We Post today, perhaps it 

would be Why Don’t We?  

To answer this question, we situate today’s social media use within a historical 

context. We examine the evolution of social media over the past two decades, 

arguing that its technological affordances and mainstream adoption have facilitated 

ever-increasing forms of “public broadcasting” and subsequent “context collapse” 

on these platforms. 

In its simplest definition, context collapse refers to the flattening of audiences 

into a single context (Marwick and boyd 2010) in digital spaces. It has the effect of 

destabilizing an individual’s self-presentation, collapsing identities and behaviors that 

are normally kept separated for distinct audiences. Context collapse is inherent to 

“mediated technologies” (boyd 2008) and profoundly shapes the way that people 

interact online (Abidin 2021; boyd 2014; Brandtzaeg and Lüders 2018; Hogan 2010; 

Wesch 2009), evidenced particularly strongly in our study with teen participants. 

Although scholars such as boyd identified the phenomenon of context collapse as 

early as 2008, its effects seem to have become more pronounced with the evolution 

of social media technology and the affordances we have today. 

Based on our original ethnographic research, we propose an expanded 

framework of multidimensional context collapse encompassing: 

1. Flattening of audiences

2. Distortion of time

3. Instability of meaning

4. Conflicting purposes of platforms

Furthermore, our analysis reveals the generative, nuanced strategies that teen 

participants employ in response to context collapse, allowing them to reclaim social 

media as a place that reflects their generation’s values. Teens in our study were adept 

at: 
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1. Managing audiences 

2. Hacking time 

3. Playing with meaning 

4. Engaging intentionally with platforms 

Our core insights were developed during an initial study of teen participants’ 

social media use in Spain, the UK, and South Korea across a variety of platforms 

including YouTube, Twitter, WhatsApp, Snapchat, Pinterest, TikTok, Discord, 

Facebook, BeReal, Reddit, Instagram, LINE, Kakao Talk, and Cyworld. However, 

subsequent studies with teen participants in six additional countries (Japan, Brazil, 

France, Italy, Australia, and the US) demonstrate that these insights hold across a 

variety of locales. This suggests a broader shift in the way younger generations use 

social media. 

Although numerous scholars over the years have elucidated the ways in which 

teens have crafted adaptive strategies for engaging with social technology (Abidin 

2020; boyd and Marwick 2011; Gopffarth et al. 2022; Ito et al. 2010; Rangaswamy 

and Yamsani 2011), in this paper, we highlight specific behaviors from teen 

participants that demonstrate how they operate, by default, with self-awareness of 

multidimensional context collapse. In particular, we discuss the now commonplace 

practice of “not posting”. When teen participants spoke about “posting”, they 

equated it to the public, permanent sharing of content about themselves to social 

media feeds—content that remains on their profile. The majority of study 

participants tended to avoid this form of self-disclosure. Instead, we observed that 

most sharing behavior is now private and ephemeral by default, and public and 

permanent only through effort (with deliberate strategies). 

We propose that the patterns observed in our research of participants’ empty 

profile grids across a variety of apps do not reflect an abstinence from social media 

for those teens, but rather an intentional engagement with it that is a generative 

response to context collapse. Their strategies and alternative forms of “posting” 

underscore the resilience and intentionality of young people in shaping their digital 

experiences (Gopffarth et al. 2022), challenging notions of passivity and vulnerability. 

To answer the question Why Don’t We Post?, we must look beyond the behavior of 

public posting to the multifaceted approach that they use to express themselves and 

connect with others online. 

To conclude our paper, we will discuss possible new directions for understanding 

teen experiences with social technology, which help us to view the relationship 

between teens and technology not as deterministic, but as negotiated. 
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The Evolution of Social Media 

A review of two decades of social media (with a focus on globally popular 

platforms) demonstrates how its affordances have given rise to increasing degrees of 

“public broadcasting”, that is, the dissemination of content or other digital “records” 

to large audiences online. 

Social Networking’s Early Years: New and Extended Forms of Social 

Connectivity (2004–2009) 

In the years leading up to the launch of “The Facebook'' at Harvard University in 

2004, teenagers were already making use of preexisting technologies that enabled 

digital connection with friends and peers. In particular, cordless phones and 

cellphones introduced more mobile and “on demand” formats of communication 

and socialization. March and Fleuriot (2005) illuminated how these phones allowed 

teenagers in the US and UK to carve out spaces to connect with friends out of 

earshot of family members. Similarly, Asokan (2008) highlighted how teenagers in 

India developed subtle ways of using technology like cellphones to navigate the 

blurring of personal and public spaces, creating “their own space in the heart of 

social activity at home”. 

Extended forms of online social activity began to take off with platforms like 

WordPress and YouTube. Blogging and vlogging became increasingly popular ways 

of “getting noticed, showing-off, [and] being overheard” by global audiences 

(Faulkner and Melican 2007). These technologies enabled a diverse array of 

individuals and communities to express themselves—creatively, entrepreneurially, or 

even in the pursuit of social change. 

At the same time, the practice of blogging began to trigger reflection and 

engagement with questions of online identity management. Now, content creators 

needed to consider how to present themselves to a variety of audiences, both known 

and imagined (boyd 2014; Faulkner and Melican 2007; Marwick and boyd 2010), and 

how to convey a message that would experience narrative changes as it got passed 

along to more friends. 

Amongst the early social networking sites—or “networked publics” as danah 

boyd referred to them (2008)—MySpace was a site that became central to peer 

sociality. In the words of one of boyd’s participants, “If you’re not on MySpace, you 

don’t exist.” Alongside MySpace, Facebook was gaining traction: it went from 12 

million users in December 2006 to 100 million in less than two years (Brügger 2015). 
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Social networking was becoming a global phenomenon, evidenced by a number of 

similar sites launched in other countries, such as Cyworld in South Korea in 2005 

(boyd 2008; Horst and Miller 2012). However, none had attained the reach of 

MySpace and Facebook, where teenagers relished their newfound ability to create 

elaborate online profiles, glean more information about their friends, and display 

different dimensions of themselves (boyd 2008; Ito et al. 2010). 

While teenagers primarily used these sites to connect with close friends and 

people they already knew, these technologies allowed “many teens [to] move beyond 

small-scale intimate friend groups to build ‘always-on’ networked publics inhabited 

by their peers” (Ito et al. 2010). Social networking sites introduced public facing 

aspects to social connection and self-presentation that had not existed previously. 

Implicit social dynamics were made explicit. Features like publicly visible friend lists 

and the ability to comment on profiles allowed others to “overhear” a conversation 

to which they may not have been privy in the physical realm. When Facebook 

introduced the News Feed feature in September 2006, this process of seeing actions 

taken by friends on the site became core to the experience (Ito et al. 2010). 

From Social Networking to Social Media: Mobile, Ubiquitous Access to 

Visual Content Creation and Distribution (2010–2014) 

By the early 2010s, smartphones and mobile connectivity had become 

mainstream (boyd 2014; Madden et al. 2013), allowing constant access to the Internet 

(Campbell 2013; Ling 2012). As Rangaswamy and Yamsani (2011) highlight in their 

exploration of teen online practices in India, many teens’ first experience of the 

internet was on a mobile phone. 

The “mobile internet”, which connected users synchronously, asynchronously, 

and while in transit (Campbell 2013), played a crucial role in facilitating the 

ubiquitous presence and embedded practices of online social connection in the daily 

lives of teens (boyd 2014; Horst and Miller 2012). Sites like Facebook and Twitter 

became central to their coming of age experiences. No longer subcultural, they were 

now normative in Western contexts (boyd 2014; Horst and Miller 2012). 

It was at this point, in the 2010s, that a shift in terminology was needed, to signal 

a transition from social networking to social media. Most social networking sites had 

evolved to popularize the creation and sharing of content, and the launch of 

platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, and Vine prompted a move towards 

visual and image-based content (boyd 2014; Highfield and Leaver 2016; Miller et al. 

2016). 

The default design of these social media platforms was their support of sharing 

content with broad audiences, facilitating new methods of distribution “by explicitly 
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or implicitly encouraging the sharing of links, providing reblogging or favoriting 

tools that [reposted] images or texts, or by making it easy to copy and paste content 

from one place to another” (boyd 2014). boyd notes that teens embraced these 

practices and were enthused about uploading photos, tagging people, and 

commenting online because it provided a means to extend the enjoyment of shared 

experiences with friends (boyd 2014). Smartphones facilitated constant content 

creation, while social media sites facilitated its broadcasting (Highfield and Leaver 

2016; Marwick 2015). 

In this period of social media growth, visual content introduced a new way to 

communicate, fashion, and perform identities (Highfield and Leaver 2016). 

However, questions of online identity expression were about to become even more 

complicated with social media’s next innovation: the algorithmic feed. 

Algorithmic Social Media: Personalized Feeds and the Rise of 

Influencer Culture (2015–2019) 

The nature of information sharing, self-presentation, content consumption, and 

online social connection changed dramatically with the more widespread shift from 

chronological to algorithmic feeds in the mid 2010s on major platforms such as 

Twitter and Instagram (Schulz 2023). Now content that appeared to users was 

personalized by the algorithm, which excluded some pieces of it while highlighting 

others (Gillepsie 2014). Algorithms upranked content that was aligned with 

individuals' interests, and posts that had mass appeal across platforms were referred 

to as “trending” or popular. Upranking created the possibility that any trending piece 

of content could potentially be launched into others' feeds, beyond the anticipated 

audiences. 

Algorithms “manage our interactions on social networking sites” (Gillepsie 2014) 

when they tailor what we see and therefore interact with. However, the underlying 

mechanism is a two-way street—a feedback loop between people’s behaviors on the 

app (clicks or taps, likes, views, comments, etc.) and the algorithms’ subsequent 

recommendations (Gillespie 2014; Klug et al. 2023). In other words, “What we see is 

no longer what we get. What we get is what we did and that is what we see” (Bucher 

2018). 

However, algorithms cause a second, more significant effect: not only do they 

allow users to shape what they themselves see, but also what others see. People can 

engage in practices that “amplify their efforts” and ensure their content gets picked 

up by an algorithm and distributed to larger audiences (Abidin 2020; Gillespie 2014), 
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for example, through the strategic use of hashtags. Gillepsie (2014) highlights how 

teens on Facebook would “tag their status updates with unrelated brand names, in 

the hopes that Facebook [would] privilege those updates in their friends' feeds.” 

Thus, people are “not just joining a conversation…[they] are redesigning [their] 

expression so as to be better recognized and distributed by…search [algorithms].” 

What we come to know about others online is both socially, and arguably, platform 

constructed. 

The affordances of algorithmic social media set the stage for, and were 

inextricably linked to, the rise of influencers on social media in the mid 2010s, or 

what many scholars term “micro-celebrities” (Abidin 2015, 2020; Marwick 2015; 

Senft 2013). Influencers’ practices were aimed at maximum visibility and exposure, in 

order to attract and compete for mass audiences historically limited to broadcast 

media (Abidin 2015, 2020). While influencers’ direct, commercial strategy included 

integrating “advertorials” into social media posts to promote sponsored products, 

the more tacit social strategy underlying their practices was that of crafting an 

aspirational online persona and identity for their viewers (Abidin 2016). 

Although YouTube was an important platform for influencer vlogging content, 

much of the curated, photo-based persona content was generated on Instagram 

during this period. Instagram micro-celebrities had amassed vast audiences of 

followers, and their highly popular content was being pushed to the feeds of 

hundreds of thousands of people everyday. But popular is not the same thing as 

viral—and with the rise of TikTok, public broadcasting was about to take on a whole 

new meaning. 

Viral Social Media: Remixing Drives New Forms of Visibility and 

Influencer Practice (2020–Present) 

TikTok was launched in 2016, grew significantly from 2018, and then 

experienced a massive surge in teen usership in 2020, coinciding with increased 

internet use during the pandemic (Abidin 2020; Klug et al. 2023; Wei 2021). Its 

algorithm ushered in what Abidin (2020) referred to as a “new frontier of social 

media” in which TikTokers were “actively and very quickly adapting [to] the latest 

trends and viral practices…to aim for the For You Page, or the ‘golden ticket’ that 

would allow one to gain an immense number of followers overnight”. 

On TikTok, the nature of influencer culture shifted. Whereas Instagram was 

largely predicated on the careful curation of a “singular coherent persona or style” by 

“‘staging’...an ‘Instagrammable’ lifestyle that was aspirational and pristine”, TikTok 

influencers crafted “relatable” performances that felt entertaining and accessible to 

wide audiences, through a kind of “calibrated amateurism”. Wei (2021) sums this up 
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by saying “Whereas Instagram is performative, TikTok is performative and self-

aware.”  

In tracing the evolution of social media over the past two decades, it becomes 

clear that the scale of public broadcasting has increased over time, owing to the 

progression in the technical capabilities of the mobile internet and these platforms, 

as well as their mainstream adoption and global success. This, in turn, has created the 

conditions for increased context collapse. Social media platforms bring together 

multiple, diverse audiences into one space and make it possible for information to be 

accessed across space and time at an accelerated rate. When users engage with 

today’s social media platforms, they find themselves needing to manage a greater 

number of collapsed social contexts online. 

We now turn to the present era through the lens of our ethnographic research. 

After introducing our study’s methodology, we propose a framework that reflects 

teen participants’ experience of multidimensional context collapse, and the 

generative strategies that they employ to navigate it. 

An Ethnographic Study of The Emerging Paradigm of 

Social Media for Today’s Generation of Teen Participants 

Methodology 

In March 2023, we carried out a multi-method ethnographic study of teen 

participants’ social media use across a variety of platforms including YouTube, 

Twitter, WhatsApp, Snapchat, Pinterest, TikTok, Discord, Facebook, BeReal, 

Reddit, Instagram, LINE, Kakao Talk, and Cyworld. The study was a collaboration 

between Stripe Partners and Meta. We conducted research with 127 teen participants 

(ages 13-17) in South Korea, Spain, and the UK1, to bring a global perspective to 

emerging teen social media practices. Our research methodology comprised a diary 

study, interviews with friendship groups, as well as participant observation in public 

spaces popular with teens. 

The diary study generated a wealth of digital artifacts, painting a picture of the 

daily online practices of study participants—blank social media profiles, playful 

avatars, intentionally vague usernames, blurry photos, insider memes and various 

group chats. This data was analyzed thematically, allowing us to explore teen 

participants’ aesthetics, cultural codes, and the values these represented. 

In our interviews with friendship groups, we explored their social media values 

through several activities such as app ecosystem mapping, explorations of online 
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norms and etiquette (in the words of a participant: “cringey and “not cringey” 

behaviors), and ideation exercises that prompted them to design the “best” or 

“worst” social media app. We analyzed this data using a grounded theory approach, 

coding themes from both interview responses and the artifacts generated in the 

activities. 

For our immersions into public spaces, young adult participants guided us 

through locations popular with youth such as arcades, shopping malls, basketball 

courts, and Korean cafes. Observing study participants’ socialization within these 

spaces and taking part in a number of their favorite activities allowed us to gain a 

more holistic perspective of the connection between their online and offline 

practices, as well as embed ourselves more fully into their cultural contexts. The data 

from these immersions was incorporated into our analysis of the interviews. 

A Framework for Multidimensional Context Collapse  

Rooted in our ethnographic work with teen participants, we propose a context 

collapse framework that consists of four key dimensions: 

1. Flattening of audiences: in contrast to offline experiences, online audiences 

are significantly more vast and mixed, and social circles are often bundled 

together. 

2. Distortion of time: time no longer possesses a linear or sequential nature on 

social media—the past does not stay in the past, the present doesn’t stay in 

the present. 

3. Instability of meaning: content can circulate unpredictably, with the poster 

having varying levels of awareness of how this is taking place. The meaning 

of the content can be continually remixed and reinterpreted. 

4. Conflicting purposes of platforms: social media platforms bring together 

multiple purposes for their use, with one example cited by teen participants 

being the personal vs commercial uses of platforms. 

All four dimensions play a significant role in study participants’ experiences of 

context collapse on social media today. At the same time, the constituent elements 

are highly interconnected, creating a complex set of considerations for engaging 

online. 

For example, when teen participants decide to post a photo of themselves to a 

social media feed, they are aware that multiple audiences may view it, including 

friends but also family members, teachers, and potential employers. For many 

participants, this is reason enough to stop posting entirely: Isabella2 from Spain told 
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us, “If you publish something, it's totally open, anyone can see it. That’s why I don’t 

want to publish stuff.”  

Added to this, their photo may still be visible to these audiences at a future 

moment in time, representing them in a way that is no longer consistent with certain 

characteristics or interests. In South Korea, many teen participants spoke about the 

desire to obscure their face. In one group interview, participants discussed the 

lengths they would go to, either covering their face in photos or only posing in group 

selfies. Ye Joon explained that pictures of their face might circle back in an 

undesirable way: “People might really look at your face. They might capture it. If it's 

captured it can be used in the future against you. You don’t want people to think 

you're a child.” 

Furthermore, study participants are wary that their content might be reshared 

into other online contexts, and even edited by others in such a way that it no longer 

reflects the original message intended by the photo. 

Given this complexity, our four dimensional framework is not an attempt to 

reduce context collapse to a strict formula or show it as a static phenomenon. 

Rather, our aim will be to illustrate each dimension’s nuances and the roles they play 

together in creating teen participants’ experiences of context collapse online. 

Our ethnographic study revealed that in response to each dimension of context 

collapse, participants develop strategies to mitigate, or even take advantage of its 

effects. 
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Study participants: 

1. Manage audiences by using different apps, creating multiple accounts, and 

meticulously (re)adjusting the settings of follower lists and individual pieces 

of content to correspond to nuanced social circles. 

2. Hack time by defaulting to ephemeral forms of interaction, curating their 

published memories, carving out spaces for private memory banks, and 

developing content in the present with a view towards the future. 

3. Play with meaning by decentering themselves in posts, subverting platform 

norms, communicating indirectly, and encoding messages online. 

4. Engage intentionally with platforms by humanizing and personifying app 

algorithms to help them rationalize decisions and retain a sense of agency. 

In all of these strategies, an important feature of many teen participants’ behavior 

is the tendency to avoid public posting to social media feeds, which represents a 

distancing from the original paradigm of social media. Study participants’ diary 

submissions featured a plethora of screenshots of blank profiles, and during 

interviews, the phrase “I don’t post much” came up constantly. However, this 

practice cannot be viewed as a wholesale rejection of social media. On the contrary, 

teen participants find many other ways of engaging meaningfully and intentionally 

with friends, peers, and their wider communities on these platforms. In other words, 

rather than passively accepting context collapse, study participants actively adapt 

their behaviors to reclaim social media as a place of their own (boyd 2014). 

Below we explore the dimensions of context collapse in detail. For each 

dimension, we will highlight previous scholarly work that has contributed to our 

understanding, the perspectives and experiences of teens in our study, and the 

generative strategies that they use in response. 

Context Collapse Dimension #1: Flattening of Audiences 

Context collapse has often been closely associated with the collapse of audiences 

online, and multiple scholars have examined the subsequent effect on self-

presentation and expression in digital spaces (boyd 2008; Hogan 2010; Marwick and 

boyd 2010; Wesch 2009). boyd (2008) described context collapse as the challenge of 

delineating potential different audiences online—the boundaries that are normally 

present in offline experiences do not apply in online spaces, resulting in a bundling 

of audiences. For example, teen participants described how those in positions of 

authority, such as parents, teachers, coaches, or even potential employers were all 

possible witnesses to their digital interactions. 
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Much of the scholarly understanding around the effects of audience collapse is 

rooted in Goffman’s framework (1959) of social situations and performances. In the 

absence of clear boundaries online between front and back stages, and between 

different audiences, social contexts become collapsed, disrupting the process of 

impression management. The design of many social media features for public 

broadcasting has a tendency to bring what would otherwise be backstage behaviors 

(such as more “authentic” or personal expression) onto the front stage, turning them 

into performances which require users to reckon with how to present to a mix of 

audiences. 

Michael Wesch’s work on YouTube vloggers (2009) described the phenomenon 

of audience collapse in this way: “The problem is not lack of context. It is context 

collapse: an infinite number of contexts collapsing upon one another into that single 

moment of recording.” Applying Goffman’s theory of stages and performances, he 

described how this phenomenon created a “crisis of self-presentation” for vloggers. 

They had to imagine an infinite number of potential audiences and “address 

anybody, everybody, and maybe even nobody all at once.” 

We found that these observations regarding the flattening of audiences held true 

for teen participants in all markets, who feel it is difficult to delineate different social 

circles online. In offline contexts, teen participants have intricate social ecosystems 

with varying degrees of relational closeness between individuals and groups. 

However, when it comes to social media, study participants are highly aware that 

apps do not have structures that reflect these nuanced degrees of social intimacy. 

Online, the boundaries that exist between social groups in the physical world 

have no clear digital equivalent. Any digital interaction, be it sharing content, 

commenting, or even liking a post can be broadcast to an audience where many 

forms of social diversity are collapsed into one. Some platforms have settings that 

allow for sharing with different audiences, such as “Close Friends” on Instagram or 

“Best Friends” on Snapchat, but these introduce binary categorizations that force, 

and make public, social distinctions that are not aligned with or expressed explicitly 

in offline settings (as Ito et al. 2010 have noted). When study participants were asked 

to design their dream social media app, one group of South Korean participants went 

well beyond the binary Close Friends feature, designing a social intimacy scale from 

1-100 that would intelligently sort what content would be shared with who, creating 

nuanced layers of access. 

Teen participants are conscious of the mix of age groups in online audiences, or 

those who “aren’t the same age as them”. This was especially highlighted amongst 
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South Korean participants, where strong age hierarchies and respect for those who 

are older than oneself (not just adults, but older teens) are an embedded aspect of 

their culture. In South Korea, it is most common to socialize within one’s year 

group—in fact, one of our research partners informed us that the Korean word for 

“friend” (친구 (chingu)) is generally only used for someone of the same age. This 

attention to age means that teen participants avoid being on apps where audiences 

are thought to be “too old” or “too young”, and consider it appropriate to use 

certain apps at different stages of adolescence. 

Furthermore, study participants are confronted with the fact that their parents 

are sometimes on the same apps as them, including in the years before they 

themselves arrive on the app. One participant lamented over what he described as 

“moms posting pictures of their kids on social media, trying to expose them, like 

‘First day of school, fam!’”. 

In previous work on context collapse, boyd (2008) pointed out that in many 

cases, online audiences are not only bundled together, but also unknown or invisible. 

Thus, she often referred to how her teen participants would “imagine” their 

audiences on social media (2014). However, we observed that participants in our 

study take this one step further—they often assume, by default, that their content will 

be seen by any member of these vast audiences, and this mindset shapes their 

behavior and forms of engagement on many different apps—in particular, their 

tendency to avoid posting to social media feeds. 

The Flattening of Audiences Online Leads Teen Participants to 

Manage Audiences 

In response to audience collapse, teen participants are constantly managing 

audiences using a variety of apps, tools, and settings. 

Study participants find ways to create multiple layers of social intimacy online, 

crafting separate spaces for their different social groupings and for their own 

personal use. For example, study participants choose to use different apps to keep 

audiences distinct and to tailor their online self-presentations accordingly. For most 

participants, Snapchat is largely used to interact with friendship circles, while 

Instagram is used to add broader audiences to their network such as acquaintances or 

to advertise entrepreneurial pursuits. On the other hand, TikTok and Twitter are 

often used to “be the audience” rather than “be the performer”: these are platforms 

where they can be entertained or receive in-real-time updates about interests or 

favorite creators. 
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Within a single app, one “tried and true” way of carving out audience boundaries 

is through the creation of multiple accounts (Ito et al. 2010). On apps such as 

Instagram, having two accounts is commonplace, one for presenting a more 

“curated” set of photos or videos, usually to somewhat larger audiences, and one 

that is a more “personal” account, often described by teen participants as their “silly” 

or “spam” account that they use to send casual updates and engage with closer 

friends. 

However, two accounts is just the starting point for many study participants. 

One of our participants, Ha-Eun, related that she has “seven different accounts, 

which include three for different friend groups, one for my interest in drawing and 

also one just for studying”. Her approach is emblematic of how participants across 

the study use separate accounts for different purposes and audiences. In a similar 

way, Julia from Spain informed us of the typical process: “You start off with a main 

account, where you follow loads of people, and then you make a more private one.” 

Her friend Alberto agreed, commenting that “You start caring less and less about the 

main account. I feel we all just use our various private ones, because that’s where the 

real friends are and where I can show them what I really want them to look at.”  

In South Korea, many study participants create accounts expressly for following 

K-pop stars and engaging with fandoms, in order to keep this part of their identity 

separate from other self-presentations. Study participants told us that some people 

set up Twitter accounts specifically for this purpose: “People keep their secret 

hobbies on Twitter.” This practice not only helps them to avoid potential 

embarrassment if it isn’t considered “cool” to be a fan of a particular celebrity, but 

also provides a means to enjoy relationship building with a wider community of 

people who share their passions or interests. 

Finally, some participants also create completely private or “secret” accounts 

with no followers at all, using it as a “personal diary” to store digital memories or 

journal their thoughts. 

At a more micro level within the apps, teen participants are adept at adjusting the 

boundaries around audiences through the meticulous use of settings like “Close 

Friends” on Instagram. This feature’s design introduces an audience binary that does 

not always align with the nuanced social ecosystems teen participants belong to. As 

such, we observed participants regularly readjusting the Close Friends list for 

individual posts, adding or removing users to ensure that their content will reach a 

specific set of people each time. Doing so is an effective, albeit involved way to 

navigate audience collapse, but it also serves a secondary purpose: it allows them to 
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play with social inclusivity and exclusivity, whereby “in group” status can cultivate 

relational bonding with specific individuals or groups. 

These behaviors illustrate that despite the challenges of flattened and bundled 

audiences online, study participants find ways to unbundle them, express themselves, 

and develop shared experiences with their various social groups. Although study 

participants’ public-facing profiles often contain no posts, a significant amount of 

posting activity is taking place on private accounts or on those with very select 

audiences or specific purposes. 

Context Collapse Dimension #2: Distortion of Time 

Time operates differently online—the boundaries between the past, present and 

future are blurred. As Brandtzdaeg and Lüders (2018) noted, time no longer 

possesses a linear or sequential nature on social media: the past does not stay in the 

past, the present doesn’t stay in the present. This characteristic of digital spaces 

contributes to context collapse, which Michael Wesch highlighted in his 2009 study 

of the webcam and YouTube videos: “The images, actions, and words captured by 

the [webcam] lens at any moment can be transported to anywhere on the planet and 

preserved (the performer must assume) for all time. The little glass lens becomes the 

gateway to a black hole sucking all of time and space—virtually all possible 

contexts—in on itself.” This temporal blurring affects how users manage their 

identity and performances, since it forces people to consider their self-presentation 

over time and not just in the moment (Brandtzdaeg and Lüders 2018; Wesch 2009). 

Time distortion online results from a number of properties inherent to social 

media, such as what boyd (2008) terms “persistence” and “searchability.” Persistence 

refers to how “online expressions are automatically recorded and archived”, meaning 

that the potential to view or interact with what has been digitally inscribed extends in 

time far beyond the moment of inscription. Searchability refers to how digital 

content can be retrieved by a user at will. These characteristics of online interactions 

stand in stark contrast to the synchronicity and ephemerality of offline interactions 

(boyd 2008, 2010; Hogan 2010). One participant we spoke to in the UK articulated 

this in her reflections on Snapchat, an app where chats aren’t saved: “Snapchat is the 

most like real life…in real life, if you have a conversation, it disappears afterwards.”  

Teen participants are highly conscious of the “persistence” of digital recordings, 

but they characterize this phenomenon even more strongly, consistently referring to 

interactions, particularly posting to feeds and messaging, as “permanent”. The 

permanence of inscriptions online runs counter to the fact many teens in our study 

simply desire to connect over trivial, everyday moments with their friends. As Jenny 

from Spain told us, “I do have a main account where I post things that are actually 
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nice but most of the time I like sending pictures of something like me brushing my 

teeth to my friends.” Teen participants intend for the sharing of the regular and 

mundane to be something ephemeral, a passing comment rather than a mark of their 

identity for years to come. 

The permanence of social media content is particularly evident to teen 

participants given the amount of change that they experience during the journey of 

adolescence, both personally and socially. As many developmental scholars have 

noted (McNelles and Connolly 1999; Kilford et al. 2016), the teenage years are 

characterized by a significant number of transitions, both micro and macro, and 

teens are continually navigating the shifting landscape of identity formation and 

social maturation. Against this backdrop, the effects of time distortion on social 

media are felt very acutely by teen participants, to the point that terminology around 

these effects have become common parlance. For example, South Korean teens 

from our study use the term “dark history” to describe the idea that anything from 

your past can at some point “pop up and embarrass you” in the future. The 

affordances of algorithms make content not only searchable, but “discoverable” at 

any time (Abidin 2021). 

The Distortion of Time Leads Teen Participants to Hack Time 

In the midst of time distortion online, teen participants utilize three principal 

techniques to counteract or mitigate the effects of online permanence and 

discoverability: using ephemeral features for daily interactions, carefully curating 

publicly posted memories, and fashioning out spaces for private nostalgia. In general, 

the mindset of study participants is to develop content in the present with a view 

towards the future. 

While the social media profiles of teens in our study often appear derelict, 

containing no signs of their everyday lives, other spaces online are teeming with 

regular activity. Indeed, for the majority of daily interactions, teen participants 

gravitate to platforms or features that facilitate ephemerality and imitate the nature of 

offline conversations. For example, messaging features on Snapchat such as 

disappearing photos and dynamic chat groups have led to it becoming the primary 

domain of many UK and Spanish participants’ social lives online. The ephemeral 

nature of the content in these spaces reduces the sense of pressure associated with 

more permanent posting to social media feeds. Participants across markets 

referenced ongoing “photo chains” of random pictures of the floor or a portion of 
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their face that they would send to a friend. As one participant said, “You just can’t 

stop sending them!” 

Although teens in our study largely avoid online permanence, there are occasions 

in which they do choose to share content in more public, persistent spaces. This is 

typically in relation to memories. Several participants spoke about reserving the act 

of posting on their profiles for special moments that they felt particularly proud of. 

However, given that teen participants are experiencing constant changes as part of 

growing up, many of them routinely engage in the practice of “cleaning” their 

profiles by deleting published memories that do not match how they want to present 

themselves in their current life stage: “Once a month I go through my Instagram 

highlights and clean them up” - Woo-Jin, South Korea. Thus, their empty profiles do 

not necessarily signify that they have always been empty, but rather that participants 

are monitoring and editing them regularly to continually adjust their self-

presentations. 

In addition to sharing their memories with other people, study participants also 

carve out more private spaces for personal nostalgia that enable them to look back 

on their past and relive certain moments in time. For example, participants archive 

posts on Instagram or create and save drafts on TikTok which are visible only to 

themselves. Participants in our study often have hundreds, even thousands of drafts, 

demonstrating a highly active engagement with social media, despite any evidence of 

public broadcasting. As Lucy from the UK put it, “I have hundreds of drafts and just 

one post. Drafts are an easy way to look back on time with my friends without the 

pressure of posting.”  

Study participants use draft spaces as “enhanced camera rolls” that also allow 

them to experiment with different modes of self-presentation: “I save the ones I like 

the most to my ‘Favorites’—the videos that I want to go back to” - Estella, Spain. 

Although TikTok is known as a public broadcasting-centric platform, the teen 

participants we spoke with do not actively, regularly post there. Most often, they 

enjoy scrolling through their draft videos or photos on their own or with the friends 

they had recorded them with to reminisce and bond over shared experiences. 

Stephanie from the UK had made this a highly regular practice: “I love making 

TikTok videos and just keep them in my drafts. I have over 4000 drafts and I go 

back and watch them all the time and go ‘awww’, it’s so fun.” 

Participants’ strategies for hacking time allow them to actually use time collapse 

to their advantage: whereas offline interactions are truly fleeting, generating digital 

memories allows them to traverse time and space within their own private time 

capsules. Our research demonstrates how teen participants shift fluidly between 

varying degrees of temporality online. They hack the architecture of social media 
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platforms to both remediate the effects of online permanence in public spaces, and 

also to leverage the temporal affordances of these technologies for both social and 

reflexive practices. 

Context Collapse Dimension #3: Instability of Meaning 

Even in everyday communication, we often say that “message received is not 

always message sent” and that our intended meaning can be “taken out of context”. 

However, digital spaces like social media amplify and accelerate the reinterpretation 

of meaning in profound ways. Previous scholarly work has not tended to focus on 

“meaning” as a part of context collapse, but we argue that it should be included as a 

dimension. Teen participants are highly aware of its instability online—a piece of 

content can circulate in unpredictable ways and take on a life of its own. Once teen 

participants put something out into the world of social media, they know that it can 

be difficult or in some cases even impossible to be fully taken back. Even if they later 

decide to delete it, it may have already been screenshotted or disseminated. In any 

digital space, from the most public to the most private, there is always the possibility 

that one’s message can be reshared and reinterpreted by someone else. As Luke, 17, 

from the UK warned us: “Social media is pressure: everything you say can be 

controversial and taken out of context.” 

boyd’s property of “replicability” (2008) is an example of the instability of 

meaning, where the ability to duplicate a digital record allows a user to transfer it 

from one context to another. Abidin (2021) updated this property to “decodability”, 

referring to how “content can be duplicated but may not be contextually intelligible”. 

However, we suggest that for our study participants, the most salient understanding 

of this facet of context collapse is “remixability”. Platforms such as TikTok have 

ushered in a new set of tools, behaviors, and norms that have remixing at their core. 

These foster creativity and playfulness, but also magnify the effects of context 

collapse because of how easy it is for users to quickly edit, reinterpret, and 

redistribute other users’ content (Abidin 2020; Leaver et al. 2020; Klug et al. 2023; 

Wei 2021). 

Furthermore, with an abundance of social media apps, there is significant 

circulation and cross-pollination of content between and across them. A piece of 

content with a particular meaning that is created on one app can end up on a 

completely different app with its own distinct set of norms and audiences. Through 

the combination of algorithmic technology and users’ ability to remix, reshare or 

bring attention to content (for example, via comments and likes), a double context 
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collapse can result: there is the broadcasting of content to unknown audiences, as 

well as the instability of meaning that can result from these audiences’ interpretation 

or reinterpretation of the content. Ji-Won in South Korea described how this reality 

made her reluctant to post selfies: “People might screenshot my selfie and use it in 

the future. They might evaluate or judge my look. In the future the selfie might not 

look nice.” 

From the perspective of study participants, we also heard that social media 

platforms destabilize meaning because of the tensions that exist between being 

interpreted as “authentic” or “cringey”. While the common rhetoric of self-

presentation is “just be yourself”, they find this maxim constraining and challenging 

to realize, given that their content can be remixed and presented in different ways by 

others on the platform, and also because of the flattening of audiences online. They 

understand that people have various opinions on what constitutes the desired level 

of authenticity, that is, alignment between one’s real life and their online expression. 

As Marwick and boyd (2010) have noted, “there is no such thing as universal 

authenticity; rather, the authentic is a localized, temporally situated social construct 

that varies widely based on community.” As such, teen participants feel like they are 

walking an authenticity interpretation tightrope, often leading some of them to avoid 

posting on social media feeds altogether. However, this doesn’t stop them from 

finding other ways to express themselves. 

The Instability of Meaning Leads Teen Participants to Play with 

Meaning 

It was particularly fascinating to explore how teen participants played with 

meaning in response to the frequent decontextualization of what they shared online. 

To preemptively shield from being misinterpreted, we noted how study participants 

intentionally worked to create distance between themselves and their “messages” in 

online spaces. They often use a variety of image, sound, editing tools and app 

settings in service of three important strategies: decentering the self, subversion of 

platform norms, and indirect communication. 

The rise of influencers alongside affordances for public broadcasting has led to a 

hyper-focus on personal brand, curated aesthetics, and self-promotion on social 

media, often in the form of “selfies” (Abidin 2016; Marwick 2015). Within this 

context, we observed how study participants across markets sought ways to deflect 

focus from the self when sharing personal or biographical content. Although they 

want to provide meaningful glimpses of their personalities, interests and special 

moments, they don’t want to come across as vain or self-absorbed, or be associated 

with influencer culture. 
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As a consequence, we encountered numerous examples of selfies that were 

blurred or where faces had been intentionally obscured, as well as a preference for 

photos of scenery that gave indications of participants’ environments but didn’t 

feature themselves explicitly. Creating some level of vagueness or distance between 

the self and what is shared helps protect against reinterpretation of personal content, 

essentially facilitating scenarios of “plausible deniability”. Another practice we 

observed was using black cover photos for Instagram highlights, labeled with 

ambiguous titles or no titles at all. By subduing the aesthetics of these photo 

highlights, teen participants hope they might “fly under the radar” (Abidin 2021), 

more likely to only be noticed by friends “in the know”. 

The second strategy for playing with meaning is the deliberate, but often subtle, 

subversion of aesthetic and behavioral norms on platforms. A number of 

participants discussed engaging in “anti-curation” practices on secondary profiles, 

created to intentionally post photos or videos that do not align with the “typical” 

aesthetics of apps such as Instagram. We noted that participants loved to use tactics 

like these, as well as irony, satire, and humor to reclaim the context and meaning of 

shared content. For example, memes often create a set of fast moving “in-jokes” that 

can be only understood by insiders but not by the broader public. 

The third form of playing with meaning is indirect communication. This strategy 

allows teen participants to create a protective layer of ambiguity while they seek to 

initiate or strengthen social relationships. For example, study participants use BeReal 

app’s structure for reciprocal photo sharing to discreetly find out what their friends 

are doing. Instead of posting a photo to share something about themselves, they 

upload a random one just to trigger the ability to view others’ posts. This subtle form 

of engagement is preferred to asking their friends outright, “What are you up to?”  

Participants also go to great lengths on other social media apps to communicate 

indirectly with or detect interest from romantic crushes. On Snapchat, one 

participant, Mariela, UK, explained that she used the app’s settings to add her crush 

to a “group” that contained no other users, allowing her to send him a specific photo 

without him knowing that it wasn’t sent to anyone else. Meanwhile, on Instagram, 

Sofia, Spain, described a well-thought out process of posting a photo, archiving it, 

and then unarchiving it, at which point the algorithm would no longer push the 

photo to people’s feeds. She would then wait to see if her crush liked the photo, as 

that signaled he had purposefully visited her profile, rather than seeing it on his feed. 

In a slightly less involved process, Jared, UK, described turning his “Ghost mode” 
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location feature on and off on Snapchat, to generate intrigue about his whereabouts 

and potentially invite inquiries. 

Finally, we also observed many forms of encoding messages online, such as 

social steganography (Abidin 2021; boyd and Marwick 2011), the practice of hiding 

messages in plain sight. For example, sharing song lyrics or even overlaying a song 

onto a post enables teen participants to communicate a message that only a select 

few in their social media audiences will understand, as it is tied to some kind of 

shared experience or insider knowledge. This strategy allows participants to ensure 

their message will be interpreted correctly by the intended individuals, and it also 

simultaneously enhances their social bonds with those individuals. Playing with 

meaning was truly a playful and meaningful strategy for so many of our teen 

participants. 

Context Collapse Dimension #4: Conflicting Purposes of Platforms 

Throughout our research with teen participants, we were struck by not only their 

levels of self-awareness when it came to self-presentation, but also their awareness of 

how different platforms influence their interactions. 

Social media apps often seem to have conflicting purposes and norms for their 

use, resulting in tensions around the sorts of behaviors or interactions that users 

should engage in. Platforms are simultaneously spaces for sharing personal updates, 

shopping for products, following celebrities, interacting with official school accounts, 

and advancing social causes, which introduces uncertainty and complexity as to what 

they are truly for and how they should be used. 

While some scholars have previously examined the ways in which platform 

norms impact people’s social media use (Abidin 2020; boyd 2014; Miller et al. 2016; 

Szabla and Blommaert 2020; Wexler et al. 2019), there has been less scholarly 

consideration for how the conflicting purposes of platforms also represent a key 

dimension of context collapse, particularly for teens navigating today’s social media 

landscape. 

Daniel Miller et. al (2016) posited that “we should be careful in presuming that 

there are properties of the platforms that are responsible for, or in some sense cause, 

the associations that we observe with platforms”, but we observed that many of our 

teen participants were vocal about the active role of the app architectures 

themselves. Across markets, participants are conscious of “the algorithm” dictating 

what they watch and how long they spend on the app. They are cognizant of posts 

being monitored, accounts being “shadowbanned”, and certain content or 

interactions being celebrated more than others. Teens in our study often feel that 

platforms expect them to fulfill certain “roles” that they aren’t always willing to play: 
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I used to want to be an influencer, but then I kind of gave up. I made £800 

from TikTok from advertising people's products. But then I got 

shadowbanned. I was tired anyway with how the platform was continually 

trying to get me to make content. 

— 16, F, UK 

This intrinsic awareness of the role the app plays in their interactions can also be 

viewed in relation to the rise of influencer culture and the attention economy that 

was peaking as this generation of teenagers arrived on social media. Teen participants 

are aware that social media is as much of a commercial space (where businesses 

operate and generate profit) as it is a deeply personal and social space (where 

meaningful connections with friends, peers, and even themselves occur). The 

conflation of these two seemingly incongruent purposes is a reality that plays out in 

each day-to-day interaction for teen participants on these apps: at what point does 

posting photos for my friends to see become a monetizable interaction? At what 

point am I scrolling for enjoyment or scrolling because of the algorithm? Maria from 

Spain described this dilemma and her response this way: “I used to spend so much 

time looking at influencers so I created a new account just for adding my friends, and 

none of the influencers.” 

Academics such as Marwick and boyd pointed out as early as 2010 that spaces 

involving “micro-celebrity practice” such as Twitter combined “public-facing and 

interpersonal interaction”, the result of which were “new tensions and conflicts” for 

the networked audience within it. They went on to ask “if ‘public’ space is becoming 

synonymous with ‘commercial’”, a question increasingly at the forefront of teen 

participants' experiences online today. Participants consistently, and consciously, 

grapple with the conflict between public and personal, as well as “authentic” 

interactions and commercialized ones. Arriving on and operating within a social 

media platform means a collision between these binaries, and study participants 

expressed growing uncertainty about apps whose commercially-driven “inner-

workings” felt difficult to understand. 

The Conflicting Purposes of Platforms Leads Teen Participants to 

Engage Intentionally with Platforms 

As teen participants encounter conflicts between personal and commercial 

purposes of social media, as well as the influence of algorithms on their interactions, 

they think critically about how to engage with platforms from a place of agency and 

intentionality. 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 356



 

 

When study participants spoke about the various platforms they used, they often 

portrayed apps as “actors” in their interactions. In this sense, they humanize and 

personify apps, which helps them to rationalize decisions and gain a sense of agency 

through the promise of a two-way relationship. The “algorithm” is an entity that they 

can “get to know”, an entity with which they can negotiate, influence or shape 

(Gillespie 2014). It monitors and evaluates their content, and teen participants 

modify their content to avoid the app’s “gaze”. 

This strategy can be understood as a means by which teen participants attempt to 

contextualize the intentions of apps they are using. They feel they have to fill in the 

gaps between what they believe platforms can do (shadowbanning, etc.) and what 

platforms actually do. In the absence of the level of transparency study participants 

expect from social media platforms, engaging with an “app” as an “actor” helps 

them to define a role that feels “authentic” to them: one teen from our study 

purposefully created seven different accounts on Instagram in order to generate 

“seven different algorithms” that catered to her diverse interests. Other teen 

participants use platforms like TikTok through their phone’s browser rather than 

through the app. In doing so, they feel they can still enjoy using the app, without it 

learning too much about them and capturing more of their attention. 

For some study participants, the perceived pressure they feel from apps to 

behave in a certain way leads them to delete the apps entirely. As one teen from the 

study recounted, “I got rid of TikTok because I felt there was a lot of pressure to 

make videos and that made it less fun. That kind of all went away when I deleted 

it—there wasn’t as much pressure anymore.” 

Teen participants’ response to the collapse of platform purposes—particularly 

the conflict between personal use and commercialized influencer culture—is 

particularly evidenced by their gravitation away from posting-oriented platforms and 

more towards messaging and gaming platforms:  

“I don’t see any need to be constantly sharing [things on social media]. If I 

have to share something, I’ll send it to other people through messages”  

– Pablo, Spain 

For many teens in the study, apps like WhatsApp, Snapchat and Discord, which 

center on messaging with friends and family, are foundational, while apps which 

focus on content, like TikTok and Instagram, are more optional. 

This reorientation towards smaller circle social interaction plays out hand in hand 

with the phenomenon of empty social media profiles across many different apps. 

Conscious that their posts to social media feeds are subject to commercial purposes 

or unclear algorithmic influence, teen participants opt for interactions that feel 
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immune to these processes. In some cases, participants were vocal about their 

outright rejection of public broadcasting, while for others, their strategic shifts in 

behavior were more subtle. Throughout our study, we witnessed a broad inventory 

of creative strategies that teen participants employ to mitigate multidimensional 

context collapse, and even in some instances, use context collapse to their advantage. 

Conclusion 

This paper has provided a foundational understanding of teen social media use 

through historical, theoretical, and international ethnographic lenses. While a 

historical view shows that context collapse has always been implicit in online 

interactions, our ethnographic research reveals that online context collapse is 

arguably more prevalent and complex than ever and that teen participants operate by 

default from a place of high awareness and attunement to this phenomenon. 

We have argued for an expanded understanding of multidimensional context 

collapse that encompasses not only the flattening of audiences and the distortion of 

time, but also the instability of meaning and the conflicting purposes of platforms. 

Through our context collapse framework, we have provided a lens that can help 

future ethnographic practitioners understand young people’s experiences with social 

media more deeply. 

The teen participants from our study operate with a mindset of private and 

ephemeral by default, and public and permanent through effort (only with deliberate 

strategies). This current paradigm often appears to present as an avoidance of 

“posting”, but does not necessarily imply an avoidance of social media. On the 

contrary, our research reveals a wealth of generative strategies that participants use to 

meaningfully engage with social media on their own terms. It is our hope that our 

framework for context collapse can also aid future practitioners in uncovering the 

adaptive and innovative behaviors of users who navigate context collapse online. 

Finally, in revealing the negotiations between users and context collapse, at times 

tense, at others playful, we wish to challenge the notion of social media as either a 

utopian or dystopian technology, two polarizing extremes that are often popularized 

in public discourse. Our research demonstrates that both users and social media 

technology are active agents in the shaping of online experiences (Abidin 2021; 

Davis and Jurgenson 2014; Gillespie 2014; Szabla and Blommaert 2020), and as such, 

this two-way relationship creates a far more complex reality than may be initially 

assumed. Social media has the capacity to amplify a range of content and 

experiences, both positive and negative (boyd 2014), but people also have an 
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incredible capacity to navigate, strategize, and reclaim these online spaces for 

meaningful purposes. 

As we look forward to the next era of social media, we consider both the past 

and the present, and ponder, will it continue to be called social media by the next 

generation of users? Where might their strategies lead, and how will these shape the 

future of these platforms? One thing is for certain—we must continue to generate 

new approaches for meeting young people where they’re at, taking notice of what 

they want to share, their challenges, and their responses. We should consider how we 

can more proactively and thoughtfully design platforms that support what is 

important to them. We conclude not with a prediction but rather an open question 

for the community: how can we pay attention to both what is said and also unsaid, 

done and not done? What are people communicating when they post, but also, what 

are they conveying when they don’t? 
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This article shares an innovative, community-centered method for research, sensemaking, and 

innovation in social services that has been used by communities and agencies in six states. ‘Our 

Tomorrows’ is a framework for capturing real-time signals while stimulating community-based 

solutions to complex problems. The method includes three components that establish an ongoing 

feedback loop between citizens and decision makers: intensive narrative data collection with web-

based tools, community sensemaking workshops, and community action labs. This article covers the 

principles and methodology of the approach, then walks through an example of its application and 

outcomes in an early childhood program. Since its inception, Our Tomorrows has leveraged 

distributed ethnography data tools to listen to over 10,000 voices from across the country and put the 

everyday experiences of individuals and families at the center of local programs, policies, and systems. 

Introduction 

The Center for Public Partnerships is housed within the Achievement and 

Assessment Institute at the University of Kansas. We are a multi-disciplinary staff of 

over 100 researchers, data scientists, strategic planners, and communications experts 

serving the broad mission of optimizing the well-being of children, youth, and 

families. We partner with state agencies, non-profit organizations, and community 

organizations to provide strategic leadership and support, research and evaluation, 

and data management services. 

As change-makers and systems-builders, we recognize that our work is built on 

the foundation of daily lived experience. In 2019, we launched the Our Tomorrows 

project to elevate the nuance and texture of daily interactions with systems and each 

other and mobilize local voices as a human sensor network. Rooted in complexity 

theory (Snowden and Boone 2007), Our Tomorrows seeks to capture real-time 

signals of changing dynamics in the ways families get the social supports they need 

while stimulating community-based solutions to “wicked problems” (Zivkovic 2021) 

at all levels of our social systems. Since its inception, the Our Tomorrows project has 

leveraged distributed ethnography (Joshi et al. 2023) data tools (such as SenseMaker 

and Sprying.io) to listen to nearly 10,000 voices from across the country, putting the 
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everyday, real experiences of individuals and families at the center of local programs, 

policies, and systems. 

Through this important work we have witnessed real ground up change in 

practice. By leveraging the active sensemaking approach and distributive 

ethnographic practices, participants in each of the Our Tomorrows frameworks 

(constructed with rigorous community input) share their stories of thriving or just 

surviving and then make sense of those experiences in their own words and ways, 

gathering rich data, both on participants’ experiences and, crucially, what those 

experiences mean to them. Patterns from these responses and their associated stories 

are then returned to communities through collaborative sensemaking sessions where 

community participants deepen collective understanding of experiential patterns, 

helping generate solutions and come together over the ancestral practice of shared 

storytelling. In the almost ten years that we have been practicing the active 

sensemaking approach, we have seen individuals, families, community leaders, 

funders, and state representatives come together at the change making table to 

uncover the “unknown unknowns” and create real solutions that address the things 

that most impact the daily lives of citizens. Whether recognizing the cost of living in 

a pandemic without access to technology or reliable Internet, the barriers of 

providing licensed in-home childcare as a home renter or identifying the ways that 

current programmatic requirements exclude historically oppressed and vulnerable 

families, our community sensemaking approach has agitated complacent systems and 

uncovered needed changes that can be addressed today. 

Context 

We are located in Kansas and have strong partnerships and do community-based 

work across the state. Kansas is the second most rural state in the country. In our 

rural and frontier areas, we have communities struggling with aging populations, out-

migration to urban areas, increasing poverty, and disinvestment. Our urban areas 

face ongoing challenges with housing costs and food insecurity (All In For Kansas 

Kids 2024). The political environment is traditionally conservative and skeptical of 

social services, but there is also a history of leadership on children’s issues. Kansas 

was the first state in the nation to establish a Children’s Cabinet in 1980, and one of 

few states to devote Tobacco Master Settlement dollars to services to children 

through the establishment of the Children’s Initiatives Fund in 1999. 

We have been working as a university partner providing evaluation and strategic 

support to social service organizations and state agencies for 20 years. We believe 

strongly in the importance of good data and empirical investigation to support 
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thoughtful decision-making, and in the urgent need to make transformational 

systems change to support thriving families and communities. We also have a front 

seat to the dynamics that prevent standard evaluation practices and contexts from 

supporting the radical change our current circumstances demand. Survey fatigue is 

real. Vulnerable populations are weary of extractive techniques without feedback 

loops. Individuals struggle to envision innovations that are vastly different from the 

status quo. Imagination to change the system is often low. It takes time to develop 

trust and foster imagination that leads to ideation and action, and most evaluation 

efforts do not make space for that time or that kind of thinking. Abductive reasoning 

is not common in applied settings in which conclusive reports are the norm. 

Provocative questions make partners uncomfortable and are outside the expectations 

and experience of public servants. Incorporating liberating structures and futures 

thinking into sensemaking texts is essential to change participant mindset to a more 

generative state that focuses on a markedly different future. 

We are always on the lookout for opportunities to address these tensions and try 

new strategies to support systems change, frequently drawing on the tools provided 

by complexity theory and foresight methods. We began experimenting with 

sensemaking tools with the goal of bridging the gap between abstract understandings 

of how to effect change and our commitment to the knowledge and wisdom of 

individuals and communities and locally driven solutions. 

The first project in 2015 was Lemonade for Life, a training program for home 

visitors and other family support professionals to understand what Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) were; to learn about their own ACES and how these 

might be affecting their work; and to talk about ACEs with families they serve. 

ACEs are stressful or traumatic events that occur before a person is 18 years of age 

and include abuse, neglect, household dysfunction., exposure to violence, substance 

use, disorder and others (Centers for Disease Control 2021). We searched for 

innovative evaluation techniques other than typically used quantitative surveys or 

qualitative interviews to better understand how individuals’ own ACEs and their 

understanding of them interacted with how they were building relationships with 

families. Several web searches and discussions led us to the Cyenfin Framework 

(Snowden 2007) and SenseMaker understand complex social problems. We piloted 

the tool with several early cohorts participating in the early phases of Lemonade for 

Life and found the method to be promising to understand nuances during 

sensemaking sessions. 

 In 2019, the State of Kansas received a Preschool Development Grant to 

conduct a needs assessment and craft a strategic plan for the early childhood system. 
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The goal of the project was to better align across the system by putting the needs and 

experiences of young children and their families at the center. This focus demanded 

a new approach to identifying and understanding the lived experience of families 

with young children as they navigate their daily lives and the systems intended to 

serve them. Responding to this need, the grant leadership team of state agencies 

decided to harness the power of Our Tomorrows’ innovative Community 

Sensemaking Approach to map families’ lived experiences and create policies and 

programming adaptive to families’ needs. From a complexity perspective, the 

overarching goal was to developing a ‘human sensor network,’ embedding citizen 

feedback loops and sensemaking processes into governance, and complexity-

informed intervention via portfolios of safe-to-fail probes. To do this, the Our 

Tomorrows project rolled out in three phases: 

1. An intensive story collection effort to gather experiences from families across 

Kansas 

2. Community Sensemaking Workshops to make sense of the stories and the 

patterns that emerged 

3. Community Action Labs to test out small-scale innovations designed to 

address identified needs of families 

Methods 

The Our Tomorrows Project  

Our Tomorrows is a narrative-based data collection project. We primarily utilize 

data platforms like SenseMaker and Sprying.io which can support collection of 

multifaceted data in the form of open text boxes, triads, sliders, and traditional 

multiple-choice formats. We have also developed paper versions of the framework to 

facilitate story collection during in-person group settings. 

Frameworks are built around open-ended prompts inviting respondents to share 

a short story relevant to a topic or theme. One such prompt that Our Tomorrows 

has fielded for many years is: “Remember a time when you felt like your family or 

another family you know was thriving, or just surviving. Share an experience that 

describes what was happening at that time in the family.” Respondents are then 

given a series of triads which allow them to characterize the story they just shared. 

Examples:  

● “In the experience you shared, views on raising a family were shaped by: a) 

Personal experience b) Friends and family c) Tradition”;  
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● “In the experience you shared, who should have been responsible for making 

sure that kids thrived? a) The family b) Friends and community c) 

government.”  

Respondents can code their story anywhere within a triangle, allowing them to 

indicate which of the three phrases apply and to what extent each is a factor, 

depending on the placement. Frameworks can also include more traditional survey 

items, providing both qualitative and quantitative data for each observation. 

 
Image 1. Triad question from Our Tomorrows sensemaking survey, 2018. Credit: University of Kansas Center for 

Public Partnerships and Research. 

Story Collection  

State leaders, including a new Governor and leadership of the Kansas Children’s 

Cabinet and Trust Fund, Kansas Department of Health and Environment, Kansas 

Department for Children and Families, and Kansas State Department of Education, 

aligned to call for statewide participation in the Our Tomorrows project. With this 

backing, the Our Tomorrows project created a network of story collectors that 

contributed to a statewide story bank that decision-makers could draw on to better 

understand the lived experience of Kansans. Citizen Journalist Training provided 

organizations an understanding of the story collection method, and the Our 
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Tomorrows team co-developed story collection strategies with each partner. Families 

submitted their stories online, on paper, and through interviews conducted by 

Citizen Journalists. This ambitious effort collected 2,279 stories from all 105 Kansas 

counties, capturing experiences of families in frontier, rural, and urban communities. 

Analysis and Community Sensemaking  

A core principle of the Our Tomorrows project is the importance of returning 

data to the people that shared it. Our goal is to establish a feedback loop between 

story sharing, sensemaking, and resulting actions. After our initial period of intensive 

story collection, we returned anonymous stories were then returned to communities, 

families, service providers, and other early childhood stakeholders at fourteen 

Community Sensemaking Workshops. This phase engages community members and 

partner organizations to uncover insights with the explicit goal of taking action. 

To prepare for community sensemaking, the Our Tomorrows team conducted 

an initial review and analysis of the dataset. We developed the Sensemaking Analysis 

and Visualization Dashboard (SAVVY), which helped us identify patterns emerging 

from families’ experiences. Quantitative data gathered through series of triangles, 

sliders, a resource canvas, and multiple-choice questions provided self-signification 

to each narrative. When aggregated, this self-signification uncovered patterns around 

four themes: Bright Spots, Disruptors, Unmet Needs, and Unheard Voices. 

The Our Tomorrows team developed Community Sensemaking Guides based on 

patterns in the data for each of the six regions in Kansas. The Guides were intended 

to orient participants to the project and their community’s data to enable deep 

conversations and prompt ideas for action. They included a description of Kansas 

Early Childhood Systems Building, an interpretation guide, summary data describing 

respondents and narratives, and initial patterns in the four thematic areas. We also 

compiled Story Packs for each region with groups of stories that share a similar 

signification in the framework. For example, a Story Pack could be all stories from a 

particular region where individuals selected the “Thoughtful Planning” section of a 

triad when characterizing how decisions were made. 

The two-hour Community Sensemaking workshops were built around 

interpreting the Story Packs. Participants reviewed the Story Packs and sorted them 

into thematic categories rooted in the ways respondents interpreted their own 

stories, identifying emerging patterns in the conditions under which families thrive. 

Discussion focused on surprises, expectations, and ways to take action. 
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Community Action  

In the final phase of the project, we launched Community Action Labs to 

support local initiatives that were quick, local, and inexpensive (up to $2,000). 

Community Action Labs created a structure for communities to test innovative ideas 

to address family needs as uncovered by the Our Tomorrows process, encouraging 

adaptive, localized strategies and a culture of experimentation to make progress on 

shared goals. In this spirit, we established the following principles to guide 

Community Action Labs:  

● Big ideas start with small ripples. 

● Anyone can take action and make a difference. 

● Stories and families’ experiences fuel action. 

● Locals know best. 

● There are many paths to our shared destination. 

The Our Tomorrows innovation was inspired by a partnership with the 

Observatory of Public Sector Innovations (OPSI) Anticipatory Innovation 

Governance Program and the Cynefin Centre for Applied Complexity. Our 

Tomorrows consulted with OPSI and the Institute for the Future on developing 

Community Action Labs to incorporate Facets of Innovation and futures and 

foresight methodologies. As a result, each Community Action Lab Actionable 

application was categorized along the Facets to provide insight on the disposition to 

innovation across the state. Our Tomorrows has laid groundwork to introduce 

anticipatory innovation to state decision-makers while providing avenues at the 

community level for immediate participation. The Cynefin Centre for Applied 

Complexity consists of a network of SenseMaker practitioners that have provided 

valuable guidance on story collection management and sensemaking workshop 

facilitation. 

Impact 

The Our Tomorrows Community Sensemaking Approach is an innovative 

application of complexity-informed methods toward citizen engagement in four 

ways: 

1. It is the first instance of an ongoing sensemaking feedback loop between 

citizens and decision-makers across an entire early childhood system. 

2. Every person is empowered to act according to their skillset and level of 

authority by asking themselves, “What can I do tomorrow to create more 
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stories like the ones I want to see and fewer like the ones I don’t?” This 

“fractal engagement” puts problem-solving power in the hands of 

communities, not just high-level decision-makers. 

3. Sensemaking data is returned to communities for analysis and action 

planning in a comprehensible and accessible way through Community 

Sensemaking Workshops. 

4. Community Action Labs crowdsourced a portfolio of safe-to-fail 

experiments for complexity-informed intervention strategy through small 

grants. 

Measuring impact from sensemaking work is challenging given the emphasis on 

local level community-based conversations and solutions. Thanks to the Our 

Tomorrows development of direct-to-community Action Labs and facilitation of 

community sensemaking sessions, the Center for Public Partnerships and Research 

has observed and documented several key areas of impact from the evolution of its 

active sensemaking work over the past eight years. These critical impacts include the 

use of sensemaking data for systems alignment and policy reform, investment in 

community organizations and members for safe-to-fail solutions, an increase in 

diverse community member participation and youth engagement, and active 

participation and support from state government agencies and policymakers. 

The Our Tomorrows Story Bank provides a de-politicized lens for discussions 

about core issues that often devolve into partisan debates, like health care. By 

framing dialogue with stories of thriving or surviving, people across the political 

spectrum can think about problems from the perspective of families. Then, they can 

think about what they have the capacity to change. This work has prompted Kansas 

state agencies and early childhood stakeholders to use SenseMaker data for systems 

alignment, workforce development, adaptive program management, and building 

political will for systemic reforms. Specifically, five (5) state agencies with high-level 

decision-makers that are interested in complexity-informed intervention strategies, 

innovation, and futures methodologies. 

Community members across the state participated in Community Action Labs to 

test innovative ideas developed through the sensemaking process, with investment in 

these micro-grants from the Kansas Children’s Cabinet and Trust Fund. In total, 

forty-six (46) individuals or organizations proposed local solutions for Community 

Action Labs, doubling the expected response. The Labs allowed them to safely take a 

risk on new ideas without jeopardizing pre-existing funding, relationships, or 

organizational boundaries. Overall, all stakeholders have learned to apply complexity 

principles and embed SenseMaker into their day-to-day operations along the way. 
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Finally, Our Tomorrows resulted in youth engagement and new dialogue on 

deep cultural issues. One citizen journalist was a 13-year-old who went door-to-door 

asking people to “make their community a better place” by sharing a story. Upon 

hearing of this effort, a state legislator unexpectedly and emotionally shared the 

youth’s story at a state meeting. This was a pivotal moment that led to an increased 

commitment from state leadership to center family experiences to inform decision-

making. The youth was then invited to join a panel and share his hopes for his 

community and has been an inspiration for others across the state. Whether 

recognizing the cost of living in a pandemic without access to technology or reliable 

Internet, the barriers of providing licensed in-home childcare as a home renter or 

identifying the ways that current programmatic requirements exclude historically 

oppressed and vulnerable families, our community sensemaking approach has 

agitated complacent systems and uncovered needed changes that can be addressed 

today. 

Lessons Learned  

Challenges and Fails 

The tension between meeting community partners ‘where they were’ and 

adopting new methods for community engagement styles was a constant challenge. 

Although there was universal interest in trying something new, people were unsure 

how to begin or were stuck in old ways of working. To address this problem, Our 

Tomorrows pursued the ‘adjacent possible’ by breaking down big ideas into 

manageable steps. Emerging goals of state leadership, feedback from community 

partners, and technical infrastructure challenges required abrupt pivots and creative 

solutions at scale without time for testing. Our Tomorrows communicated vision, 

principles, and introduced new vocabulary to maintain coherence and provide 

stability amidst this uncertainty. 

Conditions for Success 

Open-minded leadership and adequate infrastructure for grassroots participation 

were the most important conditions for success. The support of the Governor’s 

Office and state agency leaders resulted in a statewide commitment to the 

SenseMaking process that spread to elected officials, state boards, advisory groups, 

and advocacy organizations. With this support from the top, Our Tomorrows began 

an intensive partner on-boarding process to build local capacity for story collection, 
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sensemaking, and Community Action Labs. The strong relationship with local 

partners created a bottom-up demand for the Community Sensemaking Approach 

that increased leadership’s investment in the innovation. This dialectic introduced the 

trust and stability to the process needed for sustainable change. 

Replication 

The Community Sensemaking Approach can be replicated by organizations, 

agencies, or governments that seek to use citizens’ experiences to drive complexity-

informed change. With appropriate capacity and onboarding, ‘sensemaking’ 

organizations can adopt the SenseMaker tools, data visualization infrastructure, and 

strategy developed by Our Tomorrows to bolster community listening and social 

innovation. Our Tomorrows partners are replicating the approach locally by 

integrating community feedback loops into their day-to-day organizational practices. 

We have discussed a direct replication of Our Tomorrows in other states that have 

received federal grants to strengthen their early childhood systems. We are also 

exploring a social innovation platform collaboration with the Agirre Lehendakaria 

Center in the Basque Country (Spain) and sharing our approach with the members of 

the Cynefin Centre for Applied Complexity. 

Lessons Learned 

Implementing the Community Sensemaking Approach requires that practitioners 

play a leadership role to get others to join in a shared struggle to solve a complex 

problem. Lessons learned were: 

1) People need to understand the why, how, and what of a process to feel secure 

enough to take an innovative risk. “Breadcrumbing” is an approach we developed to 

educate partners about innovative ways of doing things without overwhelming them 

with jargon and academic language. We introduced the ‘Why’ of the Community 

Sensemaking Approach. Then participants experienced the ‘How’ by completing 

program activities. Through guided reflection afterwards, we provided the language 

of the innovation to describe the ‘What.’ This staged process introduces complexity 

concepts in a consumable and respectful manner. 

2) Survey fatigue is real. Vulnerable populations are weary of extractive 

techniques without feedback loops. Integrating story collection into routine activities 

and going to where people are is essential. Additionally, communication strategies 

must be adjusted based on the audience. The statewide project required that we use 

top-down and bottom-up approaches to establish feedback loops. In response, we 

developed “fractal knowledge management” techniques to share the same ideas in a 
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variety of ways to provide coherence across the system while not overwhelming 

people who had less shared context. 

3) The project team must use complexity techniques to deliver the project and be 

an exemplar for others. For example, Our Tomorrows utilized the Cynefin 

framework for situational assessment and as a guide to adjust our practices 

accordingly. We began the Community Action Lab process with a long application 

like a request for proposals. After some confusion from our partners, we recognized 

that we were approaching the application as a ‘clear’ problem rather than a complex 

one. We adjusted our approach to reflect the heuristics for action in the complex 

domain and created a three-question application to probe for unexpected ideas. By 

loosening constraints, the Labs achieved greater engagement. In the end, this 

resulted in a locally-driven innovation portfolio that was an iterative process built on 

trust and supportive coaching. Individuals struggle to envision innovation that are 

vastly different from the status quo. Imagination and change the system is often low. 

It takes time to develop trust and foster imagination that leads to ideation and action. 

5) Abductive reasoning is not common in applied settings in which conclusive 

reports are the norm. Provocative questions make partners uncomfortable and are 

outside the expectations and experience of public servants. Funders are used to 

compliance models and to receiving reports with a set of (often expected) 

recommendations. Incorporating liberating structures and futures thinking into 

sensemaking texts needs is essential to change participant mindset to a more 

generative state that focuses on a markedly different future. 

 How the Project Has Evolved 

Over the past six years, the Our Tomorrows team at the Center for Public 

Partnerships and Research at the University of Kansas has co-created and tested an 

adapted framework focused on child and family wellbeing instead of the more 

traditional “child welfare” approach to prevention work. This framework, which 

started with the Our Tomorrows 2.0 framework in Kansas, has been workshopped 

in varying ways by communities and agency groups in Washington, San Diego, 

Minnesota, and in currently ongoing ways by additional Kansas child wellbeing 

programs in Kansas. Every additional community and state partner that utilized this 

framework had the opportunity to review, test, and adapt it to best meet the unique 

local needs. This iterative approach to framework design across communities, 

identities, and levels of government resulted in a socially validated survey framework 

that is helping leaders at all levels of the child and family wellbeing system better 

serve all families in communities across the country and is helping to center the 
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voices of “lived experience experts” in policy, funding, and programmatic decision-

making. 

Additionally, recent iterations of the active sensemaking model have led the way 

on the progression of action labs from micro-funded community grants to more 

policy-based action labs. Facilitated by the state of Minnesota’s MN StoryCollective 

project, policy-centered action labs bring together staff and leaders from multiple 

state and local agencies to discuss Minnesota’s sensemaking data and stories in order 

to convert their “a-ha” moments into quick action. By ensuring that action labs 

include the active participation of those who can make quick decisions, access 

funding, and change policies, Minnesota’s action lab model is using the active 

sensemaking approach to connect community issues to state level problem solvers 

for efficient, effective change. 

Our active sensemaking team has recently engaged in adaptive and emergent 

design principles to temporally expand its narrative prompting. More specifically, a 

current project in partnership with another KU research center team is seeking 

narrative responses about both past youthful experiences and current adult 

situations, drawing connections between the things we learn as children to the 

outcomes we may experience in our careers as adults. 

The CPPR team is exploring narrative prompting for the creation of future 

scenarios or stories—asking people to imagine possible futures in the year 2040. This 

approach is generating wider and more creative possibilities for our future and 

helping us understand the different ways people perceive of foresight planning, 

consider future possibilities, and balance the needs of today with the hopes of 

tomorrow. These innovative approaches to narrative prompting across generations 

and temporal states are indicative of a sea change in how we communicate with each 

other, understand our realities, and utilize core ethnographic and complex methods 

to make sense of what has happened, what is needed, and what is possible. 
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Foundations of Practice: An Ethnographic 

Exploration of Software Documentation and its 

Cultural Implications for an Agile Startup  

NICOLE TIETZ-SOKOLSKAYA, Principal Engineer, Remesh 

SUZANNE WALSH, Research Consultant, Remesh 

This case study offers an in-depth analysis of the foundational role of documentation for software 

quality, efficiency, and organizational success. It includes an inside look how a start-up overcame 

inefficiencies and scaling challenges by implementing a sociotechnical documentation practice, and 10 

recommendations for implementation or assessment based the case study data and a wider analysis of 

research and expertise. Time pressures of agile workflows that prioritize writing code, coupled with 

rapidly scaling software and startups, create an environment where documentation often takes a back 

seat. But its value to organizations and engineering teams as a source of knowledge and a practice of 

knowledge sharing becomes clear when critical inefficiencies and even chaos to prompt an overhaul of 

norms and behaviors. The experience at Remesh demonstrates the value of an ethnographic approach 

to gain a holistic understanding of engineering and work practices and to implement positive change. 

Transforming Culture: Remesh’s Journey to 

Comprehensive Software Documentation Practices 

Remesh, a SaaS research platform, has undergone a significant cultural 

transformation through the adoption of comprehensive software documentation 

practices since the pandemic. This shift has not only enhanced operational efficiency 

but also fostered collaboration, inclusivity, and technical excellence within the 

organization. This case study delves into the personal and organizational values that 

have emerged from interviews with Remesh engineers, underscoring the profound 

impact that thorough documentation has had on the company’s culture. By 

emphasizing formality, collaboration, effective onboarding, tailored documentation, 

automation, and a cultural recognition of its importance, Remesh’s journey towards 

better documentation practices highlights a strategic approach to fostering a 

supportive and efficient work environment. 

Remesh was founded in 2014 by Andrew Konya, current Chief Science Officer. 

Konya realized during his PhD program the significant gap in effectively 
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representing the collective voice of people. The initial concept was to develop a 

platform that could facilitate many-to-one communication, enabling large groups to 

engage in meaningful dialogue and represent collective responses. The company 

began in earnest when it joined the 2014 FlashStarts accelerator program in 

Cleveland, Ohio, which provided the necessary resources to build a prototype. The 

company secured further growth and funding through its participation in the 2015 

Techstars Barclays accelerator program, where Gary Ellis, current CEO, joined the 

organization as a co-founder. 

The platform is designed to facilitate real-time qualitative research and insights 

gathering, leveraging artificial intelligence and machine learning to engage with large 

groups of participants simultaneously. This enables organizations to gain deeper and 

more actionable insights from their target audience. Key features include real-time 

and asynchronous engagement, AI-driven analysis, scalability, versatility and a user-

friendly interface. Overall, Remesh offers a powerful solution for market researchers 

and organizations looking to conduct in-depth qualitative research at scale, offering 

the ability to gather rich, real-time insights from large groups of participants with the 

speed of AI. 

Building Structured Documentation Practices 

Prior to 2019, Remesh’s engineering team consisted of three members, Engineers 

A, B, and C, each operating within their specialized areas. The lack of formal 

documentation was a significant challenge, particularly after Engineer B rewrote the 

entire backend without any accompanying documentation. This led to a situation 

where Engineers A and B were indispensable for any changes or understanding of 

the system, as knowledge transfer relied solely on direct interactions. The absence of 

documented current and future system workings left Engineer C and others 

dependent on informal, inefficient knowledge-sharing methods, creating a bottleneck 

and hindering productivity. 

Recognizing the need for inclusivity and organizational efficiency, Engineer A 

championed a guiding ethos: all team members should have access to system 

knowledge, both current and future. This initiative was driven by the realization that 

undocumented knowledge was unsustainable, especially as the team grew and 

individuals took time off or left the company. 

As Remesh’s team expanded and transitioned to remote work during the 

pandemic, the necessity for formal documentation became apparent. Engineer A 
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spearheaded efforts to enhance documentation practices, emphasizing their 

importance due to the challenges posed by remote work. By early 2021, after 

securing operational support and experiencing the drawbacks of inadequate 

documentation, the team adopted more structured processes, including design 

reviews and the use of collaborative tools like Google Drive and Notion. This shift 

ensured that knowledge was not only documented but also easily accessible and 

shareable among all team members. 

In the early stages, Remesh’s documentation was sparse and informal, leading to 

inefficiencies and repeated efforts. Essential information was often kept in tools like 

Slack, complicating the process of referencing or explaining code behavior. 

I do maintain a lot of documentation in Slack, but it isn’t in the official 

place where it should be. I remember when we first started, we were told to 

add anything we found wrong or unclear, but as a newcomer, that was quite 

challenging. 

—Engineer E1 

Outdated commands and incomplete records further hindered newcomers’ 

ability to navigate the system and understand past decisions. 

The implementation of structured documentation processes marked a turning 

point. Engineers began systematically documenting design reviews and testing 

protocols using tools like Notion and TestRail, making documentation accessible to 

all team members and providing clear and comprehensive guidelines. The value of 

comprehensive “how-to” guides and detailed pull request descriptions became more 

accepted, which facilitated knowledge transfer and aided in code reviews. By 

focusing on both the “why” and the “how” behind decisions, documentation ensures 

that even non-technical team members can understand and contribute to basic 

operations, maintaining clarity and supporting effective collaboration across 

departments. 

I chose to use Notion for documentation, considering that the audience 

was not engineers. My approach included two components – I focused first 

on explaining why I made certain decisions and how things worked, 

providing links for future operations. 

—Engineer E2 

Remesh’s adoption of formal design review processes further solidified their 

documentation practices. Engineers systematically documented high-level design 
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decisions, architectural choices, and technical approaches, fostering consistency and 

clarity in problem-solving. The transition from co-located to geographically 

distributed teams during the global pandemic necessitated new documentation 

processes to maintain efficiency. Collaborative tools like Google Drive and Notion 

became integral, allowing for real-time feedback and iteration. Additionally, GitHub 

is used for documentation to align with coding processes, demonstrating Remesh’s 

commitment to robust documentation practices that support growth and operational 

efficiency. 

The team’s journey involved experimenting with various documentation 

processes and iterating based on feedback and observed pain points. The current 

documentation practices are well-regarded within the team, with most members 

satisfied with the outcomes.  

At our company, documentation is highly valued. We strive to make our 

code readable and our documentation clear, reflecting our care for each 

other’s work. This practice facilitates easier replication and modification of 

work, fostering a supportive and efficient work environment. 

—Engineer E3 

The engineering team and leadership recognize the importance of a robust 

documentation process to support the company’s growth and operational efficiency, 

reflecting a well-evolved practice that meets the organization’s needs. 

Software Documentation: A Scan of the Literature 

The goal of software engineering is to produce working software that solves real-

world problems. Many activities are required to achieve this goal, with writing code 

being the most obvious. However, supporting activities like creating automated tests 

and writing documentation are crucial for project success by decreasing the rate of 

bugs, increasing confidence in planning, and lowering the probability of schedule 

delays. Software documentation plays a critical role in the software development 

lifecycle, serving as a key medium for communication, maintenance, and knowledge 

sharing.  

Documentation can be broadly classified into technical and non-technical 

categories. Technical documentation includes requirement specifications, 

architectural design documents, source code comments, test documents, and process 

descriptions, all of which aim to help software engineers comprehend and effectively 
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perform their tasks (Garousi et al., 2015). However, determining the appropriate 

amount and depth of documentation remains a significant challenge. Many 

development teams either produce too much or too little documentation, leading to 

incomplete, inconsistent, or outdated documents (Garousi et al., 2015). This issue is 

compounded by the perception that documentation is an expensive and often 

undervalued activity (Garousi et al., 2015). Aghajani et al. (2019) highlights the 

significant gap between the intended and actual use of documentation, suggesting the 

necessity for more integrated tools that reduce the overhead associated with 

documentation tasks. They emphasize the importance of embedding these tools 

within the development environment to streamline the process and ensure that 

documentation stays up-to-date and useful. Building on this, Aghajani et al. (2020) 

reveals that developers generally undervalue documentation, viewing it as a 

secondary task due to the effort required for its maintenance. 

Chomal (2015) argues that clear and comprehensive documentation can mitigate 

risks and enhance project outcomes by providing clear guidelines and reference 

points. However, Chomal also notes the common tendency for documentation to 

become outdated quickly, especially in agile environments where iterative 

development cycles are prevalent. This presents a significant challenge for 

maintaining the relevance and accuracy of documentation over time. Das et al. (2007) 

emphasizes the importance of documentation in the maintenance phase of software 

development. They argue that thorough documentation can significantly ease 

maintenance by providing detailed insights into the system’s design and 

implementation. Regular updates to documentation are crucial to ensure it remains 

useful and relevant, highlighting the ongoing effort required to keep documentation 

aligned with the current state of the software. 

De Souza and colleagues (2005) explore the types of documentation essential for 

effective software maintenance. They argue that concise and accurate documentation 

is crucial for facilitating maintenance activities and point out that involving all 

stakeholders in the documentation process can enhance its quality and relevance. 

This inclusive approach ensures that documentation addresses the needs of various 

users and maintains its utility throughout the software’s lifecycle. Importantly, agile 

workflows, created in response to the shortcomings of documentation-driven 

workflows (Tordup Heeagar, 2012), do not easily incorporate documentation 

practices as the goal of agile methods is to increase the quality of software through 

flexibility – and the ‘proof’ of quality is software that works as intended. Document-
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driven methods, such as Waterfall, have a similar aim but increase quality through 

the use of stringent documentation and a lengthy design process. Standards, such as 

ISO, and maturity models, such as CMMI, are both document-driven and leverage 

defined documentation as the ‘proof’ of quality. Neither method is perfect, and both 

come with strengths and weaknesses. Agile is noted for its innovation and change-

embracing flow but can come off the wheels in highly complex environments. 

Documentation-driven methods are excellent for highly stable projects but can stifle 

change or innovation (Tordup Heeagar, 2012). 

Rai et al. (2022) emphasize the critical role of different types of technical 

documentation, including system documentation, design documents, source code 

documentation, and test reports. These documents are crucial for software 

maintenance and reuse, yet they are often neglected due to time and monetary 

pressures (Rai et al., 2022; McBurney et al., 2018). High-quality documentation 

provides numerous benefits, such as better comprehension, faster bug repair, and 

quicker onboarding of new employees (McBurney et al., 2018). Historically, software 

testing was done manually, which was expensive, slow, and error-prone (DeSouza et 

al., 2005). Over time, the industry has shifted towards automated testing, making it 

ubiquitous and essential for code delivery (DeSouza et al., 2005). In contrast, creating 

and using documentation is fundamental yet remains in a more nascent state. 

Software engineers and stakeholders struggle with creating, maintaining, and using 

documentation, which plays multiple roles in the process of creating and delivering 

software. Programmers must prioritize their documentation efforts, focusing on the 

most critical areas of code (McBurney et al., 2018). 

Documentation plays a crucial role in knowledge sharing and organizational 

learning, as highlighted by several studies. Cyr and Choo (2010) emphasize the 

importance of documentation in facilitating knowledge transfer within organizations, 

particularly in distributed teams. Their research finds that effective documentation 

practices can bridge the gap between tacit and explicit knowledge, making 

information more accessible and actionable for team members. Building on this, 

Fannoun and Kerins (2019) assess the impact of documentation on organizational 

learning in software engineering. They argue that comprehensive documentation 

captures the collective knowledge of the development team, thereby enhancing 

organizational learning.  

Heger et al. (2022) focus on the perceptions and needs of machine learning 

practitioners regarding data documentation. Their study highlights the necessity of 
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clear and detailed documentation to support the reproducibility and transparency of 

machine learning models. They identify several challenges, including the complexity 

of documenting dynamic datasets and the need for standardized documentation 

practices. Shilton et al. (2013) emphasize the importance of understanding the 

sociotechnical dimensions of values for design research, particularly in the context of 

documentation practices. They argue that documentation is influenced by both 

technical and social factors, and recognizing these dimensions is crucial for creating 

documentation that aligns with the values and needs of the organization. This 

perspective underscores the need for documentation practices that are not only 

technically sound but also socially informed, ensuring they meet the diverse 

requirements of all stakeholders involved. 

The literature on software documentation underscores its pivotal role in 

enhancing communication, maintenance, and knowledge sharing within the software 

development lifecycle. Despite its critical importance, documentation practices face 

numerous challenges, including keeping information current, determining the 

appropriate level of detail, and integrating seamlessly with developers’ workflows. 

Effective documentation can mitigate risks, improve project outcomes, and facilitate 

maintenance by providing clear guidelines and reference points. Furthermore, 

documentation’s role in organizational learning and knowledge sharing is 

emphasized, with comprehensive documentation capturing the collective knowledge 

of development teams and enhancing learning processes. 

Exploring Documentation Practices at Remesh through 

Ethnographic Methods: Insights from Participant-

Observation and Interviews 

Ethnographic methods, rooted in anthropology, sociology, and social 

psychology, offer valuable insights into understanding documentation practices 

within organizations. These methods involve immersive, qualitative research 

techniques that capture the complex interactions between people and systems. 

Shilton et al. (2013) argue that values in design research are not merely attributes of 

people or systems but emerge from the interplay between them. This perspective is 

particularly relevant for studying software documentation, where the values and 

practices of developers, users, and other stakeholders influence the creation and 

maintenance of documentation. Ethnographic methods can uncover the “accidental” 
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nature of values embedded in documentation practices, as observed in the case study 

of documentation development at Remesh. These methods can also reveal the 

sociotechnical dimensions of documentation, providing a holistic understanding of 

how documentation practices evolve and impact software development processes. 

In order to understand the impact of bringing a documentation strategy to the 

Remesh engineering team, the authors employed the foundational ethnographic 

methods of participant-observation, interviewing, and archival review. As the 

principal engineer for the organization, Nicole Tietz-Sokolskaya developed the 

documentation protocol initially adopted by the engineering division in 2020 and has 

greatly influenced the ways in which the protocol has morphed and expanded over 

the last four years. This deep knowledge has afforded a close look into the workings 

of documentation, including the challenges engineers have faced. Along with this 

expert participant-observation knowledge, the authors interviewed eight engineers 

currently with the organization, who also experienced the transition to a fully remote 

environment. These engineers were involved in implementing the protocol at varying 

levels, some with extensive oversight in creating how and when documentation 

would be used by individual teams, others with more a ‘reviewer’ role.  

The authors developed an interview question set and followed semi-structured 

interviewing techniques, allowing for the freedom to pull on unexpected 

conversational threads that emerged. The interviews were recorded using Zoom and 

Google Meet software and transcribed using Otter.ai or available embedded 

transcription. The transcripts were checked for accuracy and uploaded into Taguette 

and Atlas.ti for coding. The authors were interested in experimenting with open-

source software as well as traditionally available coding software in the analysis. The 

authors coded specifically for the themes of collaboration, learning, and knowledge sharing, 

but otherwise identified emergent codes upon multiple readings of each transcript. 

While the Remesh platform was considered as a data collection and analysis option, 

the small dataset (n=9) did not lend itself to optimizing the platform, which 

performs best with at least 15–20 participants. 

Findings 

Documentation at Remesh is a socio-technical practice that embodies the 

engineer’s values. This relationship is evident in how documentation is used to 

facilitate communication and collaboration among team members. For example, 

efforts to ensure that documentation speaks the language of both market researchers 
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and engineers highlight the importance placed on inclusivity and clarity. The iterative 

process of creating, reviewing, and refining documentation further underscores a 

value system that prioritizes thoroughness and continuous improvement. 

Value: Collaboration and Inclusivity 

A notable cultural shift has been in the collaborative nature of documentation 

efforts, particularly through the design review process, which involves stakeholders 

and team members in documenting detailed plans and understanding the rationale 

behind decisions.  

During a time when our team lacked a clear approach to tackling certain 

tasks, we decided to implement a design review process that had been 

successful at another company. This involved talking to stakeholders, like 

our manager, to understand the details, weighing the pros and cons, and 

exploring alternative approaches. Once we agreed on a solid plan, we 

documented the design review. 

—Engineer E3 

This approach ensures thorough vetting and consensus before development, 

fostering a supportive and efficient work environment. Distributing responsibilities, 

such as translation tasks, among team members avoids a single point of failure and 

promotes effective knowledge sharing.  

To avoid a single point of failure, we distributed the responsibility among 

all teams, creating translation liaisons who were trained and gradually took 

over the process. This collaboration ensured the knowledge was shared and 

documented effectively. 

—Engineer E4 

This inclusivity aids new hires in integrating quickly, reducing dependency on 

individual knowledge, and promoting a more collaborative culture. Engineers draft 

documents and seek feedback from peers and managers, ensuring multiple 

perspectives are considered, thereby improving the quality and accuracy of 

documentation. Design reviews provide structured feedback, allowing engineers to 

refine ideas and solutions based on collective input, enhancing the technical 

soundness of solutions and fostering a culture of collaboration and knowledge 

sharing. 
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Value: Learning and Development 

Onboarding at Remesh is facilitated through common training and 

documentation practices that convey the behaviors and values of the engineering 

team. These practices are crucial in ensuring new team members grasp the 

significance of documentation and how it embodies the organization’s commitment 

to transparency, thoroughness, and collaboration.  

When I first joined, onboarding was facilitated by small bug tickets assigned 

to new engineers. This helped us get familiar with the codebase through 

practical tasks. [The new] system architecture documentation was 

particularly helpful in understanding how different services relate to each 

other, which is essential for new hires. 

—Engineer E6 

Engineers have developed comprehensive guides to help new hires understand 

the codebase, tools, and processes, enabling them to quickly become productive and 

minimizing the reliance on informal knowledge transfer. This effort resulted in the 

evolution of documentation into living documents, regularly updated and maintained 

by the team to ensure they stayed relevant and reflected the current state of the 

codebase and processes. But not everything is documented… 

In engineering, we consider technical debt when deciding what to 

document. If something is straightforward and easily understood, it might 

not need extensive documentation. However, complex processes or code 

that requires significant effort to understand are thoroughly documented to 

save time and effort in the future. 

—Engineer E9 

The importance of documentation was further recognized through past 

experiences where the absence of thorough documentation led to significant issues. 

Consequently, the company culture evolved to regard documentation as a vital 

component of the engineering process. This cultural shift ensured that 

documentation was no longer viewed as an afterthought but as an integral part of the 

development lifecycle. 
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Value: Continuous Improvement and Adaptability 

The interviews revealed a commitment to continuous improvement and 

adaptability in documentation practices at Remesh, evolving from manual efforts to 

fully automated processes.  

We improved our processes, creating centralized, comprehensive 

documentation to aid new hires and ensure continuity despite team 

changes. Proper documentation prevents knowledge loss when key team 

members leave and facilitates smoother onboarding for new members. 

—Engineer E5 

Initially, documentation was manual and time-consuming, with engineers 

meticulously documenting their test cases and processes to ensure thorough testing 

and quality assurance. Over time, tools like JIRA and TestRail became central to 

managing tasks and test cases, ensuring that documentation remained current and 

relevant. Further, detailed design reviews provided high-level insights into technical 

decisions and helped mitigate issues during development.  

I believe our current balance of documentation at Remesh is effective. We 

have detailed design reviews for new features, high-level system architecture 

documentation, and practical guides for common issues. This approach 

ensures that documentation remains useful and relevant without becoming 

outdated or overwhelming. 

—Engineer E6 

This iterative process of documentation and feedback ensured the team could 

adapt to changes efficiently, streamlining efforts and ensuring consistency and 

accuracy. 

Value: Responsibility and Accountability 

At Remesh, responsibility and accountability have become core values, with 

engineers taking personal responsibility for documenting their work. Creating 

comprehensive design documents for complex projects has ensured that new team 

members can easily understand the system. This practice not only validates design 

decisions but also provides a reference for future work, ensuring accountability and 

reducing the risk of knowledge loss.  
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When I joined, there was little to no documentation, making it difficult to 

understand the codebase. Over time, I advocated for better documentation 

practices to ensure knowledge was shared and accessible, particularly as the 

team grew and went remote. This shift culminated in the adoption of a 

robust design review process that significantly improved our documentation 

quality and inclusivity. 

—Engineer E7 

The design review process plays a crucial role in ensuring high-quality 

documentation and effective communication within the engineering team. It involves 

multiple iterations and feedback loops, helping to identify potential issues early and 

incorporate diverse perspectives. Design review documents serve as a key reference 

for engineers, outlining important design decisions and the rationale behind them. 

The audience for documentation is carefully considered to ensure the content is 

relevant and useful. For internal engineering teams, documentation is more technical 

and detailed, whereas for external stakeholders, it is more high-level and explanatory.  

My approach to writing documentation is guided by understanding the 

audience and their needs. For internal engineering documents, I might cut 

certain corners, while external documents for clients require more careful 

crafting. I start by brain-dumping my thoughts and then organizing them 

into a coherent structure, often using outlines and diagrams to clarify 

complex concepts. 

—Engineer E7 

This audience-centric approach helps ensure that documentation serves its 

intended purpose effectively, whether for internal alignment or external 

communication. 

Value: Technical Excellence and Precision 

Technical excellence and precision in documentation are highly emphasized. 

Engineers use visual Markdown editors and detailed design reviews to ensure that 

documentation accurately represents the system’s design and functionality.  

A recent design review I conducted focused on importing non-Remesh data 

into our platform for the first time. This involved translating messages into 

Remesh message types and figuring out how to store both the data and 

metadata about the upload process. The design review aimed to organize 
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these details and communicate the approach to the team. Additionally, I 

wrote a research-oriented review to parse another software’s’ 

undocumented import format, detailing how it translates to our needs and 

the properties we would use. 

—Engineer E8 

This meticulous approach fosters a culture of technical excellence, making it 

easier to replicate and modify work. Documentation is tailored based on purpose, 

with high-level overviews for general understanding and detailed technical 

documents for developers. For complex features or architectural changes, 

comprehensive design documents capture the rationale, decisions, and 

implementation details, preserving knowledge and providing a reference for future 

work. 

Remesh balances the need for comprehensive documentation with the agile 

methodology’s emphasis on working software, particularly in projects where 

technical precision and usability are crucial. Documentation requirements vary along 

a spectrum influenced by industry standards and regulatory demands, and Remesh 

finds itself in the middle of this spectrum. Writing documentation is recognized as a 

distinct skill set requiring both technical and communication abilities.  

Early in my career, I learned the importance of documentation the hard 

way, through experiences where the lack of documentation led to 

significant issues. For example, at a former employer, a critical processing 

script was accidentally deleted, and without documentation, it took weeks to 

restore functionality. 

—Engineer E9 

The engineering team prioritizes technical excellence and precision by stipulating 

documentation as a core competency in performance reviews. It is not possible to be 

promoted without developing strong documentation skills, highlighting the 

organization’s commitment to high-quality documentation as an integral part of 

engineering excellence. 

Recommendations 

Based on the insights from data analysis, the following recommendations are 

suggested for any start up or organization wrestling with software documentation: 
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Start with Clear, High-Level Documentation 

Begin with high-level documentation that provides an overview of systems and 

processes. This helps new team members get up to speed quickly and understand the 

context before diving into specifics. Use collaborative documentation tools like 

Notion or Google Drive for easy iteration and feedback. 

Use Design Review as a Standard Practice 

Implement a design review process to document the technical approach for new 

features, including design decisions, alternatives considered, and potential edge cases. 

Ensure that design reviews are collaborative, involving feedback from team members 

and relevant stakeholders. 

Tailor Documentation to the Audience 

Customize the level of detail based on the audience, with high-level overviews 

for non-technical stakeholders and detailed technical documentation for engineers. 

Include both the “why” and “how” in technical documentation to provide context 

and ensure comprehensibility for readers with different expertise levels. 

Maintain and Update Documentation Regularly 

Establish a process for regularly reviewing and updating documentation to keep 

it current, especially for onboarding and design reviews. Encourage team members 

to update documentation as part of their workflow, ensuring it evolves with the 

product and processes. 

Document Test Plans and Processes 

Create detailed test plans and cases to guide QA processes and document feature 

testing. Tools like TestRail can help organize and maintain these test cases. Ensure 

test documentation is accessible to both developers and QA personnel, facilitating 

collaboration and shared understanding. 

Formalize Onboarding and Knowledge Sharing 

Develop comprehensive onboarding documentation covering environment 

setup, key systems, and processes to help new team members integrate quickly. 
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Create shared documentation spaces (e.g., Notion, Confluence) for team members to 

contribute to and access knowledge easily. 

Leverage Post-Mortems and Retrospectives 

Conduct post-mortems and retrospectives to document lessons learned from 

projects and feature implementations, informing future work. Include addendums in 

design reviews to document significant changes made during implementation. 

Encourage Collaborative Documentation Practices 

Foster a culture of collaboration in documentation by involving multiple team 

members in the creation and review process. Use documentation as a tool for 

mentoring and professional development, especially for junior engineers. 

Additionally, involve team members at all levels in designing documentation 

processes to ensure they meet actual needs and are effective. Use feedback 

mechanisms like 1:1 conversations, small group meetings, and collaborative 

platforms to gather input from all levels. 

Prioritize Critical and Complex Areas for Documentation 

Focus detailed documentation efforts on critical and complex codebase areas 

likely to cause issues or require significant effort to understand. Use documentation 

to mitigate technical debt, ensuring complex processes and systems are well-

documented. 

Eliminate Ineffective Documentation and Address Friction Points 

Trust your team and eliminate documentation that isn’t being done if it doesn’t 

serve its intended purpose, suggesting a need for different solutions. Focus 

documentation efforts on resolving friction points between teams or in the 

development process to ensure it serves a clear purpose. Regularly assess and refine 

documentation processes based on team feedback and observed effectiveness. 

Implementing one, some, or all of these recommendations will help startups and 

other organizations establish robust and effective documentation practices. 
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Mother Tongue: The Role of Vernacular 

Knowledge in Chronic Illness and Healthcare 

JULIANA SALDARRIAGA, A Piece of Pie 

This work demonstrates how and why the expertise of non-medical actors, such as patients, 

caregivers, and patient advocacy groups, is essential for improving patient outcomes and quality of 

life. ‘Vernacular’ knowledge, including community beliefs, values, networks, and practices, both 

challenge and collaborate with institutional scientific knowledge. The value of this interaction of 

multiple kinds of knowledge is illuminated through a study of spinal muscular atrophy in Colombia, 

which explores how mother caregivers develop unique expertise, devices, and care practices, and use 

online social networks to share and learn both clinical and vernacular information. Supported by a 

broad body of evidence and theory, this paper makes a powerful case for elevating vernacular 

knowledge and the people and communities who practice it. It also showcases methods and channels 

that researchers and medical professionals can use to collaborate with caregivers in these non-

institutional, but medically essential, spaces. 

Introduction 

There is an ongoing debate among scholars regarding the concept of the 

“vernacular”. In the field of architecture, anthropologists have discouraged its use, 

suggesting it has become just another concept to essentialize the Other, much like 

“primitive” or “folk” (Vellinga 2011). However, environmental studies have argued 

that expert science is “not enough” to make competent decisions (Turner 2004), and 

emphasize the importance of local knowledge to address ecological crises. In these 

studies, vernacular knowledge is defined as an integration of expert science with 

community beliefs and values, or a negotiation or collaboration between different 

forms of knowledge, rather than a dichotomy (Simpson et al. 2015). 

In this case study, we apply the concept of the vernacular as negotiation to 

healthcare contexts, specifically to the knowledge developed and shared by chronic 

patients, caregivers, and patient advocacy groups. This concept is appropriate 

because this knowledge, rather than being in direct opposition to institutional medical 

knowledge, negotiates with it by embedding it in specific sociocultural contexts. 

Vernacular knowledge in healthcare, despite being non-institutional and sometimes 

non-scientific, is legitimate because it has the potential to achieve what is arguably 

the primary goal of medical knowledge: improving health outcomes and patients’ 

quality of life. 
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At A Piece of Pie, a global consulting firm with experience in medical 

anthropology and patient-centricity, we applied the concept of vernacular knowledge 

to a study on spinal muscular atrophy (SMA). SMA is a disorder that affects the cells 

controlling voluntary muscle movement, leading to muscle weakening and atrophy. 

Its most common type is typically evident before six months of age, meaning these 

children require permanent care, usually provided by their mothers. We saw an 

opportunity in SMA to understand the role of the vernacular knowledge displayed by 

these mother caregivers. After conducting an ethnographic study with five of them, 

we learned that their vernacular knowledge is negotiating three seemingly non-

negotiable foundations in Western medicine. The first is the “know-it-all” doctor 

trope, which refers to society’s inability to acknowledge other kinds of expertise in 

medicine. The second is the rigid “hierarchy of evidence” within the current medical 

paradigm, where statistical evidence is considered more truthful and is preferred over 

ethnographic evidence. Finally, the third is the exclusive channels through which 

knowledge is exchanged, namely academic journals and medical conferences. 

Negotiating these foundations entails having multiple ways to answer questions 

such as who talks in medicine (experts), what they talk about (evidence), and how they 

talk about it (channels). In the following sections, we will provide a general context 

on SMA, as well as the study’s objective and methodology. Afterwards, we delve into 

each of the negotiated foundations, demonstrating how ethnography (with its 

mindset and methods) enabled us to detect negotiation between bodies of knowledge 

rather than opposition. We close our case study arguing these negotiated foundations 

are not specific to SMA; they apply to chronic illnesses and conditions in general, in 

the sense that these patients and their caregivers are all developing their own bodies 

of knowledge. 

Study Overview 

Disease Context 

Spinal muscular atrophy (SMA) is a genetic neuromuscular disorder that affects 

motor neurons, the cells that control all voluntary muscle movement, leading to 

muscle weakening and atrophy. There are several types of SMA, classified based on 

the age of onset, with type 1 being the most common and typically evident before six 

months of age. The incidence of SMA is calculated to be between 1 in 6,000 to 1 in 

11,000 births (Cleveland Clinic, n.d.). Because it is such a rare disorder, diagnostic 

delay remains a significant challenge, especially when primary care physicians and 

pediatricians are not familiar with it (Cao 2021; Pera 2020). 
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There is no cure for SMA, but recent treatment developments aim to stimulate 

the production of a specific protein that supports motor neurons. These therapies 

are extremely expensive and, in healthcare systems with limited resources, are 

typically approved only for patients with a timely diagnosis, whose motor neurons 

have not yet deteriorated. For those without access to these disease-modifying 

therapies, treatment focuses on managing symptoms and preventing complications. 

This usually includes breathing support (sometimes through tracheostomy), feeding 

tubes or gastrostomy, physical therapy, occupational therapy, and speech-language 

therapy. Children with type 1 SMA therefore require permanent care, which is most 

often provided by their mothers. 

In contexts with limited access to disease-modifying therapies, as well as support 

devices, procedures, and therapies, mother caregivers and patient advocacy groups 

(PAGs) have become a strong, activist, and demanding force. In Latin America, they 

are widely using social media platforms, such as Instagram, to raise awareness about 

SMA, fundraise, sign petitions, pressure decision-makers, and illustrate the daily 

challenges faced by these patients. It is due to this dynamic context that we became 

motivated to conduct ethnographic research on SMA. 

Study Objective and Methodology 

The present study was conducted by A Piece of Pie (APoP), a global consulting 

firm that applies medical anthropology, design services, and innovation to help 

stakeholders address healthcare challenges. APoP became familiar with SMA due to 

a project for a pharma company that was interested in learning about the disorder’s 

current situation in Colombia. For this previous project, we engaged with 

neurologists and other healthcare professionals (HCPs) that diagnose and treat SMA. 

Through these interactions and complementary desk research, we learned that 

mother caregivers and PAGs are empowered, self-organized, and well-informed, and 

that they have successfully used social media to increase their influence and reach. 

We therefore decided to conduct a study autonomously, this time focusing on 

mother caregivers and with the hopes of understanding how they came to assume 

this leadership role via social media. The study was focused on Latin American 

caregivers, because this was the region we were already familiar with in terms of 

SMA. 

The research methods used were social listening and in-depth interviews. Social 

listening was conducted to learn what was being said online about SMA in Latin 

America. Although research teams can use tools such as Hootsuite Insights, on this 

occasion we conducted a more organic exercise by identifying opinion leaders (both 

medical and non-medical), searching news articles, blogs, and webinars, and 
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following specific hashtags on LinkedIn, Instagram, and X. An organic, as opposed 

to a tool-based, approach is adequate when the topic of interest is highly specific, 

such as SMA in Latin America. With this approach, we were able to find five robust 

Instagram accounts of Latin American mothers with children diagnosed with type 1 

SMA: three were Colombian (but one of them lived in Florida), one was Brazilian, 

and one was Venezuelan. 

With the social listening exercise, we gathered a broad understanding of common 

experiences and concerns among the five caregivers. We put this baseline knowledge 

to the test conducting in-depth interviews (IDIs) with three of them. The three IDIs 

were conducted remotely and included virtual home tours. We inquired about 

routines, early signs and diagnosis, access to treatment (including therapies, 

procedures, and support devices), and their goals and expectations using social 

media. The results obtained via social listening and IDIs are described in the 

following section. 

Study Results: Negotiated Foundations 

In this section, we present the study’s results as negotiated foundations, or 

foundations of Western institutional medicine that, at first glance, appear non-

negotiable. We focus on three: the first consists in the socially accepted idea or trope 

of the know-it-all doctor. The second refers to the rigid way in which different types 

of evidence are categorized in the current medical paradigm, which tags ethnographic 

evidence as the least desirable, and the third is the exclusivity of the institutional 

channels through which medical knowledge is shared (academic journals, medical 

congresses). 

Foundation 1: The Know-It-All Doctor Trope 

The speed at which medical knowledge is currently being generated is 

unprecedented, with estimates suggesting it doubles every 70 days (Densen 2011). In 

the field, we’ve seen that this has led HCPs to embrace what Microsoft CEO Satya 

Nadella calls a learn-it-all mindset, vs. a more traditional know-it-all one (Sweales 

2019). And yet HCPs are still perceived as all-knowing, by most patients and by 

society as a whole. It is difficult to accept that HCPs also have cognitive biases that 

affect their decision-making process (Marino 2020), or that during patient 

consultations primary care physicians are asked questions they need to look up 

answers to (Kahane 2011). This know-it-all doctor trope is historical; it can be traced 

back to the nineteenth century, when “expert knowledge” embodied in the (male) 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 399



 

 

HCP disrupted previously “taken-for-granted practices” in Western modern societies 

(Escobar 2018). The knowledge possessed by these experts established itself as more 

objective and universal and thus more legitimate (Nieto 2019) and it still lingers in 

Western healthcare systems. 

Our SMA study suggests there is a different kind of expert when it comes to 

chronic illness: that of the expert patient or caregiver, who has no choice but to 

become an expert to face daily challenges. One of the ways in which these experts 

differ from the know-it-all doctor trope is their fluid identity. They switch between 

knowing and learning, as seen in the case of mothers of patients with SMA. Just as 

they’re constantly learning from HCPs, they too have developed their own solutions 

out of necessity, which are validated and praised by HCPs. Mother1 described her 

own technique to remove mucus from her son’s airway walls, because her healthcare 

insurance wouldn’t cover vest therapy for patients with SMA. Mother2, while being 

grateful for the HCPs who advise her and care for her daughter, also shared do-it-

yourself (DIY) solutions with us that demonstrate a deep understanding and analysis 

of the daily needs that patients with SMA have. Take, for example, an adapter that 

she and her husband attached to their daughter’s electric wheelchair, to secure the 

ventilator required for ventilatory support. Or how, instead of having special shoes 

made for her daughter’s insteps, she simply added platform shoe soles to her 

orthopedic boots, which has been more practical and cost-effective. Or, finally, a 

PVC pipe structure built over her daughter’s bed, to organize the “mess” caused by 

the cables of her life-support devices. HCPs might advise on all these devices, but 

ensuring they’re manageable and work together is certainly up to the caregiver 

expert. 
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Figure 1. PVC pipe structure built over the bed over a patient with SMA.  
Credits: @princess_julieta Instagram account. 

The ability to switch between knowing and learning makes these mothers well-

suited for teamwork with HCPs. Much is being said in healthcare about the need for 

integrated care and for higher collaboration between stakeholders, an idea that 

clashes with the know-it-all doctor trope. In our study, we were pleased to witness 

mothers and nurses working together to define the best therapy routine for the 

patient (speech-language therapy, occupational therapy, respiratory therapy, etc.). As 

Mother1 put it, “What scares me the most is going somewhere when I’m not 

involved in the decision-making process.” 

Besides this fluid identity, the patient/caregiver expert has other traits worth 

discussing. While HCPs are socially expected to super-specialize, the knowledge this 

kind of expert possesses grows in many directions. It is an organic, fragmented 

growth that comes from managing the multifaceted consequences of a chronic 

condition, which extend beyond just the clinical aspects. In our SMA study, we 

witnessed how these mothers inevitably delve into pedagogical debates, when 

considering the kind of education their children should receive. “I think, until what 

point is it relevant for my kid to know who conquered who”, Mother2 wonders, a 

sentiment also seen in Mother1 and Mother3, both interested in nurturing the skills 

their children will require to use future assistive communication technologies. Even 
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in SMA cases without cognitive impairment, standard education can be unsuitable 

for these patients; it may interfere with the patient’s therapies, and in some contexts, 

transportation and school facilities are not disabled-friendly. 

There are two final traits of the patient/caregiver expert we can appreciate in our 

study. The first is that they are much more relatable experts than HCPs; just as they 

use Instagram to share medical information on SMA, they discuss the emotional toll 

of the condition, and delve into mental health issues in a non-aspirational, non-

influencer kind of way. Perhaps Instagram caregivers are where to look for 

alternatives to what scholars have called hedonic mental health, or mental health that 

is reduced to aesthetical healthy habits (Fischer 2009). The fact that they also share 

life “beyond SMA”, such as birthdays, holiday celebrations, and daily life, contributes 

to this relatability. As mentioned in an article about “heartland influencers” from 

The New Indian Express, “Influencers from small towns, with their modest 

backgrounds, are resonating with the average user in a way that is genuine and 

familiar.” (New Indian Express 2024). Second, these mothers are demonstrating how 

becoming an expert in a specific condition also includes normalizing it—not to make 

it less severe, but to let go of social stigma associated with it. As Mother2 puts it, 

“For me, my kid is a seven-year-old boy. I do not see him as sick, and I do not 

attend to his needs with this perception.”  

With this description of the patient/caregiver expert (in SMA, but in general 

too), our intention is not to discredit HCPs or institutional medicine. We simply wish 

to demonstrate it’s possible to negotiate seemingly unalterable foundations in 

Western medicine, by recognizing there can be multiple ways to accumulate and 

exhibit expertise in this field. This is particularly relevant when we’re focusing on 

knowledge that is exhibited not for personal recognition or prestige, but to improve 

patients’ quality of life. Also worth mentioning is that it is precisely the 

ethnography’s open-mindedness what enables us to see expertise where (according 

to institutional standards) there shouldn’t be. 

Foundation 2: Rigid Hierarchy of Evidence 

As ethnographers working in healthcare contexts, we have witnessed the rise of 

evidence-based medicine or EBM. EBM can be described as the current paradigm in 

medicine, one which prioritizes evidence from biostatistics, engineering, and 

epidemiology, and questions the reliability and truthfulness of testimonies and 

anecdotes (Adams 2013). “…For evidence to say anything valid about “how to 

prevent or treat a known health problem” it must speak the language of statistics and 

epidemiology […] In this ordering of priorities, one finds a simultaneous discrediting 
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of other forms of knowledge and evidence and other ways of conveying truth…” 

(Adams 2013, 57). 

It is provocative to conduct ethnographic research under this paradigm. Rather 

than discrediting statistical evidence, our interest lies in negotiating this rigid 

hierarchy of knowledges and highlighting the value of ethnographic evidence as 

powerful in its own right, not as something complementary or secondary. This value 

is easy to see in our SMA study: Mother3 described how measuring her daughter’s 

heart rate, in additional its clinical benefits, has also become a way of communicating 

with her daughter. “Her heart rate increases when she doesn’t like something. If her 

heart rate is elevated, we see her face and we can understand something is upsetting 

her, like she wants a diaper change. It has enabled us to understand how she is 

filling.” To understand the communication properties of heart rate measurements, 

something unconventional and yet real, is beyond the scope of clinical trials, the 

evidence type that scores highest in EBM. 

Mother3’s extensive work with kinesiology tape also highlights the value of 

ethnographic evidence. She describes how she has used this tape for muscle support 

in her daughter’s hands and feet, and adds she is “not going according to any 

literature”. And yet, with her daughter’s visible improvements, she has “proof that it 

works and could work in more patients as well.”  

 

Figure 2. Kinesiology tape use in patient with SMA. Credits: @unidosporluciana Instagram account. 
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In our SMA study we have two more examples of evidence that, while generated 

unconventionally according to EBM standards, are still powerful. First, Mother1 told 

us she used videos provided by Mother2 to “fight” for nebulization. Her health 

insurance didn’t cover nebulization therapy for patients with SMA, but with this 

video of Mother2’s daughter and how she had improved, Mother1 obtained the 

therapy for her son. We should therefore acknowledge that videos casually posted on 

social media can impact decision-making in healthcare systems. As Mother1 

expressed, “With the video, we are imparting knowledge to others. If they ever tell 

me there’s nothing to do, I now know what I could show them.” Second, Mother1 

described how a group of pedagogy students reached out to conduct a project with 

her son and his educational therapies. This way, evidence was generated in the form 

of a student project, a learning-by-doing space was organically created, and non-

medical students were able to work closely with a rare disease that most HCPs such 

as primary care physicians never see. 

As ethnographers working in healthcare contexts, supported by medical 

anthropology theory, our job is to visualize illness as a phenomenon embedded in 

specific sociocultural contexts. This requires an exploration of illness not only in its 

clinical dimension, but in others as well. And because non-clinical dimensions are 

equally important, so are the types of evidence that inform us about these. 

Foundation 3: Exclusive Information Channels 

Years of global fieldwork in healthcare contexts have taught us that academic 

journals and medical congresses are always among HCPs’ preferred information 

sources. Because it’s where to find the most up-to-date information, as well as the 

key opinion leaders of every medical field, it is understandable that these two sources 

have become the institutional (foundational) way in which medical knowledge is 

shared. However, approaching HCPs ethnographically has also enabled us to see 

these sources can be exclusive in many ways. This is best seen in the following 

barriers: 

● Not all HCPs are able to attend medical congresses due to budget or time 

constraints. 

● There can be language barriers for HCPs not completely fluent in English 

(this applies to academic journals and congresses). 

● The most up-to-date information shared in journals and at congresses is 

often derived from studies and trials conducted on specific regions (Western 

Europe, North America) and with specific patient profiles. 
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● HCPs struggle to find time to read all the academic papers available, and to 

filter or curate those which could be most relevant to them. 

By acknowledging these barriers, one becomes motivated to explore alternative 

channels in which knowledge could be exchanged in healthcare contexts. This was 

possible in our SMA study: in our social media exercise, we observed how these 

mothers are successfully using social media—and specifically Instagram—to share 

both clinical and vernacular information. Clinical, because they are sharing general 

information about SMA in a more relatable (but not less scientific!) way. Many posts 

are focused on early symptoms and diagnosis, to inform followers about babies’ 

developmental milestones and warning signs. Vernacular, because they use Instagram 

to exhibit their DIY solutions previously mentioned (a result of their caregiver 

expertise), and are constantly recommending how to manage SMA beyond its strictly 

clinical dimension. This includes detailed descriptions of their children’s morning 

and night routines, therapies that can be effectively done without using specialized 

equipment, room layout, tips to leave the house and attend public places, etc. 

 

Figure 3. Occupational therapy for SMA patients using household items.  
Credits: @unidosporluciana Instagram account. 
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These examples suggest social media used by patient/caregiver experts should be 

recognized as a valid channel in which knowledge is exchanged in healthcare. In the 

table below, we show how the Instagram profiles of our study’s mothers, by being 

less exclusive, are not susceptible to the barriers just mentioned, that we’ve identified 

in the field. 

Table 1. Susceptibility of Social Media to Exclusivity Barriers 

Barrier Social media (Instagram) 

Inability to attend medical 

congresses due to budget or 

time constraints 

Social media posts are completely available to anyone with a 

smartphone.  

Language barriers for HCPs 

not completely fluent in 

English 

Social media posts are made in the local language and even 

include colloquial and slang terms. Mother1, for example, posts 

in Spanglish, appealing to her followers in Miami and Orlando, 

without disconnecting from Colombian or American 

populations. In other words, these channels can take advantage 

of the less formal and rigid relation they have with language. 

Lack of patient 

representation/diversity in 

most up-to-date and relevant 

studies and trials 

Social media posts, as shown in our SMA study, have a local 

focus. They talk about the challenges of the local healthcare 

system and, when there is a new development regarding a disease 

and its treatments, they discuss the implications of this for their 

local contexts. Additionally, patient/caregiver experts are 

providing the exact information their local followers need in their 

Instagram profiles: they do this by answering questions via stories 

or during lives. 

Lack of time to filter/curate 

and read the right papers 

Social media content can be consumed and can be informative in 

just a few seconds. On Instagram, this is possible because 

content in diverse formats beyond text: carrousels, reels, stories, 

infographics, etc. 

 

With this comparison, we are certainly not discrediting academic journals and 

medical congresses. After all, the peer-review process required for journal 

publication is what ensures the quality, veracity, and progress of medical research. 

Our intention is for HCPs and other healthcare stakeholders to consider the 

possibility of knowledge channels beyond the foundational/institutional. One could 

argue that these alternative channels like social media are not targeting HCPs at all, 

but we can think of at least three reasons why this isn’t true: first, they allow HCPs to 

learn what “real” patients, caregivers, and their families are asking and commenting 

on regarding a disease or condition. This can inform them on what topics they 
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should prioritize during consultations. Second, our fieldwork shows that referring 

patients to “official” online sources (patient associations’ social media accounts) is 

more useful and significant than handing them printed brochures during 

consultations—especially when a patient has just been informed about their 

diagnosis. 

Third, HCPs have to accept that people are using many sources to inform 

themselves, beyond the medical consultation. We still encounter HCPs that look 

down upon patients doing research on “Dr. Google”—a derogatory way to refer to 

online search— when the attitude they should adopt is instructing patients how to 

do this responsibly. A study conducted in the UK about vernacular knowledge in 

contraception concluded that patients “…make sense of a lot of information from 

different sources, and that different sources of information served different 

functions. Medical information was gained from the National Health Service (NHS) 

website, or conversations with clinicians, whereas the more embodied types of 

knowledge—what a contraceptive might actually be like—was provided by friends 

and family.” (Newton 2024, 1). 

A final comment on social media and alternative knowledge channels: they 

enable patients and caregivers to connect with each other, which is especially relevant 

in rare diseases such as SMA. These organic communities provide clinical 

information, but also emotional support. In our study, Mother1 met Mother2 on 

Instagram and now calls her “my doctor”: “If I have a question, I don’t call the 

doctor, I call her.” 

Discussion 

The three negotiated foundations presented here are not specific to our SMA 

study. We have observed similar dynamics while conducting ethnographic research in 

diverse regions and with various chronic illnesses and conditions. For instance, in a 

recent study on hereditary angioedema (HAE) with US patients, we found that 

patients are not given explicit instructions regarding “trigger” foods they should 

avoid to prevent the unexplained swelling caused by HAE. Consequently, they 

become experts through an empirical, trial-and-error process, and are keen to share 

this feedback with their HCPs. This mirrors the agency demonstrated by SMA 

caregiver experts and exemplifies vernacular knowledge that leads to significant 

improvements in quality of life. As Newton (2024) states, “Studying such knowledge 

can reveal how people conventionally understand the ways in which medical 

interventions act on the body.” (Newton 2024, 1). 
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Likewise, in a study on atopic dermatitis (AD) in Europe and Asia, our research 

team encountered a mother caregiver who, after struggling for months to get her 

toddler to sit still while she applied an ointment, created a nursery rhyme to actively 

involve him in the treatment routine. As seen on SMA, while the HCP advises on 

treatment, the caregiver expert finds a way to do it, even if it’s an unconventional 

way from a clinical point of view. In this AD study, we also witnessed how mothers 

and their teenage daughters with AD are exchanging makeup tips on social media. 

Makeup isn’t saving anyone’s lives, but it is an example of vernacular knowledge that 

improves the quality of life of a teenage girl, and grants her a sense of “normalcy”. 

These two brief examples, plus decades of fieldwork with chronic patients and 

caregivers conducted by APoP, demonstrate the value of our SMA study: shining 

light on vernacular knowledge in healthcare contexts, as alternative knowledge that is 

improving quality of life, yielding better health outcomes, and empowering patient 

communities. In this sense, is it knowledge that shouldn’t be overlooked by HCPs, 

considering it can improve the patient-HCP relationship and optimize medical 

consultations. As expressed by Simpson et al. (2015), building partnerships with 

vernacular actors is essential to tackle complex problems. 

Two final reflections related to vernacular knowledge, which we do not explore 

in depth in our SMA study but find provocative for further research in alternative 

knowledges: the first is Chilean sociologist Martín Tironi’s argument that the most 

radical innovation lies within local and ancestral wisdom and practices (Tironi 2023). 

This is relevant to ethnographers and designers working in industry (in healthcare 

and beyond), considering business organizations are thirsty for innovation and often 

expect us to fulfill this. The second is Ehrenreich and English’s observation on the 

historic role women have played in medicine as autonomous, non-institutional 

healers, or healers of the poor and vulnerable (Ehrenreich and English 2010). This 

can definitely be used as a starting point to conduct further research on women as 

carriers of vernacular knowledge. 
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The People Say is a pioneering research repository and a model for making rich qualitative data 

available for policy innovation. This case study describes the rigorous research and data processing 

techniques used to create the platform, as well as the immediate impact it had in informing policy. It 

addresses a key challenge for government agencies and NGOs, which increasingly involve the public 

in formative research, yet face limitations around recruitment, lack of longitudinal studies, and poor 

engagement policies. Created by Public Policy Lab and SCAN Foundation, the platform is 

designed to improve policymaking for older adults, with 108 topic and subtopic tags that users can 

use to filter and associate data with existing quantitative studies. The project also underscores the 

value of qualitative research in capturing lived experiences and shifting systems to meet the needs of 

marginalized populations. Future goals include longitudinal research, expanding to other 

demographics and locations, and supporting civic researchers in creating more public research. 

Introduction 

Today, government agencies and NGOs are increasingly engaging in formative 

research with the public. At minimum, they seek to validate digital products before 

launch. More ambitiously, some attempt to engage the public in the co-design of 

policy and service delivery. 

However, current practice has multiple major limitations: 

● recruiting diverse humans is time-consuming and often fails to meet

inclusion goals;

● research is typically one-off, rather than meaningfully longitudinal and

contextual, producing shallow findings;

● public-sector entities have weak (or actively unethical) policies and practices

for engagement, particularly relating to compensation, consent, and

participant confidentiality;
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● research findings are treated as proprietary, causing different agencies and

organizations to re-study the same issues and communities, wasting resources

and undermining public trust;

● members of the public have limited or no visibility into how their personal

data is used, creating cynicism about engagement efforts; and,

● ultimately, the research process extracts value from (often marginalized)

people while reserving all real interpretive and decision-making authority to

high-power actors, undermining democratic ideals.

In an effort to respond to these issues, the authors’ organization, the Public 

Policy Lab, formed a partnership in 2023 with The SCAN Foundation. The Public 

Policy Lab (PPL) is a nonprofit organization with a mission to design policy and 

services that help Americans build better lives. The SCAN Foundation (TSF) is an 

independent public charity devoted to transforming care for older adults to ensure all 

of us can age well with purpose. 

Together, we committed to conducting a research project and subsequent 

creation of a public data platform to catalyze human-centered policymaking around 

the health and wellbeing of older adults. That platform, The People Say 

(https://thepeoplesay.org/), launched in July 2024. This case study describes the 

goals of the project, the activities we conducted to develop the platform, the lessons 

learned conducting the work, and the next steps for the development of the project – 

and for the field of civic design research. 

Project Context and Goals 

Current Challenges 

Health and aging policies and systems are designed to respond to the needs of 

system power-holders, rather than that of citizens and consumers. There is a need to 

elevate what members of the public actually want, if government policies and 

healthcare-delivery systems are to reflect their needs – and generate awareness and 

competition among regulators, providers, and payers to respond to those needs. 

When advocates, policymakers, and providers do seek to learn from older adults, 

those engagements often have significant limitations:  
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Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Focus on Priority Populations 

When current research refers to older adults, particularly people dually eligible 

for Medicare and Medicaid, it often describes this population being heterogeneous – 

but it doesn’t break down the real differences among populations. Research often 

fails to prioritize marginalized or vulnerable people and tailor research questions and 

activities to those populations – even though marginalized populations are most at 

risk of harm if policy fails to account for their needs. 

While there’s a growing interest in developing ‘people-centered’ systems and 

policies, government is ill-equipped to conduct this research, leaving a knowledge 

gap that needs to be filled. Further, government systems are often set up only to 

deliver either universal services or ones that have been customized to individual 

needs, often after burdensome appeals or litigation processes. If major themes 

related to the needs of different populations can be identified, policy stakeholders 

can develop ‘flavors’ of policy that speak to different community or life situations, 

rather than grappling with individualized services (which can be perceived as 

unachievable and expensive). 

Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Capture the Lived Experiences of 

Older Adults 

In addition, policy recommendations often rely solely on survey and claims data, 

and stakeholders can generally find refuting data points. A more effective approach 

is to couple survey and claims data with human-centered design, to not only capture 

what people experience, but also why and how they feel about their experiences. 

However, currently, human-centered research efforts are often structured as one-

time activities, even though health access and delivery are experienced as a series of 

touchpoints over time – leading to limited understanding of how people’s 

requirements evolve as their health, financial, housing, and other personal 

circumstances change over the decades after they turn 65. If stakeholders can be 

presented with compelling narratives that illuminate the real needs of older adults- 

and importantly – how those needs evolve over time – they may be more likely to 

take action. 
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Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Address the Urgent Need to Engage 

in System and Policy Changes Now 

America’s population is aging rapidly, and neither our healthcare systems nor our 

social policy is responding with appropriate urgency. Millions of baby boomers are 

already turning 65, and their children and grandchildren – or ill-prepared safety-net 

services – are shouldering their care, with poor outcomes for both older adults and 

society at large. One reason for the lack of urgent action (among many) is that the 

insights gathered from existing research with older adults often remain siloed within 

commissioning organizations and agencies, rather than being disseminated to a 

coalition of engaged stakeholders as compelling data to inform policymaking and 

healthcare innovation nationwide. 

By developing the right kind of public data, from the highest priority 

populations, while building a coalition of committed partners to use that data, The 

People Say hopes to shift the conversation on what needs to be done to build a 

society that works for older adults, their families, and all of us. 

Project Components 

To address the problems above, we formed a pool of older adults engaged with 

The People Say for ongoing human-centered research. We developed qualitative data 

on their preferences and experiences, then launched the platform – designed for use 

by advocates, policymakers and other stakeholders – to highlight actionable findings 

and insights about older adults’ health and wellbeing needs. 

Specifically, we’ve created: 

1. A research pool of older adults – representative of all older Americans, but

over-sampled on marginalized populations – with the intention and related

infrastructure to be able to return to that pool regularly over time, both to

conduct follow-on research related to this project and to address other

specific research questions;
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Fig. 1. Profile photos of eight members of the research pool. Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

2. A repository of tagged research data, including both synthesized insights

from research and direct quotes, transcripts, photographs, audio and video

recordings, and other artifacts from research created by members of the pool

of older adults, all categorized per a taxonomy developed by the research

team; and

Fig. 2. An array of different types of qualitative data hosted on The People Say. Image courtesy of the 

Public Policy Lab. 
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3. The People Say, an online platform that publicly shares out findings and

insights generated with those older adults regarding their healthcare access

and delivery experiences, designed to highlight opportunities for national

policy change and nationwide healthcare-systems improvement.

Fig. 3. A screenshot of the search page for The People Say. Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Project Goals 

The overarching goal of The People Say is to support the development of 

policies, systems, and programs that are more reflective of the needs and preferences 

of older adults. In support of that goal, in the first year post-launch, we expect the 

project will have three short-term outcomes for project stakeholders:  

More Meaningful Input from Older Adults 

Creation of the standing research pool will reduce recruiting and outreach 

difficulty, allowing PPL, The SCAN Foundation, and partner organizations to more 

frequently and rapidly seek older adults’ input and/or participation in goal-setting 

and decision-making. (Even before formal platform launch in July 2024, this goal 

began to come to fruition: PPL and TSF are using the research infrastructure to 

support the US Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for 
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Community Living in engaging with older adults to inform the creation of the 

decennial national Framework on Aging.) 

Thicker Data Analysis and Storytelling 

Development of the research repository will allow users of The People Say to 

better identify older adults’ needs and preferences over time (as opposed to 

single-point analysis) and to convey that analysis in more human and compelling 

ways, given the easy availability of rich visual and audio assets associated with 

data points. 

Broader Reach and Influence 

Launch of The People Say will create new opportunities to advocate urgently for 

improvement in policies and services for older adults and to push for policy change 

that responds to older adults’ lived experiences/needs as well as broader social-

change goals. Project outputs may also be adopted by service providers, payers, and 

other stakeholders to contribute to momentum and evidence for larger policy 

change. 

Project Activities 

We conducted the project through six phases of work, from initial scoping and 

preparing, to research and synthesis, and then to co-design and launch. The project 

took just short of a year, from kick-off in September 2023 to public launch in July 

2024. Activities undertaken over the course of the project are described below. 

Preparing for Research 

Sample Size 

We planned a sample of 65 older adults, in a nod to the estimated population of 

65 million Americans over the age of 65 in 2025. Ultimately, we engaged 66 older-

adult participants, along with seven caregivers and 13 subject-matter experts, for a 

total of 86 participants. 
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Fig. 4. Our 66 older-adult participants represent multiple racial/ethnic backgrounds, income groups, and 
geographies. Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Sample Selection 

When initially setting recruiting targets for our sample, we started by identifying a 

baseline distribution of gender, racial/ethnic, geographic (urban/suburban vs. rural), 

and income demographics that mirrors the current 65+ population. Beyond seeking 

to highlight lives and aspirations of all older Americans, however, the Public Policy 

Lab and The SCAN Foundation share a commitment to focusing on the life 

experiences, needs, and preferences of populations that experience health disparities 

– particularly people of color, low-income people, and people who live in rural, 
medically underserved areas.

To deepen our research on these populations, we decided to oversample for 

participants who had those backgrounds or characteristics, with the aim of hitting 

levels equal or greater to the projections of the demographics of America in 2040. 

That forward-looking focus allows our participant pool to speak to the more diverse 

future that America is aging into, serving project interests in developing policy now 

that addresses the needs of the next 15 to 20 years. 

See below for current (2020) demographics versus projected 2040 demographics, 

as well as the target and actual number of participants we recruited, reflective of 

those different distributions. Note that the racial/ethnic categories in the table below 

(and the terms used) are drawn from U.S. Census materials. 

While a number of our respondents indicated that they were of Indigenous 

descent, none are enrolled members of a sovereign Tribal nation. In all other 

instances, we exceeded our targets for engaging lower-income, BIPOC, and rural 

participants. 
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Fig. 5. Starting with projections of the 2040 65+ population, we then oversampled for priority populations. Image 
courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Research Locations 

According to the US Dept. of Health and Human Services’ Administration for 

Community Living, in 2020, 51% of Americans aged 65 and older lived in nine 

states: California, Florida, Texas, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, North 

Carolina, and Michigan. We conducted in-depth human-centered research activities 

in five of those states – California, Texas, New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio – as 

well as in Iowa and Alabama. 

Fig. 6. Research took place in seven diverse communities across the country. Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 
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The locations represent diverse geographic areas, population densities, political 

leanings, and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) regions. We 

additionally selected four states in which more than 10.7% of the population is dually 

eligible for Medicare and Medicaid. 

By concentrating research in a set of locations, rather than finding 66 participants 

in 66 different places, we sought to gather community-level trends, in addition to 

individual-level experiences. Ultimately, we were able to observe that some topics 

were more prevalent in each of our locations than in others. 

Fig. 7. For each location, some topic areas were more prevalent in that location than across the whole research pool. 
Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Inquiry Areas 

Inquiry areas are broad topics or categories of knowledge that we hope to better 

understand through research. Inquiry areas apply to all participant or stakeholder 

types, and they are used to inform research methodologies, discussion guides, and 

desk research. 

To develop our inquiry areas for the Public Prospective Longitudinal Understanding 

Study of 65+ Adults, PPL collaborated with The SCAN Foundation staff and also 

examined precedent surveys and studies of older adults. We identified four areas of 

interest that we believed could be further illuminated through qualitative human-

centered design research (see illustration below). These inquiry areas guided our 

research engagements with older adults, their caregivers, and subject-matter experts: 
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Table 1. Inquiry Areas for the Public Prospective Longitudinal Understanding Study of 65+ 
Adults 

Older Adults’ Lived Experience Policy and System Interactions 

What are older adults’ experiences, needs, and 

preferences around aging? 

How do policies and healthcare systems 

currently respond to older adults’ needs and 

preferences? 

How do identity and culture relate to older 

adults’ needs and preferences and the success of 

existing services and policies in serving them? 

How could policies and healthcare systems 

change to support older adults better? 

Research Recruiting 

We recruited our cohort of 66 older adults through Area Agencies on Aging, 

local senior centers, and institutional and academic connections of the project’s 25-

member advisory committee. Recruiting materials were also distributed on social 

media and printed and posted at high-traffic areas at community-based 

organizations’ physical locations and other community hubs. 

As noted above, our aim was to assemble a research pool that over-represented 

people of color, lower-income people, and people who live in rural areas. This is a 

form of intentional sampling bias intended to elevate voices that are often 

underrepresented in policy decision making. As we had commitments to public 

sharing of data and to longitudinal research, we also made it explicit during recruiting 

that participants should be willing to allow us to share their data publicly and to 

participate in future research. 

We were mindful of avoiding other unintended biases – for example, recruiting 

only individuals who are well connected to community networks or have better-than-

typical literacy and technology skills. PPL’s practice when working with community 

recruiting partners is to ask them to connect us to potential participants, but PPL 

then independently screens individual participants, ensuring that partners don’t only 

provide us only with ‘model’ participants. 

All participant-facing materials were written in plain language to ensure they were 

accessible to a wide range of participants. Key materials were also translated into 

Spanish and Chinese (both traditional and simplified) in order to reach participants 

whose primary language is not English. 
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Fig. 8. Flyers were produced in English, Spanish, and Chinese, and interviews took place in all three languages. Image 
courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Conducting Research 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Pairs of researchers conducted semi-structured interviews in participants’ homes 

or in agreed-upon community spaces, such as senior centers, churches, and libraries. 

Before beginning, we walked participants through a comprehensive consent 

process that explained the project, described how the information collected would be 

used, and offered contact information for questions or concerns. While all PPL 

projects include a detailed consent process, this project required special care, given 

that we were asking participants to consent to public sharing of their data. While we 

had specifically recruited participants who were open to public sharing, a few 

participants did decide, during the consent process, that they were not willing to have 

their face and/or voice be recognizable in shared outputs; we either filmed them 

without capturing their face, or we subsequently blurred or disguised their visage 

and/or voice in material posted to the public platform. 

Our in-depth interviews focused on older adults’ experiences of aging and 

accessing healthcare and other services. Our goal in semi-structured interviews was 

to use our inquiry areas as a guide, but not to follow a predetermined script or matrix 
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of questions. We aim to create an environment where participants feel comfortable, 

allowing our professional qualitative researchers to explore interesting stories as they 

emerge during the engagement. We carried lightweight equipment – just a tripod, 

light, and small microphones – to minimize the intrusiveness of recording. 

Teams traveled directly to participants for these in-depth conversations, leaving 

behind a packet of independent activities to be completed over the following weeks 

and returned by mail. Our researchers conducted interviews in English, Spanish, or 

Cantonese, and activity materials were provided in the participants’ preferred 

language. 

Fig. 9. A PPL researcher conducts an interview with an older adult. Image courtesy of the Public Policy Lab. 

Cultural Probes 

The first activity we provided for participants to complete on their own was 

called Who I See. It asked them to map their social network by filling out worksheets 

about the people they see on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis, including friends, 

family, and care staff, and also to describe what those interactions are like and how 

they feel. 
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The second activity, My Life Timeline, prompted older adults to chart their lifetime 

milestones of aging – along with their hopes for the future – and to provide more 

detailed explanations about a few of those moments. 

Almost all of our participants returned these materials to the research team, and 

they are fascinating windows into people’s past experiences and current social 

networks. We have included scans of the timelines on the public platform, scrubbed 

of personally identifying information. The social-network probe artifacts proved too 

challenging to make publicly available, given references to names and details of non-

consented members of our participants’ community; these materials were used to 

inform our insight briefs, however, and could be further analyzed in future rounds of 

research. 

Project Materials Reviews 

All older-adult participants were provided with copies of all their data units, in 

their original language, in advance of site launch. We asked them to indicate if there 

were any items that they did not want to have published. Based on this review, we 

removed three units of data, from one participant. All of the nearly 2,400 data units 

remaining on the site have been approved for public sharing by the participants. 

Fig. 10. Participants sat for interviews, completed independent worksheets, and reviewed site data. Image courtesy of the 
Public Policy Lab. 
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Research Compensation 

Older-adult and caregiver participants who took part in all activities provided 

about ten hours of their time. Participants received $200 for the initial interview and 

received up to a total of $500 if they participated in follow-on activities. Expert 

members of our advisory committee were also asked for about 10 hours of time and 

were offered an equivalent honorarium (which many declined). Our $50-per-hour 

compensation rate is intended to match or exceed the rate of pay of an entry-level 

PPL staff researcher. 

Building the Platform 

Taxonomy and Tagging 

A primary goal of The People Say is to provide access to a qualitative dataset that 

enriches and expands on the quantitative data about older adults that's typically 

referenced by policymakers. To make our data more directly associable with existing 

quantitative data, our 108 topic and subtopic tags were developed with reference to 

the primary keywords or taxonomies used by five major longitudinal studies of 

American older adults, specifically: 

● The Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) – Aging in the 21st Century:

Challenges and Opportunities for Americans

● Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey (MCBS)

● National Health and Aging Trends Study (NHATS)

● Older Americans 2020: Key Indicators of Well-Being

● 2023 Profile of Older Americans

With those studies as a starting point, we developed a taxonomy to categorize the 

content included on The People Say. Every data unit included in our database is 

tagged per this taxonomy. You can filter our database by these tags when you search 

the database; additionally, on any given data-unit page, clicking on any topic or 

subtopic tag will generate a result of all data on this site with that tag. 

To make it easy to find quantitative data that augment our qualitative data, on 

each one of our data units, we’ve also provided links to related data in summary 

reports from the sources above (except the MCBS, which doesn’t have an easy-

access summary report). 
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Approximately 40% of our subtopic tags do not have related data in the 

quantitative surveys. We think this speaks to the meaningful difference in the kind of 

data that in-person, human-centered research can generate. Our participants shared 

aspects of their lived experience that survey instruments are unlikely to collect. 

Development and Testing 

The People Say has been designed primarily for three major user groups: 1) 

legislators, policymakers, and their staff; 2) federal, state, and local program leaders; 

and 3) researchers and advocates. Our 25-member advisory committee includes 

representatives of all of these user types, and they helped us iterate on the tagging 

taxonomy, even before we began site development. As an example, federal 

policymakers and program leadership felt that it was important to be quite specific in 

tagging data related to different various federally funded benefits programs, so we 

have specific tags for Medicare, Medicaid, veterans’ programs, etc. Once in 

development, we also tested with users recruited from the workplaces of our 

advisory committee members at two different stages of development. 

While focused on those three primary user groups, we’ve also designed the site 

to be usable by older adults and anyone seeking to learn how to better support their 

aging loved ones and community members – and what to expect when growing older 

themselves. While we did less user testing for these user groups, we did conduct 

sessions with several of our older-adult participants who use websites (only about a 

quarter of our participants are comfortable using online tools). We tested their ability 

to navigate the site, review their data, and also review that of others; this user testing, 

as expected, provided some useful additional information around accessibility and 

ease of use. 

Launch and Immediate Impact 

Launch Event 

We launched the site on July 11, 2024, at the U.S. Capitol – an opportunity 

provided to us based on the relationship between a partner at The SCAN 

Foundation and the Senate Committee on the Aging. In attendance were staff from 

two House and Senate committees, member staff from the offices of three senators 

and four representatives (five Democrats and two Republicans), representatives from 
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six federal agencies, and staff from 22 research, advocacy, and stakeholder 

organizations. 

We were also joined by two of our research participants and their family 

members – from Iowa and Pennsylvania – and we conducted a Q&A with them 

about their stories, their participation in the project, and what they hoped 

policymakers and program leaders would take away from hearing about their 

experiences of aging where they live. 

Fig. 11. The launch event for The People Say was held on July 11, 2024, at the US Capitol Building. Image courtesy 
of McCabe Message Partners. 

Immediate Impact 

Reaction to the launch has been very positive – and it’s already having an impact 

on efforts by the federal government to better incorporate older adults’ points of 

view in policy decision making. The Interagency Coordinating Committee on 

Healthy Aging and Age-Friendly Communities (ICC), established by the authority of 

the Older Americans Act, is developing a national framework on aging that can 

support older Americans in aging in place, while accessing preventive healthcare and 

long-term services and supports. A key goal of the ICC is to hear directly from older 

adults – particularly those with the greatest economic and social need – to ensure 

policies are reflective of needs and preferences. 
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Working with partners at The SCAN Foundation, a National Plan on Aging 

Community Engagement Collaborative partner with the ICC, PPL is currently 

gathering this input during the summer of 2024 by facilitating listening sessions that 

amplify the voices and lived experiences of older Americans. We’re organizing 

listening sessions in three of the communities where we established relationships 

during the creation of The People Say, and existing members of our participant pool 

have been invited to join those sessions. During the listening sessions, older adults 

will meet with federal officials and discuss aging and the four domains in the national 

framework: Age-Friendly Communities, Coordinated Housing and Supportive 

Services, Increased Access to Long-Term Services and Supports, and Aligned Health 

Care and Supportive Services. 

We think that this example – of policymakers’ direct engagement with older 

adults’ experiences – points to the immediate value of constituting ongoing research 

pools for civic research. 

Lessons Learned 

Development of The People Say has been both immensely challenging – and also 

terrifically gratifying. We believe that lessons learned during this project will be very 

helpful in developing similar subsequent work. 

Unanticipated Challenges 

The project was scoped based on our past experience conducting national-scale 

qualitative civic research. But even that past experience did not prevent us from 

experiencing a whole range of challenges, especially relating to the multimedia and 

public aspects of this project. With hindsight, many of these difficulties seem 

obvious! However, we apparently had to learn the following lessons the hard way: 

Recruitment Partners Could Not Substitute for Team Recruiting in-

Person 

Recruiting is often time-consuming, but we’d anticipated that warm connections 

from our advisory committee to on-the-ground organizations that serve older adults 

would be valuable in connecting us to participants. However, those introductions did 

not always yield capacity or willingness to help us recruit. Cold outreach to 

community organizations was less than reliable because most senior centers had no 
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reason to believe in our legitimacy over the phone, and they typically did not respond 

to email. Ultimately, we found that in-person intercept recruiting at sites was more 

valuable than attempting to leverage local staff to recruit. 

Data Collection Overwhelmed Data Processing 

We have a standard notetaking protocol. Nonetheless, researchers who did not 

rigorously enter data and quotes into our database as soon as possible post-interview 

eventually fell far behind in preparing this data for public presentation. If we had 

been able to stick to our original plan to alternate field-research weeks with stay-at-

home weeks, we might have fared better – but that intention collapsed under staff 

and site scheduling challenges. 

Translation Was an Enormous Effort – and Robots Created Problems 

Our team members fluent in Spanish and Cantonese translated discussion guides, 

interview materials, and subsequent outreach materials. These were more time-

intensive efforts than anticipated, but still feasible. However, the generation of 

transcripts, video subtitles, and textual data units for interviews conducted in Spanish 

and Cantonese was a much larger task than anticipated. We remained committed to 

presenting all these materials on the site in the original language as well as in English, 

to preserve their legibility to the participant and other users. We hoped to rely on AI-

enabled transcription to do the translation heavy lifting, but AI tools introduced 

transcription errors that had to be corrected manually – in both languages – for 

dozens of hours of interview material. 

Habits From Non-Filmed Research Created Problems in Filmed Data 

We’re used to building rapport during interviews by speaking conversationally, 

addressing people by name, etc. These habits have minimal negative effects when 

using and scrubbing written transcripts, but proved more problematic in compiling 

our filmed data. We talked over our participants at times, and both we and 

participants used personally identifiable information – all of which had to be cleaned 

up in our final video artifacts. 
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Film Quality Undershot Our Aspirations 

As this project was both an experiment in collecting significant amounts of video 

data, and also a fast-paced effort with multiple simultaneous teams in the field, we 

erred on the side of lightweight, low-cost filming using mobile phones. That 

decision, while expedient, led to predictable variations in video quality. Overall, while 

we’re happy with the research value generated by our video artifacts, we’ve been 

disabused of any notion that we might create satisfying artistic filmmaking with 

amateur tools and technique. 

The Ethics of Public Data Creates New Requirements 

Preparing multimedia data for a public platform is very different than collecting 

it for internal use: Each transcript (and its translation, when the original engagement 

was conducted in a language other than English), as well as all audio/video clips and 

the timeline cultural probes, had to be thoroughly scrubbed of PII before they could 

be added to the public platform. Additionally, we decided to print out all data units 

and ship them to participants for their review and approval in advance of launch – 

this was not a commitment we made when consenting our participants, but the 

research team decided it was further valuable assurance that we were not exposing 

data that any participant would rather not have made public. 

As Always, Human Alignment Is the Most Challenging Work Product 

We know that the hardest work of any project is aligning the mindsets, 

expectations, and work processes of the partners and the teams involved. And yet: 

we underestimated the necessary rounds of multi-partner approvals, failed to get our 

own internal team in advance agreement over the final production and soft-launch 

timeline, and complicated our software development process with fuzzy feature 

scoping. Every future project is a chance to not do that again! 

Unexpected Successes 

Despite the challenges, the work also yielded some unexpected satisfactions. 

Outputs Blossomed Past Original Intentions 

We’d assured our partners that we’d be able to generate some insight artifacts as 

outputs of research synthesis. We imagined a set of static materials capturing the 
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collective experiences of our participants. As we began to develop a set of insight 

papers, it became easy to iterate on how they might live on the website: they could 

preface a collection of video clips sorted into subthemes; they could be 

complemented by a section on the relevance of policy to affecting that insight area. 

These insight pages have become a primary way to invite both users and casual 

browsers to draw meaning from the data and to become invested in what it could 

mean and motivate. 

Rich Media Is Super Compelling 

We’d hoped that the investment in creating video research would yield greater 

engagement in participants’ needs and aspirations – and so the powerful response 

generated by the video data has been heartening. We have had many requests to play 

and use the clips even since we shared a first sampling of them in February 2024. 

Listening Is Transformative 

Many of our older-adult participants expressed how validating it was to 

participate in this work, to be asked to tell their stories and to have their stories 

heard. And the work was also deeply gratifying and even life-changing for our 

researchers. We got Christmas cards and Lunar New Year’s greetings from our 

participants. We got hugs. And we got the benefits of their decades of life 

experience, with profound learnings both on what makes the last third of life painful 

– and what creates joy and meaning.

What’s Next 

This project is intended to serve as a test case for public multimedia civic 

research – it’s our intention to build on the lessons above by expanding the platform 

in a variety of ways. 

Longitudinal and Expanded Research with Older Adults 

An important next step for this work is to conduct subsequent rounds of 

research with our participants. We believe that tracking the evolving needs of older 

adults over time will generate important insights into persistent and/or recurrent 

challenges that can be addressed by policymakers. 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 431



We’re also interested in expanding our research pool, both to add additional 

geographic locations and to include additional populations of interest, such as older 

adults living in residential care settings, older adults in need of at-home care, older 

adults who are/have been homeless, Indigenous older adults, and/or formerly 

incarcerated older adults. 

Public Civic Research with Other Populations 

We developed The People Say with a focus on older adults – but also to 

demonstrate the potential for public, prospective, longitudinal civic research. 

We’re interested in applying the same approach to developing other longitudinal 

research studies with populations of interest, such as moms (re: prenatal, birth, and 

post-partum experiences and services) and working families (re: access to 

healthcare/benefits, job quality, education/training opportunities, social connection, 

and other aspects of economic mobility), or in other specific geographies, such as 

New York City or Michigan. 

Extending the Platform to Other Civic Researchers 

In addition to using the platform to house research conducted by the Public 

Policy Lab or for The SCAN Foundation, we also want to support other civic 

researchers with a commitment to high-quality, ethical design research to make use 

of the platform, creating a kind of ‘GitHub for civic research’ – a repository for the 

work of multiple civic researchers. Options we’re interested in exploring include 

both adding other research data to the existing The People Say data set and creating 

new public data sets that use the same platform infrastructure. 

Conclusion 

While we have further aspirations, we’re pleased that The People Say 

demonstrates a meaningful effort to address the major limitations in civic research 

practice that we outlined in our introduction above: 

● Creation of our standing respondent pool, comprised of a deliberately

inclusive group of participants, is already allowing us to more easily and

quickly recruit diverse members of the public to participate in civic research,

as in the ICC listening session example above.
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● Partner organizations are expressing interest in supporting ongoing,

longitudinal research with the participants, rather than the one-and-done

model that’s typically pursued.

● We’ve demonstrated that it’s viable to conduct civic research that respects

participant informed consent and agency while generating public outputs.

● We’ve established a functional model for that participation to be paid – and

for compensation of all participation to be equitable.

● We’ve shown that civic research doesn’t have to be proprietary – it’s not just

possible, but valuable to put civic research data into the public domain. We

hope this is a first step to reducing the need to re-study these exact same

issues with the same populations.

● Members of the public who participated in the project have visibility into

what we collected from them and how their data has been tagged and used in

aggregated outputs.

Our ultimate goal, of course, is that our civic research serves to highlight the 

insight of (often marginalized) people and to shift systems to meet their needs and 

aspirations. We look forward to building on this precedent to meet that goal. 
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The Transformative Potential of Participatory 

Research in International Development 

Programming 

OLUCHI AUDU, YUX 

In 2022, UNICEF launched the Adolescent Girls Programme Strategy to enhance programming 

for adolescent girls, focusing on their well-being and empowerment. In Northern Nigeria, the 

Reaching and Empowering Adolescent Girls in Northwest Nigeria program was introduced in 

Sokoto and Katsina states. YUX conducted formative research to develop Social and Behavior 

Change strategies addressing harmful social and gender norms impacting girls’ education. The study 

found that entrenched patriarchal norms and practices such as child marriage and purdah 

significantly hinder girls’ educational access. Socioeconomic factors, including poverty and inadequate 

school facilities, further exacerbate these challenges. Girls expressed a strong desire for education to 

benefit both themselves and their communities. Through co-creation workshops, the girls proposed 

strategies like engaging fathers and community leaders to advocate for girls’ education. The resulting 

strategies emphasize community involvement and targeted messaging to challenge harmful norms. 

UNICEF Nigeria is now implementing these strategies, ensuring they reflect the girls’ needs and 

aspirations while promoting sustainable change. This case study details the significant value that a 

participatory research approach can bring to international development programming.  

Context 

Conducting Formative Research on Social and Gender Norms with and 

for Adolescent Girls  

In 2022, the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund 

(UNICEF) developed a new vision for programming with and for adolescent girls: 

the Adolescent Girls Programme Strategy (AGPS) to accelerate action so girls are 

not left behind. Together with girls and other partners and building on its existing 

work, UNICEF is promoting evidence-informed, holistic action to deliver more 

deliberate, girl-centered programming—placing adolescent girls’ rights, well-being, 

voice, agency, and leadership at the very core of what it does.  

UNICEF Nigeria was one of 11 initial Country Offices selected to roll out the 

AGPS and is implementing the Reaching and Empowering Adolescent Girls in 

Northwest Nigeria (REACH) programme in Sokoto and Katsina states. To support 

the REACH outcomes, YUX – a pan-African research and design agency – was 

contracted by the UNICEF Nigeria country office to conduct a formative study on 

the gender and social norms that affect adolescent girls in Sokoto and Katsina States. 

Audu, Oluchi. “The Transformative Potential of Participatory Research in International Development Programming.” EPIC 
Proceedings (2024): 435–464. https://www.epicpeople.org/transformative-potential-of-participatory-research-in-international
development. ISSN 1559-8918. License: CC-BY.



The goal of this research was to develop evidence-based Social and Behavior Change 

(SBC) strategies to address harmful norms impacting various aspects of adolescent 

girls’ lives in Northern Nigeria and to promote their empowerment. This initiative 

took a holistic approach, encompassing education, digital and financial inclusion, 

child protection and well-being, and health-seeking behavior. We aimed to 

understand how entrenched social and gender norms affect these areas and to create 

intervention plans to address them.  

This case study centers on the educational experiences of adolescent girls in 

Nigeria, emphasizing the significant role of participatory methodologies in 

uncovering the norms that shape their lives. Through a participatory approach, we 

not only gained invaluable insights into the social and gender norms impacting these 

girls but also empowered them to actively contribute to the research. The case study 

begins with a review of existing data on the influence of these norms on education, 

followed by findings from our formative research. It then highlights the intervention 

strategies developed by the girls themselves during a co-creation workshop, 

showcasing the unique value of their perspectives in addressing the norms affecting 

their education. Finally, it presents the draft SBC strategy, curated to counter these 

harmful norms and promote the girls’ educational advancement. 

Background: The Influence of Social and Gender Norms 

on the Education of Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria 

Socio-cultural and gender norms have a significant impact on adolescent girls in 

the Northern region of Nigeria, shaping their behaviors, opportunities, and overall 

well-being. The region has a large Muslim population, and both Islamic teachings 

and its interpretations as well as local cultural practices play a significant role in 

shaping the lives of girls. One key aspect of the socio-cultural context in Northern 

Nigeria is the prevalence of patriarchal norms and gender inequality. Traditional 

gender roles often assign women and girls subordinate positions e.g., caregivers, 

home makers etc. within the family and society, limiting their access to education, 

decision-making power, and opportunities for personal and professional growth 

(Bolarinwa et al., 2022).  

Nigeria faces a significant challenge regarding low school attendance, with 

approximately 10.5 million school-age children not receiving an education. This issue 

is particularly pronounced in the northern regions of the country, where more than 

half of female children lack access to schooling (UNICEF Nigeria, 2019). In 
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Northern Nigeria, 29% of females between the ages of 15-49 are unable to read and 

write (National Bureau of Statistics and United Nations Children’s Fund, 2021). 

Northwestern Nigeria also holds the unfortunate distinction of having the highest 

rate of female illiteracy among those aged 15 to 21 in the entire country, with a 

staggering figure of 70.9% (Nielsen, 2021). The prevailing gender norms in Northern 

Nigeria contribute to this educational disparity, as communities in Northern Nigeria 

generally prioritize boys’ education over girls’. Girls are typically expected to 

prioritize domestic duties, including household chores and caregiving, while boys are 

encouraged to pursue education and careers (Odimegwu et al., 2017).  

The prevalence of child marriage among girls in Northern Nigeria also plays a 

role in lower levels of education access amongst girls in Northern Nigeria. This 

region has one of the highest rates of child marriage in Nigeria and this has remained 

a significant issue despite efforts to address it. According to the Nigeria 

Demographic and Health Survey (NDHS) in 2019, 49% of women aged 20-49 in the 

region were married before the age of 18 (National Population Commission, 2019). 

Child marriage emerges as one of the primary factors leading to these high dropout 

rates, as girls often find themselves forced to leave school prematurely due to this 

practice (Save the children, 2021). 

Furthermore, Purdah, a practice observed in some Muslim and Hindu 

communities, entails the seclusion of women from public observation (Yusuf, 2014). 

This cultural and religious tradition requires women to stay out of the public eye, 

often by remaining within their homes or wearing clothing that covers their bodies 

and faces when outside. Purdah significantly limits girls’ access to education in 

several ways. Firstly, it often confines girls to their homes, preventing them from 

physically attending school and participating in a standard educational environment. 

Additionally, cultural norms discourage or prohibit girls from traveling alone, 

limiting their transportation options and making consistent school attendance 

difficult. 

In addition, Purdah restricts access to educational resources outside the 

classroom. Girls miss out on opportunities to visit libraries, community centers, and 

other institutions that could supplement their learning. They are also less likely to 

engage in extracurricular activities, or social gatherings that contribute to a well-

rounded education. Lastly, Purdah perpetuates a mindset that undervalues girls’ 

education, discouraging families from investing in their daughters’ schooling. This 

leads to lower enrollment rates, higher dropout rates, and limited academic 

achievement for girls (Yewande & Olawunmi, 2023). 
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Research Motivation 

Given the challenging circumstances and the detrimental impact of social and 

gender norms on the education of adolescent girls in Northern Nigeria, there was a 

pressing need to further understand these norms and their effects from the girls’ own 

perspectives. Identifying effective Social and Behavior Change (SBC) strategies to 

address these harmful norms and empower adolescent girls also became crucial. In 

response, UNICEF Nigeria country office partnered with the YUX team to conduct 

formative research in Sokoto and Katsina states. The primary objective was to offer 

insights that would guide UNICEF Nigeria’s programming, particularly in 

developing strategies to support initiatives for adolescent girls. Our approach was 

designed to deeply understand the needs and aspirations of the adolescent girls in 

Northern Nigeria and to gather their perspectives on how they believe they can 

achieve their goals. 

Research Design and Methodology 

Capturing the Narratives of Adolescent Girls from Their Perspectives 

Using a Participatory Research Approach 

The initial step in developing evidence-based Social and Behavior Change (SBC) 

intervention strategies to address harmful norms impacting the education of 

adolescent girls in Northern Nigeria was to first collect and analyze relevant 

evidence. Most existing literature on gender and social norms in Northern Nigeria 

often fails to directly engage with the girls themselves or capture their personal 

narratives. Therefore, it was crucial for us to ensure that we amplified the voices of 

these adolescent girls, providing them with the opportunity to share their stories in 

their own words.  

In tackling the complex issues related to gender norms in Northern Nigeria, 

we acknowledged the importance of not only capturing the perspectives of the girls 

themselves but also involving them directly in the research process. Hence, we 

adopted a participatory research methodology, grounded in the belief that involving 

young women from the communities where the research was conducted would 

generate more insightful and meaningful results. Rather than conducting research 

solely for these girls, we aimed to conduct it with them, recognizing their 

perspectives as invaluable in shaping effective interventions. We decided to engage a 

cohort of 20 young women (aged 18-27) in each state as integral members of our 

research team. We collaborated with UNICEF Nigeria to enlist these young women. 
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Prior to them being fully integrated into our research team, we conducted interactive 

training sessions in both English and Hausa (the native language of the regions). 

These sessions included skill-building in Human-Centered Design (HCD), 

interviewing techniques, and data analysis. After the training sessions concluded, the 

girls were given official certificates from the YUX Academy to acknowledge their 

dedication and also potentially enhance their professional standing. 

This approach not only equipped the 20 young women with practical skills 

but also positioned them as active contributors to the research process. They were 

not just subjects of study but rather partners in designing solutions that could impact 

their own communities. A participatory approach also meant a more comfortable 

environment for the adolescent girls being interviewed and surveyed. The peer-to-

peer dynamic would foster trust and openness, mitigating traditional power 

imbalances often present in interviewer-interviewee relationships. This environment 

was crucial for eliciting candid responses and deep insights into how gender norms 

affect their lives daily. Furthermore, by involving these young women in the research 

process, we ensured that the interventions and strategies developed were more 

relevant and reflective of their realities and aspirations. Their firsthand experiences 

and perspectives provided nuanced understanding, guiding the development of 

targeted interventions that could effectively challenge and reshape harmful social and 

gender norms. 

 
Fig 1: The young women during the training sessions 
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The training sessions were conducted over a single day, bringing together young 

women to learn and prepare for the field research they were about to undertake. For 

most of these young women, this training marked their first introduction to 

conducting research and mastering interviewing techniques. To ensure the material 

was accessible and relatable, it was designed in a straightforward and literal manner, 

drawing parallels to various aspects of their daily lives to explain the research process 

clearly. The sessions were conducted in their local language, Hausa, to facilitate 

better understanding and engagement. To create a comfortable learning environment 

and encourage active participation, the girls were divided into smaller groups. This 

grouping not only made the sessions more intimate and less intimidating but also 

allowed the participants to ask more questions and engage in discussions freely. 

Additionally, pilot studies were conducted to provide practical experience and 

reinforce the training. These pilots enabled the young women to apply what they had 

learned in a real-world context, further building their confidence and skills in 

conducting research and interviews. 

Before going into the field, we started off the initial phase of our formative 

research by conducting a literature review to assess existing data and understand the 

current landscape regarding harmful social and gender norms affecting the education 

of adolescent girls in Northern Nigeria. This review helped us identify gaps in the 

literature, which informed the development of our questions for both quantitative 

and qualitative research. Additionally, we interviewed six key stakeholders from 

various teams within UNICEF to gain a clearer understanding of the organization’s 

goals and their implications. 

With this preliminary data in hand, we prepared for fieldwork by drafting 

discussion guides and survey questions, planning logistics, identifying locations for 

speaking with adolescent girls, and training the 20 young women who would be part 

of our research team. We presented the initial drafts of the discussion guides and 

survey questions to our young women researchers, collaborating with them to refine 

the questions to ensure they were more appropriately tailored for their peers. 

After completing our preparation, we conducted field research, beginning in 

Katsina state before moving on to our second planned location, Sokoto. The 

research commenced with a total of 20 in-depth interviews with adolescent girls (10 

interviews in each state), aged 10 to 19, categorized into three groups: young 

adolescents (10-13), mid-adolescents (14-16), and older adolescents (17-19). To 

ensure a diverse range of perspectives, we interviewed girls and young women from 

various Local Government Areas (LGAs) in both states: Rimi and Mani in Katsina, 
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and Dange-Shuni and Sokoto North in Sokoto. Our sample included girls from 

different social contexts, such as pregnant girls, young mothers, married girls, in-

school girls, and out-of-school girls. 

Each qualitative interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and was primarily 

conducted by young women researchers, with support from YUX local researchers. 

The interviews focused on various aspects of the girls’ lives, examining how harmful 

social and gender norms impact them. Additionally, the questions explored the 

strategies the girls believed would be effective in addressing these norms and 

empowering themselves. 

In the qualitative interviews, we aimed to understand gender and social norms by 

engaging with not only the adolescent girls but also other key figures in their lives. 

This included parents or guardians, male siblings, traditional and community leaders, 

and religious figures. We conducted 8 interviews with caregivers, 4 with male 

siblings, and 8 with community stakeholders, including religious leaders, government 

officials, and community leaders. Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes 

and was conducted by YUX’s local researchers. 

Once the qualitative interviews were completed, we proceeded to gather 

quantitative data using a survey developed in collaboration with the UNICEF team 

and our young women researchers. Equipped with tablets provided by UNICEF, the 

researchers collected responses under the guidance of YUX local researchers. The 

YUX team translated the survey questions into Hausa. Our young women 

researchers conducted the surveys in person and entered the data using SurveyCTO. 

We had a total of 548 responses from the adolescent girls in both states.  

Through this comprehensive ethnographic approach, we integrated the voices of 

adolescent girls and their communities, ensuring our Social and Behavior Change 

(SBC) strategies were evidence-based, culturally relevant, and grounded in the lived 

experiences of those most affected by harmful social and gender norms. By 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods, we gained a deeper understanding 

of the issues. We began with qualitative research to capture the nuanced and 

contextual insights from the girls and their communities. This allowed us to design 

more effective quantitative surveys that were statistically relevant across the region. 

The qualitative phase informed our understanding, helping to tailor our questions 

and ensuring our quantitative data accurately reflected the complex realities on the 

ground. This method ensured our strategies were both informed by rich, detailed 

narratives and supported by robust statistical evidence, creating a comprehensive 

foundation for impactful SBC initiatives. 

By actively involving adolescent girls and their communities in the research 

process, we aimed to foster a sense of ownership and empowerment among the 
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participants. This approach was to ensure that the insights we gathered were not only 

accurate but also deeply reflective of the participants’ true experiences and 

perspectives. Engaging the community in this way would also build trust and 

rapport, which is crucial for gathering honest and open feedback. Furthermore, the 

participatory approach would help to identify and address potential biases and blind 

spots in the research process. The girls and their communities could highlight issues 

and cultural nuances that external researchers might overlook. This collaborative 

effort enriched our understanding and ensured that the SBC strategies we developed 

were not only theoretically sound but also practically feasible and culturally sensitive. 

 

Fig 2: A Young Woman Researcher Administering a Quantitative Survey to an Adolescent Girl 

Facilitating Co-creation Workshops to Build SBC Strategy Drafts 

Having gained a deeper understanding of the detrimental impacts of these social 

and gender norms through our comprehensive data analysis, we facilitated co-design 

workshops. These workshops provided a platform to share our findings with the 

girls and other stakeholders, fostering collaborative brainstorming sessions to 
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generate ideas for interventions. We had a total of 4 workshops, 2 in Katsina state 

and 2 in Sokoto state. Each workshop day was broken into two parts, the main 

workshops which included the adolescent girls and the second workshop which 

included the other stakeholders.  

Each workshop grouped the adolescent girls into four age-based groups, with 

facilitation provided by our team of young women researchers, who had received 

additional training in workshop facilitation prior to the sessions. While these 

researchers led the workshops with the girls, YUX local researchers facilitated 

sessions with other stakeholders, including 2 male siblings, 4 caregivers (2 male and 2 

female), and 4 community stakeholders. The girls’ workshops lasted approximately 7 

hours with various breaks, while the sessions with other stakeholders were 2 hours 

each. 

The workshop processes incorporated several ethnographic tools and methods. 

We utilized “How Might We” (HMW) questions for brainstorming, prioritizing these 

questions to focus on key issues, and organized participants into groups to facilitate 

collaborative brainstorming. Voting on prioritized ideas empowered participants in 

decision-making, and concept prototyping and storyboarding were employed to 

visualize and refine ideas. This iterative and participatory approach allowed for rich 

qualitative data collection and ensured that solutions were deeply rooted in the 

participants’ lived experiences and cultural contexts. 

Drawing insights from both the field research on norms and impacts and the 

creative input from the girls during the co-design workshops, we formulated Social 

and Behavioral Change strategies. These strategies are grounded in understanding 

various norms and their underlying drivers, aiming to empower adolescent girls 

within the community by addressing their primary concerns and aspirations. The 

workshops’ methods ensured that the solutions were culturally relevant, inclusive, 

and adaptable, aligning with ethnographic principles of participant-centered design 

and ongoing adaptation. 

Findings 

Perspectives on Education from Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria 

The girls who were interviewed shared profound insights into the significant 

values they associate with attending school. They emphasized their desire to 

contribute positively to society, gain knowledge to support and educate their siblings 

and future children, and enhance their English language proficiency. Recognizing 

that Hausa is the widely spoken language in their community, the girls understand 

the value of learning and speaking English as a means to access broader educational 
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and professional opportunities, connect with diverse cultures, and participate more 

fully in the global community. Additionally, they expressed the importance of 

understanding their rights and learning how to defend themselves effectively in 

society. 

“When you educate a girl, it’s like you educate a whole nation” 

—Out of school girl, 14 years old, Mani, Katsina 

“The only way I can become a female doctor is if I go to school, I can’t 

learn that by staying at home” 

—Out of school girl, 14 years old, Mani, Katsina 

“Education allows girls to know their rights, how to defend themselves and 

differentiate between right and wrong” 

—University student, 19 years old, Sokoto-North, Sokoto 

However, the influence of societal gender norms was evident in how the girls 

perceived the importance of education. The societal emphasis on domestic roles for 

women shaped their views, leading them to see schooling as essential for becoming 

better sisters, wives, and mothers. Some of the girls viewed education as a means to 

learn how to manage household responsibilities more effectively and gain respect 

within their familial structures. As one in-school girl from Shuni, Sokoto, expressed, 

“When you’re educated, your husband and co-wives would respect you.” This 

sentiment reflects the belief that education enhances their status and authority within 

their homes. Similarly, an out-of-school girl from Rimi, Katsina, highlighted the 

practical benefits of education, stating, “I would like to go to school so I can have 

answers for my child when he grows up.” This perspective reflects the girls’ 

aspirations to be knowledgeable and capable mothers who can support their 

children’s development.  

“When you’re educated, your husband and Co-wives would respect you” 

—In-school girl, 18 years, Shuni, Sokoto 

“I would like to go to school so I can have answers for my child when he 

grows up” 

—Out of school girl, 15 years, Rimi, Katsina 

When asked about the importance of education, most of the girls stated the value 

of education and mentioned that they would willingly attend school if given the 

opportunity. However, there were still a few girls who had expressed the belief that 

girls’ education is unimportant. Although this viewpoint was held by a small 

minority, it is crucial to delve into their underlying reasons. Most of these girls 

viewed school attendance as an obstacle to fulfilling their domestic responsibilities 
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and childcare duties. As a result, they showed little enthusiasm for education, 

prioritizing their traditional roles at home over academic pursuits. This viewpoint 

highlights several deep-rooted cultural and societal issues that need to be addressed 

to foster gender equality and promote the importance of education for all children, 

regardless of gender. The perception that education is secondary to domestic 

responsibilities and childcare duties illustrates the pervasive traditional gender roles 

within these communities. Girls are often expected to prioritize household chores 

and caregiving over their personal development and academic achievements. This 

expectation not only limits their immediate opportunities but also reinforces the 

notion that a girl’s primary value lies in her ability to manage a household and care 

for family members. Additionally, some girls expressed a strong preference for 

attending Islamiyya, an Islamic education program focused solely on teachings from 

the Quran. These girls often viewed formal Western education as a distraction from 

their religious studies. They believed that the time and effort required for Western 

education could detract from their commitment to Islamiyya, where they felt they 

gained more meaningful and culturally relevant knowledge. This perspective 

highlights a significant cultural divide and the value placed on religious education 

over Western educational models in their communities. 

“I prefer to go to Islamiyya because there I will actually learn important 

things” 

—Out of school girl, 18 years, Shuni, Sokoto 

Do You Think It’s Important for Girls to Go to School? 

 

Fig 3: Pie chart visualizing the response to: Do you think it’s important for girls  
to go to school? From 548 responses. 
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Why Do You Think School Is Not Important for Girls? 

 
 Fig 4: Why do you think school is not important for girls? From 25 responses. 

Perspectives of Community Stakeholders in Northern Nigeria on 

Education for Adolescent Girls  

Religious and cultural influences significantly shape how parents and caregivers 

raise their children, especially concerning gender roles and responsibilities. Islamic 

values and cultural norms lead to certain restrictions, such as limiting interactions 

between boys and girls. This limitation often prevents girls from attending schools. 

Furthermore, many community and religious leaders hold the belief that gender 

equality is fundamentally incompatible with Islamic teachings. They argue that the 

traditional roles and responsibilities prescribed by their interpretation of Islam do not 

align with contemporary notions of gender equality. As a result, these leaders often 

discourage the education of girls and their involvement in leadership roles within 

society. They emphasize that a woman’s primary responsibilities should be centered 

around the home and family, advocating for a more limited public role for women 

and girls. Additionally, education is often viewed as a gateway to girls becoming 

wayward or straying from traditional and cultural values. This perspective is rooted in 

the belief that exposure to formal education, especially Western-style education, can 

lead to increased independence and empowerment, which some community 
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members fear may result in girls challenging established social norms and familial 

authority. This concern reflects a deep-seated apprehension about the potential for 

education to disrupt the traditional roles and expectations for girls within the 

community. This stance not only hinders the educational and professional 

opportunities available to girls but also reinforces existing gender norms that restrict 

their participation in broader societal activities.  

“I believe that modern education is a shortcut to girls being wayward” 

—Community leader, 42yrs, Rimi, Katsina 

“Girls should never go out without their parents’ consent…but boys can go 

out whenever they want.. It’s a religious practice” 

—Civil Servant, 50yrs, Rimi, Katsina 

Fear and parental vigilance also plays a crucial role in guiding parents’ decisions 

on raising their daughters. Many parents, during interviews, expressed concern about 

potential harm their daughters might face, leading them to isolate their daughters 

from society and restrict their freedom. Interviews revealed a pronounced gender 

disparity in this parental vigilance. Parents showed heightened concern and 

protectiveness toward their daughters compared to their sons. This disparity was 

particularly evident in monitoring their children’s social circles, focusing on girls’ 

friendships. This level of oversight often had detrimental effects on the girls, with 

some parents even admitting to preventing their daughters from attending school. 

Their rationale for such actions was firstly to shield their daughters from harmful 

influences and to restrict their interactions with boys. Additionally, there is a general 

perception among parents, community, and religious leaders that exposure to 

education could lead to immorality and bad behavior among girls by overly exposing 

them to western culture, serving as a barrier that prevents them from attending 

school. Also, just like some of the girls, parents view formal education as a diversion 

from their pursuit of Islamic and Quranic studies, leading them to delay formal 

schooling until after completing religious education.  

“Boys run errands while girls stay at home and do domestic chores. This is 

to protect the girls from danger” 

—Business woman, 43yrs, Rimi, Katsina 

“If not closely observed, children may be influenced by bad friends, 

especially girls” 

—Civil servant, 40yrs, Sokoto North, Sokoto 

“My male children attend Islamiyya and formal schools but my female 

children attend only Islamiyya, that’s a rule in the family” 

—Farmer, 51yrs, Dange-Shuni, Sokoto 
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During the interviews, the male siblings shared that they often find themselves in 

a challenging position when confronted with gender inequality affecting their sisters. 

Many acknowledge the mistreatment and inequalities their sisters face and recognize 

these issues as significant. However, despite their awareness and concern, they often 

feel powerless to intervene effectively. This sense of powerlessness stems from 

deeply ingrained traditional norms and societal expectations that discourage men 

from challenging gender roles or advocating for women’s rights. These norms create 

barriers for male siblings, making them hesitant to speak out or take action for fear 

of facing social stigma, ridicule, or backlash. As a result, despite their desire to 

support their sisters, they often find themselves constrained by societal pressures that 

undermine their ability to actively promote gender equality within their families and 

communities. 

“The problem with challenging some of these gender inequality is that 

parents will hate you for speaking up” 

—Male Sibling, 37yrs, Mani, Katsina  

Government officials and members of civil society emphasized that the lack of 

education is a significant challenge for girls in these communities. Empowering them 

through education is vital to breaking harmful cycles and enabling informed 

decision-making. The interviews highlighted the further need for comprehensive 

education, including topics like menstrual hygiene and sexual health, to protect girls 

from exploitation and abuse. The officials acknowledged that changing deeply 

ingrained norms and mindsets would be challenging. However, they noted that 

various government ministries have initiated programs aimed at improving education 

for adolescent girls in Northern Nigeria. 

Improving Education Access and Retention for Adolescent Girls in 

Northern Nigeria: The Girls’ Perspective 

In response to inquiries regarding methods to encourage girls to attend and 

remain in school during the interviews, a majority of the girls expressed that the 

initial step would involve raising awareness among their parents about the 

significance of education. Additional strategies mentioned by the girls during the 

interviews included financial sponsorship. Interestingly, some girls from Sokoto 

specifically pointed out that since many of the girls are compelled by their parents to 

engage in street vending instead of pursuing an education due to financial 

constraints, an effective approach to motivating girls would entail exploring 
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alternative means of supporting their parents without sacrificing their educational 

opportunities, thereby mitigating the need for street hawking. 

Developing Intervention Strategies  

Prioritizing “How Might We” Questions for Brainstorming 

Following the synthesis of data collected during the formative, the various 

challenges that hinder girls’ empowerment were identified. Each challenge was 

accompanied by corresponding “How Might We” (HMW) questions aimed at 

sparking innovative solutions. Afterwards, a collaborative prioritization exercise was 

undertaken by both the YUX and UNICEF teams to identify the most critical HMW 

questions. The criteria for prioritization included assessing the number of girls 

impacted, the potential level of impact, feasibility of solutions, and clarity of HMW 

questions for effective brainstorming sessions with girls during workshops. Through 

this process, 12 HMW questions emerged as top priorities. These questions were 

then presented to adolescent girls and stakeholders to guide collaborative efforts and 

solution development during subsequent workshops. The prioritized HMW 

questions were: 

1. HMW address caregivers’ concerns about bad company/ influence at school? 

2. HMW promote the importance of educating daughters to parents who 

currently don’t believe in it? 

3. HMW establish support systems and counseling services for girls who have 

experienced sexual violence, ensuring they receive proper care and 

encouragement to reintegrate into education and society? 

4. HMW find alternative ways to support girls’ families financially that do not 

require them to sacrifice their education? 

5. HMW address the stigma associated with adolescent pregnancy, providing 

support systems and resources to help girls continue their education and 

prevent exclusion and shame? 

6. HMW provide comprehensive financial education programs specifically 

tailored for girls? 

7. HMW educate girls on the importance and uses of legal identification? 

8. HMW provide affordable or subsidized devices to ensure that girls can access 

technology despite financial constraints? 

9. HMW design age-appropriate technology access programs that cater to 

younger girls, providing them with suitable devices and content while 

ensuring their safety in the digital world? 
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10. HMW introduce the concept of digital cash transfers and encourage it’s use 

amongst girls? 

11. HMW introduce girls to the concept of the internet, making them more 

comfortable and confident in using digital tools? 

12. HMW encourage girls to seek medical care and allow them to be more 

comfortable doing so? 

Enhancing Access to Education for Adolescent Girls: Interventions 

Suggested by the Girls 

Below are some of the ideas generated by the girls during the workshop. As part 

of the activities, the girls sketched their ideas on cardboard, which are also presented 

here. Additionally, the second part of the workshop involved gathering feedback 

from other stakeholders on the girls’ presented and sketched ideas. The feedback 

received from these stakeholders is included below. 

1. Advocate the Importance of Educating Daughters Specifically to Fathers 

The girls in both Sokoto and Katsina conveyed the idea that in promoting the 

significance of educating daughters, the focus should be on engaging fathers. They 

recommended involving additional intermediaries like uncles, sons, and respected 

neighbors to provide counsel to fathers. According to the girls, since fathers typically 

hold leadership roles within their households, they wield the authority to permit their 

daughters’ school attendance. The girls also shared their perspective that fathers 

frequently undermine the value of educating their daughters. They also are aware of 

the fact that this intervention needs to be consistent as one conversation is not likely 

to change the fathers’ mindset. The girls also proposed that the intermediaries 

present the advantages fathers can gain from educating their daughters, along with a 

few instances of successful stories involving educated girls. 

In the storyboard, the girls share a story about a young girl named Fatima who 

dreams of attending school. However, her father does not permit her to pursue her 

education. To change her father’s mind, Fatima seeks the help of her neighbors, her 

father’s older siblings, and the first sons of the family. These stakeholders join 

together to convince Fatima’s father by highlighting the benefits of education not 

only for Fatima but also for him. For example, one might say, “If Fatima goes to 

school, she can become successful and wealthy. Just look at Aisha, Baba Kamal’s 

daughter, who now works in London!” Another might add, “If Fatima gets an 

education, she can become a nurse and take care of you and our mother. Healthcare 
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costs are rising, and as you grow older, her support will be invaluable.” They 

emphasize that this approach requires ongoing advocacy and consistent intervention, 

rather than being a one-time effort. 

 Fig 5: Storyboard Created by the Adolescent Girls During the Workshop 

The male caregivers rate this intervention 4 out of 5, acknowledging that relatives 

greatly influence a man’s decision, making this approach relevant. However, they 

expressed concerns that some fathers might resist advice on sending their daughters 

to school due to entrenched attitudes and lack of education. Despite this, they 

committed to encouraging fellow fathers to enroll their daughters in school and 

emphasized leading by example. They also suggested using religious leaders to reach 

fathers and educating them on the personal benefits of their daughters’ education. 

Religious leaders noted that some parents are set in their ways, making it hard to 

change their minds. They agreed with the girls that consistency is key. Leaders also 

identified a significant challenge: many parents are deeply entrenched in their beliefs. 

They suggested alternative approaches, such as consistent community engagements 

and incorporating the promotion of girls’ education into mosque teachings. 
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 Fig 6: Perspective of Male Caregivers on the Idea provided by the Girls 

  

 Fig 7: Perspective of Religious and Community Leaders on the Idea provided by the Girls  
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2. Ensure Access to Free Education 

The girls conveyed that economic limitations frequently lead parents to refrain 

from enrolling their children in school. According to them, due to conflicting 

financial demands, parents sometimes underestimate the significance of providing 

education to their daughters. As a result, the girls suggest that offering cost-free 

education could serve as a remedy for this issue. This approach would eliminate the 

need for parents to make a difficult choice between their daughters’ education and 

other endeavors. 

In the storyboard, the girls continue the story of Fatima, whose father initially 

prevented her from attending school. Now, Fatima’s father has been convinced to let 

her go to school, but he lacks the funds to pay for her tuition. Fortunately, Fatima 

receives a scholarship from NGOs and international development programs. These 

scholarships cover not only tuition but also school supplies and pocket money. The 

girls highlight that while tuition might be covered, other factors can affect a girl’s 

sustained education and continued enrollment, such as the lack of pocket money for 

transportation and food or the absence of funds for school supplies like uniforms. 

Recognizing this additional barrier, the girls emphasize the need for interventions to 

cover all aspects of a girl’s educational needs, ensuring they have everything 

necessary to stay in school and succeed. 

 
Fig 8: Storyboard Created By the Adolescent Girls During the Workshop 
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The female caregivers rated this intervention provided by the girls a 2 out of 5 

and showed resistance to the concept, primarily due to doubts about its 

effectiveness. They voiced concerns that, despite offering tuition-free education, 

some parents might still refuse to send their daughters to school due to deeply 

entrenched beliefs. They emphasized that financial constraints were not the only 

obstacle to girls’ education. Acknowledging that the undervaluation of girls’ 

education is a significant barrier, the female caregivers expressed their willingness to 

help by consistently promoting its importance to their community members. They 

also suggested involving community leaders to help change the mindset of parents 

who currently do not see the value in educating their daughters. 

 

Fig 9: Perspective of Female Caregiver on the Idea provided by the Girls  

Developing Social Behavioural Change (SBC) Strategy Drafts 

After concluding the workshops, the YUX team formulated drafts of Social and 

Behavioral Change (SBC) strategies aimed at addressing and transforming harmful 

social norms. These strategies were crafted using evidence-based techniques to shift 

collective attitudes and behaviors within the community. The strategy drafts were 

informed by an in-depth analysis of the social and gender norms identified through 

formative research. The YUX team incorporated insights gained from the 

workshops, where girls proposed various interventions to overcome the obstacles 

they faced. This participatory approach ensured that the strategies were grounded in 

the real experiences and suggestions of the community members. 
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The Socio-ecological model was also applied to the development of these 

strategy drafts. This model recognizes that behavior is influenced by factors at 

different levels, including the individual, relationship, community, societal, and policy 

levels. SBC strategies take this multi-level perspective into account and target 

interventions at various levels to address the determinants of behavior change. 

Understanding the broader context in which behavior occurs is crucial for the design 

of SBC strategies, as it ensures that interventions are comprehensive and address all 

relevant factors that influence behavior. Hence, each intervention has been tagged 

based on it’s applicable influence levels i.e interpersonal, community, services and 

institutions influence levels and so on.  

By integrating these principles of SBC, the YUX team aimed to create a 

comprehensive and sustainable framework for shifting harmful norms and 

promoting the education and empowerment of girls. The strategies were designed to 

be adaptable and responsive to the evolving needs and feedback of the community, 

ensuring their long-term effectiveness and impact. The draft outlines the specific 

social norms and their underlying drivers, detailing how these norms negatively affect 

access to education and the continued schooling of girls. It then defines the specific 

SBC objectives designed to counteract these harmful norms. Lastly, it includes 

impact indicators to measure the success of these interventions, such as increased 

school enrollment rates, improved attendance, and changes in community attitudes 

towards girls’ education. 

For education, the main norms affecting the education of girls in Northern 

Nigeria identified include: 

1. The devaluation of girls’ education  

2. The burdening of adolescent girls with the exclusive duty of managing 

household chores and caregiving 

3. The practice of child marriage and prevalence of adolescent pregnancy  

4. The belief that girls require extra protection and shielding from potential 

harm and social influence 

5. The shaming and isolation of girls who have experienced sexual violence 

The girls proposed several intervention strategies to enhance their enrollment and 

retention in education, including: 

1. Targeted advocacy [Interpersonal] 

Advocate the importance of educating girls to fathers and other male 

caregivers. Involve intermediaries like uncles, sons, and respected neighbors 

to provide counsel to and enlighten fathers and other male caregivers about 

the importance of educating their daughters. 
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2. Involve community and religious leaders in the advocacy 

[Community] 

Involve respected stakeholders such as religious and community leaders in 

promoting gender equality in education through relevant religious teachings. 

3. Empower mothers and other caregivers [Interpersonal] 

Provide skills training to mothers so as to empower them to be financially 

stable and independent. According to the girls, empowering their mothers 

would reduce the financial constraints within the family hence giving them 

the opportunity to attend school. 

4.  Make education more accessible to girls [Services and institution] 

Due to conflicting financial demands, parents sometimes underestimate the 

significance of providing education to their daughters. As a result, the girls 

suggest that offering cost-free education could serve as a remedy for this 

issue. 

5. Identify and highlight role models [Community] 

Leverage the media (i.e radio announcements, TV ads, etc,) to showcase 

success stories of educated girls who have positively impacted their 

communities. 

6. Assign trusted female teachers who will serve as “school parents” 

[Services and institution] 

These designated educators should maintain a certain level of connection 

with the girls’ parents and provide periodic updates on the girls’ conduct 

within the school environment. This would thereby lead parents to be 

comfortable enough to send their daughters to school. 
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Fig 10: Social and Behaviour Change Strategy Draft Aimed at Enhancing Access to Education for Adolescent Girls 

 

General Learnings from a Participatory Approach  

Experience and Learnings from the Field 

It is important to share some of the challenges we faced as well as our general 

learnings from the field research. Recognizing the benefits of an iterative approach, 

we chose to initiate the field research in Katsina before progressing to Sokoto. The 

challenges and corresponding learnings from the Katsina field research informed our 

subsequent work in Sokoto. Some of these learnings include: 

Planning Logistics Ahead of Time 

While a participatory approach adds significant value to the research process, it 

does need a lot of planning. Coordinating the logistics on transportation and 

accommodation for the 20 young women who were involved in the research team 

was quite challenging. We were committed to ensuring the safety of these young 
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women in the field and their secure return to their respective homes. In addition to 

the already nuanced situation, logistics planning was not done early due to a 

misunderstanding on who would be handling what. Hence, we had to figure out a lot 

of things just a few days before the field research was scheduled to start. Despite the 

stressful period for both myself and the team, we successfully managed the logistics 

(many thanks to the YUX local researchers: Rukayat Abdulwaheed, Balkisu Fasani, 

Yusuf Jamiu, and Lukman Muhammad, who were able to navigate this situation 

effectively and act fast!). Moving ahead to the Sokoto research, careful planning was 

carried out well in advance to avoid any further stress. 

Involving Local Female Guides 

An important lesson we learnt from the Katsina field research was the 

significance of including local female guides, who were well-acquainted with the 

community and its culture, to accompany the team in the field. The absence of these 

guides in Katsina posed challenges, particularly during household interviews with 

adolescent girls and other stakeholders. Despite the inclusion of local young women 

in the research team and female YUX researchers fluent in the local language, some 

families were hesitant to allow the research team into their homes. As a result, for 

the Sokoto field research, we made sure to engage local female guides, such as the 

daughters of village heads or community leaders, who, possessing a deep 

understanding of local dynamics, played a crucial role in establishing trust and 

rapport within households. 

More Elaborate Consent Training for the Young Women on the Research Team 

The young women on the research team demonstrated exceptional skills in 

conducting interviews and fostering comfortable environments for the adolescent 

girls. However, we observed a less effective consent process. Having established 

rapport with many of the girls being interviewed due to their familiarity with the 

community, the young women researchers sometimes bypassed the formal consent 

process. They often started conversations with the research participants before 

reviewing the consent material provided. To address this in the Sokoto research, we 

emphasized the critical importance of obtaining consent during our training, despite 

the researchers’ familiarity with participants. We provided practical guidance on how 

to effectively collect consent, ensuring that all ethical protocols were followed. Given 

the sensitive nature of the topics discussed, we also ensured that the young women 
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fully grasped the interviewees’ right to withdraw consent at any point, even after the 

interview had started. 

Choosing When to Employ a Participatory Approach 

Employing a participatory approach for this project was immensely valuable. It 

enabled us to gather insights that would have otherwise been inaccessible through 

conventional methods. The young women involved in the research played a crucial 

role in ensuring that their perspectives and experiences were authentically 

represented in the findings. Their active participation not only enriched the depth of 

our understanding but also empowered them to advocate for meaningful change 

within their communities. 

While this approach was valuable for this specific project context, we recognize 

that participatory research may not always be suitable for certain types of projects. 

For instance, technology assessment projects often involve specialized technical 

knowledge that may not be readily available within the general community 

participating in the research. Assessing complex technologies requires expertise that 

typically lies within specialized fields, making participatory methods less practical for 

evaluating technical specifications and functionalities.  

Similarly, topics such as reproductive health or gender-based violence necessitate 

handling delicate conversations with sensitivity and expertise. These subjects often 

involve personal experiences and sensitive information that require trained 

professionals to ensure ethical considerations and confidentiality. Participatory 

research, while valuable for community engagement, may not always provide the 

necessary expertise and structured support required for these sensitive topics.  

Furthermore, in large-scale data collection efforts aimed at national or regional 

levels, standardized methodologies are often preferred to ensure consistency and 

comparability of data across different regions or populations. Participatory 

approaches, which emphasize local context and community involvement, may not 

always align with the rigorous standards and uniformity needed for national-level 

data aggregation and analysis. 

When engaging with important decision-makers, particularly in formal settings, 

the focus typically shifts towards structured presentations and formal discussions 

rather than participatory methods. Decision-makers often require clear, concise 

information presented in a manner that supports informed decision-making and 

policy formulation. Formal presentations and structured discussions provide a 

platform for detailed analysis and strategic planning, which may be more effective in 

influencing policy and decision-making processes compared to participatory 
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approaches that emphasize community engagement and collaborative decision-

making. 

Considerations When Employing a Participatory Approach 

Provide Elaborate Training to the Stakeholders 

For this research, it was crucial to provide the young women researchers with 

comprehensive training to fully equip them with the necessary knowledge for 

fieldwork and workshop facilitation. During participatory research, stakeholders may 

lack expertise in research methods or subject matter, which can impact the quality of 

data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Therefore, it is essential to ensure 

adequate, detailed, and well-contextualized training before starting research. 

Additionally, we conducted pilot research rounds before the main fieldwork to 

ensure the young women researchers were thoroughly prepared and equipped with 

the necessary skills and knowledge. 

Avoid the Perception of “Tokenism” 

There is a risk that participatory research processes may fall into tokenism, where 

the involvement of community members or stakeholders appears inclusive but fails 

to genuinely value their contributions or address power imbalances. Tokenism 

occurs when community members are superficially included to meet participation 

requirements without meaningfully integrating their input into decision-making. This 

can lead to frustration and disillusionment among participants, undermining the 

research goals and perpetuating existing inequalities.  

To avoid tokenism, it is crucial to engage stakeholders as equal collaborators 

throughout all phases of the research process, from project design to dissemination. 

This involves actively seeking their input, respecting their perspectives, and 

incorporating their suggestions into the research framework. For instance, in this 

project, girls and young women were instrumental in curating the research guide, 

formulating survey questions, and designing workshop activities. Their insights and 

experiences were essential in shaping the research approach and ensuring its 

relevance and benefit to their communities. Additionally, during the workshops, the 

girls determined UNICEF’s priorities by voting on the “How Might We” questions 

they deemed most critical based on their lived realities. The final decisions reflected 

the issues the girls identified as significant, ensuring that their voices were not only 

heard but also influential in guiding the project’s direction. 
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Moving Forward: The Impact 

Moving forward, the UNICEF Nigeria team is actively considering the findings 

from the field research and workshops, preparing to implement the interventions 

developed with and for the girls. A key theme that emerged from the girls’ 

suggestions was the critical importance of community engagement and securing the 

support of influential stakeholders, including community and religious leaders. For 

instance, one of the workshop’s “How Might We” questions focused on encouraging 

fathers to prioritize their daughters’ education. The primary suggestion from the girls 

was to sensitize community and religious leaders who can influence parental 

attitudes. Consequently, efforts are now concentrated on engaging these key 

stakeholders to ensure the successful implementation of the strategies. 

The participatory approach in NGO programming is transformative as it 

positions community members as active contributors rather than mere beneficiaries. 

By involving them directly in decision-making, NGOs ensure that their programs are 

tailored to the specific needs and aspirations of the people they serve. This approach 

fosters a sense of ownership, empowering communities with practical skills and 

positioning them as partners in designing solutions that impact their lives. 

Furthermore, participatory methods enhance transparency and accountability, 

building trust and mutual respect between NGOs and communities. By creating a 

comfortable environment that mitigates traditional power imbalances, participatory 

approaches encourage openness and elicit deeper insights, leading to more relevant 

and effective interventions. This inclusive strategy not only improves program 

outcomes but also strengthens the social fabric, promoting collaboration and 

resilience among all stakeholders. For instance, the girls involved in the research 

team were not just subjects of study but partners in the process. This involvement 

provided them with valuable skills and a sense of agency, fostering a deeper 

understanding of the issues they face and empowering them to contribute to 

solutions. Their participation also ensured that the interventions developed were 

more reflective of their realities and aspirations, enhancing the overall impact and 

sustainability of the programs. 
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Fig 11: Adolescent Girls in School in Katsina State  
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This case study demonstrates how a transdisciplinary, human-centered approach to research and 

process improvement can increase efficiency, enrollment, and customer experience across a complex 

ecosystem of organizations, people, processes, and technologies. In the wake of an executive order to 

improve customer experience and service delivery, a team at the United States Digital Service 

(USDS) worked with Centers for Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program Services 

and state program teams to improve Medicaid eligibility and enrollment. USDS used a mixed-

methods research approach that centered lived experience, and mobilized small strike teams to 

systematically review software and processes. The ROI was substantial: USDS estimates that this 

work facilitated over 5 million automatic renewals and saved state employees and the public 

approximately 2 million hours of burden by the end of 2024. 

Introduction 

This case study explores the work of the United States Digital Service (USDS) in 

partnership with Centers for Medicaid and CHIP Services (CMCS) and state 

Medicaid offices to streamline and improve the Medicaid redeterminations process 

for enrollees, application assistors, and state staff. This work is part of an interagency 

program supporting President Biden’s Executive Order on Transforming Federal 

Customer Experience and Service Delivery to Rebuild Trust in Government. The 

Presidential Management Council formed a cross-government effort and interagency 

team to tackle the designated life experience of facing a financial shock and 

becoming newly eligible for critical supports. 

In response to the COVID-19 Public Health Emergency (PHE) in 2020, 

Congress enacted several policies to protect Americans. Among these was a 

continuous enrollment provision that allowed states to maintain Medicaid and CHIP 

coverage for enrollees throughout the duration of the PHE—a policy that protected 
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health care coverage for, at its peak, more than 90 million eligible low-income adults, 

children, pregnant women, elderly adults and people with disabilities (Medicaid, 

2023). This provision expired on March 31, 2023, and states were given 12–14 

months to resume annual redeterminations: the process of verifying enrollees’ 

eligibility to either renew or terminate their coverage. The period following the end 

of the continuous coverage provision in 2023 and return to normal operations is 

often referred to as the “unwinding” period. 

Medicaid agencies around the country faced a massive challenge: to conduct 

redeterminations for a record number of enrollees with fewer staff, rebooting 

systems that sat dormant during the pandemic, and finding up-to-date enrollee 

contact information for the first time in three years. Many enrollees had never 

experienced the redetermination process before, having received Medicaid for the 

first time during the pandemic, and thus did not know what was required of them. 

Estimates from 2022 projected that over 7 million people were at risk of losing 

their health care coverage—not because they were no longer eligible—but because 

of technological and administrative barriers including undelivered mail, burdensome 

renewal packets, and/or system errors (Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning 

and Evaluation, 2022). 

This case study describes how some of the challenges faced by states during this 

time were met with a transdisciplinary human-centered design (HCD) approach. 

USDS, a component of the Office of Management and Budget, specializes in 

technology and design. USDS, in partnership with CMCS, joined the all-of-

government response to unwinding to bridge the gap between policy and the 

challenges of implementation through a series of intensive sprints with 8 states from 

March 2023 to April 2024. Applying a mixed-methods research approach and 

leveraging the power of a cross-functional technology team, USDS’s efforts resulted 

in the reduction of millions of hours of burden time and improved customer 

experience of Medicaid renewals for enrollees, application assistors, and eligibility 

workers. 

Project Context 

The Impact of COVID on Medicaid 

Program History and Foundational Policies 

Medicaid is a public program that provides low-income Americans, children, 

pregnant women, elderly adults, and people with disabilities with health care 

coverage. Administered by states and funded jointly with the federal government, 
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Medicaid was established in 1965 within Title XIX of the Social Security Act. It was 

created to provide a healthcare coverage option for those who could not access 

private health insurance or other medical support (Medicaid.gov, n.d.). 

The continuous enrollment provision that was enacted as part of the Families 

First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) allowed eligible Medicaid enrollees to 

receive health coverage for the duration of the pandemic—for some, that meant 3 

years of continuous coverage. Under most circumstances, Medicaid enrollees are 

only entitled to coverage for 12 months, after which, states must conduct a 

redetermination of eligibility to either renew or terminate the enrollee’s coverage. 

There are two possible renewal pathways an enrollee may experience: (a) 

“automatic” renewal wherein a state uses electronic data sources to verify eligibility, 

or (b) “manual” renewal wherein the enrollee provides eligibility information by 

completing a form and including any necessary documentation (such as proof of 

income). The two experiences vary dramatically for both the enrollee and state 

eligibility workers who process annual renewals. 

 

Figure 1: Simplified Medicaid Renewal Journey for an eligible individual. State implementations of Medicaid Renewal 
pathways vary. This is for illustrative purposes only. 

In the first renewal pathway, if a state can verify eligibility using existing data, no 

action is required of the enrollee. Referred to as “ex parte,” this automatic renewal 

process saves time for both eligibility workers and enrollees. According to 42 CFR 

435.916(b), state must attempt ex parte renewal before requesting additional 

information from the enrollee. 

If states are unable to verify eligibility on an ex parte basis, enrollees are required 

to manually complete and return a renewal form verifying that no information has 

changed from the time of application or updating information if it has. The manual 

renewal form can commonly be completed online, on-paper, or over-the-phone, and 

states must pre-populate the form with existing information (Electronic Code of 
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Federal Regulations, n.d.). Across most states, the end-to-end renewal form can be 

over a dozen pages long. 

Framing the Problem: Policy, Meet Implementation 

Both regulations mentioned above are intended to reduce administrative burden 

on enrollees, and to save eligibility workers time in processing renewals. With these 

time-saving policies on the books, one might wonder why reinstating annual 

renewals posed such a challenge for states, and why millions of Americans were at 

risk of losing their health care coverage during the unwinding period. 

The first challenge states faced was the sheer volume of renewals that needed to 

be completed during the unwinding period. During COVID, because of the 

continuous enrollment condition, enrollment in Medicaid and CHIP skyrocketed, 

with roughly 94M people enrolled in the program by the end of the pandemic; this 

was a gain of close to 23M eligible people in the program in just 3 years 

(Medicaid.gov, n.d.). At the same time, state Medicaid agencies were facing staff 

shortages, many hurrying to hire and train new eligibility workers to complete 

redeterminations for the first time. CMCS described this period as, “the single largest 

health coverage transition event since the first open enrollment period of the 

Affordable Care Act.” (Medicaid.gov, n.d.) 

Given this historic volume of enrollees, states looked to better leverage 

automatic renewals in order to improve compliance, process redeterminations on 

time, and reduce the load on strained eligibility worker. However, many states 

struggled with low ex parte rates—at the start of redeterminations, states processed 

only 1 in 4 of their redeterminations on an ex parte basis (Medicaid.gov, n.d.). 
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Figure 2. Average national ex parte rate broken down by month. Data from https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-
states/coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19/unwinding-and-returning-regular-operations-after-covid-19/data-

reporting/monthly-data-reports/index.html. 

While this may seem like a simple problem to solve, the reality is that federal 

policy makers must navigate a complex landscape of Medicaid and CHIP programs 

across 56 states and territories that each have their own operating constraints. Each 

Medicaid program has a bespoke eligibility system, different data integrations, 

distinct eligibility criteria, and different demographic compositions. Some states, but 

not all, have expanded eligibility under the Affordable Care Act; additionally, some 

Medicaid programs are integrated with other health and human services programs 

like Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF). This diverse ecosystem not only makes a “simple” task 

of setting performance benchmarks a challenge, but also complicates the process of 

creating implementation guidance, such as use-cases, that capture all of the variance 

in these programs. 

For the remaining cases that could not be processed automatically, states were 

preparing to mail out and process historic numbers of manual renewals. Medicaid 

offices faced an entirely different set of challenges, such as undeliverable or delayed 

mail to recipients; the public’s general lack of awareness and understanding of what 

the unwinding period was; and challenges in the experience of completing renewal 

forms due to poor UX on websites and the lack of plain language in the guidance of 

how to complete them. 
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Hypothesis 

From early conversations with state Medicaid agencies, CMCS leadership, and 

USDS’s desk research, the team hypothesized that a) helping state agencies optimize 

automatic renewals, and b) decreasing barriers throughout the manual renewal 

process would provide time and cost savings for the state while providing a 

streamlined and more equitable experience for the enrollee. The team proposed 

going on the ground with states with a small cross-functional team, could make a 

considerable impact to states during this historic transition. 

Framing the Project Approach 

CMCS and state Medicaid offices are not alone in this struggle between writing 

the policy and implementing it to produce its intended outcome. In 2008, the 

National Academy of Public Administration surveyed career policymakers in federal 

government and found only “16% consider government proficient at designing 

policies that can actually be implemented” (Pahlka, 2020). 

Examining Structural Foundations of Government Service Delivery 

Jennifer Pahlka, in her book Recoding America, explores “the temporal, 

organizational, structural, and cultural gaps between policy and tech teams, and 

between tech teams and the users of that tech,” through dozens of examples across 

federal and state government (Pahlka, 2023:16). By examining these gaps and 

challenging the behaviors and beliefs that created them, Pahlka urges technologists 

and policymakers alike to join together. The structures that created these gaps, 

however, are strong. Pahlka notes:  

Chief among [government’s dysfunctions] is a structure and way of thinking 

deeply rooted in American culture: hierarchy. …What’s valued in 

government isn’t the nuts and bolts of implementation but the rarefied 

work of policymaking. Digital work…in government is reduced to an 

afterthought. It’s not what important people do, and important people 

don’t do it. … At times it almost seems that status in government is 

dependent on how distant one can be from the implementation of policy 

(Pahlka, 2023:15). 

The USDS team knew that to be successful it would require a cross-functional 

team that met states where they are. This approach allowed the team to bring 

implementation expertise in design, engineering, data science, and product directly to 

states, with the added benefit of having direct connections with the agency that knew 
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each policy’s intention. The team’s experience working at, with, or adjacent to 

vendors also meant that the team could understand the language and culture of state 

vendor teams and support the translation between policy ideals and goals to the nuts 

and bolts of implementation. 

These approaches are unusual in government. While the civic technology field is 

growing, many states and government agencies do not have access to this type of 

expertise. By engaging with states directly and helping define the problem and work 

together to operationalize ways to solve it, the team aimed to encourage a 

reimagining and reworking of how technology could be implemented at the state 

level. 

An Introduction to USDS Values and Process 

USDS holds six values that drive the approach to delivering better government 

services. These include (1) Find the truth, tell the truth, (2) design with users, not for 

them, (3) go where the work is, (4) optimize for results, not optics, (5) create 

momentum, and (6) hire and empower great people (usds.gov, n.d.). While all tenets 

influenced the team’s approach to the work, the first three helped underscore how 

the team made decisions around methodologies and implementation. Namely, this 

informed the decision for the team to go on the ground to meet with states directly, 

to engage community-based organizations and staff working on the front lines early 

and often, and to bring up hard discussions for the betterment of the service for the 

public beneficiaries and state staff overall. 

Similarly, USDS strives to engage multi-disciplinary teams to ensure that projects 

have cross-functional specialties that can meet any challenge. For this project, the 

USDS team consisted of 4 human centered designers, 4 engineers, and 2 product 

managers. The cross-cutting nature of benefit services meant that data science and 

engineering were a vital skill needed to understand the technical systems used in 

implementing the policies and eligibility determinations, while designers led research 

of surrounding support services, public facing workshops, and redesigns of visual 

touchpoints and operational practices. The cohesion of the team meant that each 

practitioner brought their own lens to challenge, champion, and support the various 

workstreams to strengthen the final results. 

Focusing on Addressing Administrative Burden 

As noted by Herd and Moynihan in their book Administrative Burden, changing 

foundational ways of working can be deeply challenging for many reasons. While 

policy makers work to develop programs, structures, and rules to support American 
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livelihoods, unintended consequences can come about during implementation, such 

as costs, access difficulties, and user experience challenges (Herd and Moynihan, 

2018). This friction in completing tasks that allow someone to receive results is 

known administrative burden. The stress, frustration, and lack of ability to complete 

tasks for these programs can end up impeding access for the very people the 

programs are trying to serve. Don Moynihan sums this up well in the following 

example: 

We go through life with a set of expectations about how our interactions 

with administrative services work. And over time, if we are dependent upon 

certain services, if there’s a change in those, it can have these fairly dramatic 

effects. And so there are other examples in, for example, Arkansas when 

they introduce work requirements for Medicaid. A paper in the New 

England Journal of Medicine founded about 95% of those who lost their 

Medicaid coverage due to the work requirements were actually working or 

should have been exempted because of a disability, but where they really 

struggled was with the paperwork requirements. It was really the reporting 

part that they found difficult. It wasn’t that they weren’t actually completing 

the eligibility guidelines. (Grossman et. al., 2023). 

For Medicaid, the repercussions of administrative burden can be the difference 

between having lifesaving health coverage or not. As Wilke et. al. point out, much 

has been done to reduce burdens within the Medicaid program, like removing the 

need for in person interviews, but other burdens still exist, such as requiring 

signatures on applications (Wilke et. al., 2022). 

For CMCS and the USDS team, reducing administrative burden meant focusing 

on ways the team could decrease the touchpoints the public had in their renewal 

experience. And when they could not, the focus would be improving the experience 

of these touchpoints when it was essential to have that interaction. 

Transitioning from Executive Order to Implementation 

The Executive Order on Transforming Federal Customer Experience and 

Service Delivery to Rebuild Trust in Government declares that government should 

return to focusing on a government of, by, and for the people, and that government 

programs and services should be held accountable for designing and delivering 

services with a focus on the actual experience of the people whom it is meant to 

serve. It particularly calls out the use of HCD methodologies the federal 

government’s management of its customer experience and service delivery should be 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 472



   
 

 

driven fundamentally by the voice of the customer through human-centered design 

methodologies. 

While the Executive Order was issued in 2021, these methods are still fairly new 

in government settings. When starting this project, USDS was aware that CMCS and 

states had probably heard some design terminology, but had most likely not worked 

in the applied design and technology practice that the team are experts in. This 

meant that many approaches that were familiar to USDS, such as interviewing 

beneficiaries or their supporters, prototyping, and more could seem unfamiliar and 

polarizing to start. That, in tandem with our focus on moving quickly, meant that 

USDS had to ensure stakeholders were aware and engaged in each step of the 

process. 

Doing so meant encouraging states to rethink the foundations of how program 

implementation had been carried out in many federal benefit programs and directly 

challenging “the durability of social conventions and cultural traditions and thus 

resistance to organizational transformation” (The White House, 2021). In the past, 

this has looked like implementing programs without feedback from the public or 

siloing policy and technology teams away from each other. USDS knew that building 

trust with the state teams would be vital to be successful. As such, the USDS team 

engaged key principles of empathy, stakeholder engagement and participation, and 

visualization to ensure states and CMCS were on board and consistently aware of the 

processes. 

Research Design and Methodology 

State Selection Criteria 

USDS assessed the need, capacity, and potential for impact across all 56 states 

and territories using key criteria such as Medicaid population size and composition, 

state processing times, and recent ex parte rates. After reviewing the states against 

these criteria and working with CMCS, the team identified potential partner states. 

All states then had an opportunity to express their interest in receiving technical 

assistance. Based on state interest and the team’s need analysis, they conducted 

interviews with a subset of states to identify and prioritize their state partners. 

From these interviews USDS and CMCS selected 8 states to provide in-depth 

technical assistance. States were chosen based on the following factors: need, 

potential for impact, and capacity to accept help. Once chosen, USDS provided 

hands-on technical assistance, which is further detailed below. 
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Figure 3: Timeline of USDS engagement with CMCS and states. 

Rapid Response Framework 

Implementation through Hands-on Technical Assistance 

Central to the team’s approach was to meet states where they were. This included 

not just going on site to visit states, but also working with states’ policy, operations, 

and technical teams to understand their constraints and identify areas of impact. This 

work generally moved through three phases:  

1. Preparatory Research. Activities included: conducting virtual kick offs with 

state leadership; collecting data from the state to aid in prioritization of 

impact areas; and conducting one-on-one semi-structured interviews with 

state subject matter experts and community-based organizations. 

2. One Week Onsite Sprint. The team went on the ground in each state for 

one week and conducted an onsite visit, which included 4-5 days of intensive 

meetings centered around challenges, then collaboratively with stakeholders 

working towards identifying potential approaches and creating 

implementation plans for a few key ones prioritized by the state. 

3. Follow-on Implementation Support. USDS provided implementation 

support, general project management, and technical advice for the 2-4 weeks 

following the onsite. 

This multi-stage approach allowed the team to align with the states’ needs in 

advance of onsite engagement, therefore creating the opportunity for more intense 

and focused work while in the state. It also allowed state actors to ease into the asks 

USDS and CMCS were making, and building trust and relationships through the 

process. 

Creating Evidence-Driven Prioritization through Data Visualization 

CMCS requires states to submit data about their Medicaid enrollments, renewals, 

and compliance to federal regulations. During the unwinding period, CMCS required 
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states to report on the number of renewals that were processed on an ex parte basis 

each month. This meant that many states had data already in hand that USDS was 

able to use to create an evidence-driven approach to prioritization. 

While the ex parte data was useful, it was only one piece of the puzzle. To tell the 

full picture of where enrollees and states were facing administrative burden 

throughout the renewals process, the USDS team needed to gather data and 

understand processes from eligibility workers, technology vendors, and operations 

teams. USDS brought all of these actors together to collaboratively identify the 

greatest opportunities to streamline the renewals experience. 

To help facilitate and communicate the data requests and analysis, the USDS 

team used data visualization to support the team and state’s understanding of where 

beneficiaries were exiting the renewal process. Referred to as “the funnel” by the 

team, the visualization leveraged state data at key points in the customer journey to 

highlight where these drop off points were occurring. In particular, the funnel 

allowed the team to identify the gaps between the ex parte process and the multiple 

steps that happen during the manual renewal, and solidify the extent to which 

manual renewals should be a priority. The reframing of the data into an end-to-end 

view of the beneficiary experience allowed for USDS team to leverage their expertise 

in two workstreams: one focused on implementation of policy into state 

technological systems, and the other around improvements to the various steps 

involved in the manual renewal process. 

Figure 4. Example of USDS funnel data visualization. Starting from 100% of Medicaid population, the funnel 
continues down showcasing who is ex parte renewed and the steps involved in the manual renewal process. 

Using this data-driven approach was novel for many states, who often 

approached their data piecemeal rather than holistically. Upon seeing the breakdown 

of their data in this new way, state leadership and implementors were able to clearly 
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grasp the extent to which each step in the beneficiary process was either working or 

needed attention. While the data was essential to understand each state’s ex parte 

challenges, this data driven approach was particularly beneficial in allowing USDS 

and states to collaboratively align on where to prioritize for interventions within the 

manual renewal process. 

Service Design Methodology 

Secondary Research and Heuristic Analyses 

The USDS team spent between 2-4 weeks reviewing existing materials related to 

each state’s context before going onsite. This included reviewing news articles, 

combing through social media, reading state-specific policy documents, analyzing 

search engine results, in combination with other materials to understand the state’s 

current context. 

In parallel to reviewing documentation, USDS would conduct a heuristic analysis 

of the state’s beneficiary-facing materials, including paper forms, websites with 

applications, and mobile apps. The team would note any potential challenging areas 

they encountered, such as plain language concerns and with user experience issues. 

Finally, using a mystery shopping approach, USDS called into the state’s call 

center to evaluate how renewals were presented to callers. The team reviewed the 

system’s interactive voice response phone trees for plain language, timing, and ease 

of use. When the team was able to reach a customer representative, USDS tried to 

get clear answers around how to apply during the renewal period. 

This broad and quick review provided general insight into each states’ specific 

Medicaid ecosystem and allowed the team to get a high-level understanding of 

challenges beneficiaries were experiencing. 

Qualitative Research 

The USDS team engaged a range of qualitative methods to help inform their 

strategic approach to implementation. One of the main approaches was the use of 

semi-structured interviews, particularly with community-based organizations (CBOs). 

Working collaboratively with state leadership, USDS held conversations with key 

CBO groups in lieu of talking directly with beneficiaries. USDS chose to do this 

because of the rapid timeline of implementation and the expert knowledge CBOs 

have gathered from their front-line work; their breadth and depth of experience was 

gauged to be a much deeper synthesis than what USDS could understand with only a 

few interviews done during a week of research. 
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The team also leveraged CBOs in applied focus groups or listening sessions. 

These sessions often created opportunities to share USDS created customer journey 

maps and to work with CBOs to pin point critical pain points. In these sessions, 

USDS engaged front-line staff, including application assisters and case workers, to 

confirm the challenges they were seeing beneficiaries have, and sometimes engaged 

them to speak to solutions that might mitigate administrative burden within the 

Medicaid program. 

Synthesis and Service Design Mapping 

USDS created customer journey maps, service blueprints, and data visualizations 

to support the synthesis, analysis, and communication of information gained within 

the team, to CMCS, and with the states. These materials often created the basis for 

conversations and group convenings. 

While common with design and technology practitioners in the private sector, 

government does not always have the capacity to attempt these types of synthesis 

methods. USDS found that visualizing the outputs of synthesis encouraged those 

unfamiliar with our methodologies to understand the information faster, engage 

more directly, and ask more detailed questions than when presenting only in an 

auditory or text format. 

Facilitation and Group Convenings 

Central to the team’s approach was convening all stakeholders into one room for 

the duration of the onsite. This included state leadership, eligibility workers, and 

various implementation staff to review the research done to date and then work 

together to prioritize and initiate new approaches together. The USDS team 

leveraged collaborative problem-solving methods and facilitated design workshops to 

document end-to-end processes in real time as the group discussed potential 

implications from both technical and procedural standpoints. These conversations 

began to lay new foundations of how to collaborate across various departments and 

disciplines, and bring policy and implementation pillars closer together. They also 

captured decision making in real time and provided concrete references to refer back 

to over the week. 

USDS also led collaborative design workshops to ideate on solutions that 

emerged from the qualitative research with CBOs. Potential solutions that emerged 

included streamlining the renewal form design, new forms of communication with 

beneficiaries, and streamlining the call center experience. This meant constantly 

bringing those in the room back to the challenges beneficiaries were facing. 
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Implementation Support: Project Management, Applied Design, and More 

USDS supported each state for up to 4 weeks in implementing the outputs from 

the onsite. Often, this meant supporting conversations between the state and their 

vendor, translating between policy and technological implementation. As the partner 

states were managing their normal workload on top of this engagement, USDS often 

assisted in keeping track of tasks, updating state leadership, and maintaining forward 

momentum. 

Due to the multidisciplinary nature of the USDS team, implementation support 

also meant occasionally designing the drafts or final version of outputs. This 

included things like writing copy for new text messages or mocking up new designs 

for websites. 

Impact of Direct Technical Assistance 

The USDS team in partnership with CMCS and states were able to improve not 

only ex-parte results but the customer experience of Medicaid redeterminations in 

the states they visited. 

Common Manual Renewal Challenges 

A benefit of working across multiple states and in collaboration with CMCS was 

being able to see broadly across the federal ecosystem. By visiting 8 states for this 

work, USDS was able to identify common renewal challenges from a CX 

perspective. 

The challenges the team found included: difficulty in communications and 

outreach to beneficiaries, particularly around the use of plain language; low access to 

and low usability of renewal forms; challenging call center access and navigability; 

lack of modern mobile development and user experience practices; a dearth of 

feedback loops from beneficiaries to state policy and technology teams; and a 

shortage of talent at the state level who brought capacity to oversee vendors. 

While each state had many of these challenges broadly, the difference between 

the implementation needs of these were bespoke due to each state having individual 

eligibility systems, processes, and standard operating procedures. Outputs are 

therefore not easy to categorize. 

Automatic Renewal Impact Numbers 

Because the work for both manual renewals and ex parte go hand in hand in 

providing a full experience to beneficiaries, we consider our impact numbers 
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collaborative and shared. When combining the work of both approaches in this 

project, the entire engagement across all states supported an estimated 5 million 

additional Americans to be renewed for health coverage via ex parte processing in 

2024. The project was also estimated to have saved 2 million hours of eligibility 

worker processing time in 2024 (Medicaid.gov). 

For example, within New York, the work on both ex parte and manual renewals 

helped increase their ex parte rates to 44% based on data reported to Medicaid that 

compares the data pre-USDS visit and post-visit by April 2024 (Medicaid, n.d.). In 

California, rates increased to 63%, representing a 30% increase. For the entire 

engagement, the average change in ex parte rate was 21%, and the average reduction 

in procedural termination rate for states that engaged with us was a decrease of 10%. 

See Figure 5 for more details. 

 

Figure 5. Average percentage of monthly renewals completed ex parte before and after USDS intervention. Average is 
the average for between May 2023 and April 2024, for which data is available. Data currently is not available for KS, 
SC, and NJ. HI data is only from June through Sept. from pausing redeterminations due to wildfires. Please note that 
this analysis is limited, as it does not take into account individual changes made to state systems or monthly population 
various unrelated to USDS interventions. Data source: https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/coronavirus-
disease-2019-covid-19/unwin%5b…%5dfter-covid-19/data-reporting/monthly-data-reports/index.html. 
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Discussion 

Changing Federal Foundations and Shifting Mental Paradigms 

While this work had direct impact on Medicaid recipients and state systems 

issuing eligibility determinations, much of what the team learned is applicable across 

federal policies that require state implementation, no matter the program. This points 

to common learnings that can be leveraged by anyone working in civic tech and 

guide the space to shifting the foundations and paradigms of how we currently 

operationalize policy. 

Improving State Coordination with Community Organizations 

Community based organizations often partner closely with states to help guide 

enrollees or prospective members to the right information. In many cases, these 

CBOs often help beneficiaries apply directly. States often have good working 

relationships with their CBO partners, but often struggle to find ways in which to 

balance CBO’s advocacy with implementation and policy. 

Through this engagement, USDS leveraged its expertise in facilitation and design 

research to help bridge that divide. By hosting design workshops, USDS was able to 

uplift multiple CBO challenges to state partners in real time with tangible examples; 

it also encouraged CBOs to brainstorm solutions or approaches to these challenges, 

giving state leaders opportunities to identify which might be feasible and which were 

currently out of scope. States have mentioned that opening these lines of direct 

communication in a collaborative setting have changed the ways in which they think 

about receiving and prioritizing feedback. As implementation becomes more 

paramount to delivering on the policy goals, it may behoove federal programs to 

engage CBOs and other state partners in new ways. 

Leveraging Technical Expertise to Shift Paradigms and Change Mental Models 

State staff are deeply dedicated to their work. They however face a complex, 

dynamic, and opaque environment when operating Medicaid. While many are policy 

experts, wider state staff teams do not typically include technical experts to oversee 

or support their state vendor's implementation of policy regulations. As a result, 

policy intent may not match technical implementation, or inefficient and antiquated 

processes may get built into systems without pressure to initiate changes that would 

better benefit a technological approach. 
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USDS was able to help demonstrate and provide new ways of working by 

showcasing the value of cross-functional implementation support. This technical 

expertise in logic and engineering systems, service and user experience design, and 

product management allowed for a bridge between policy intent and technical build; 

by connecting various subject matter experts with complementary expertise to 

inform decision making, and clearly articulating and synthesizing the challenges to 

outline options for senior level staff, teams were able to collectively agree upon goals 

and plans to initiate work in vendor roadmaps. 

These changes have helped to shift state and federal teams’ mental models 

around the ways in which they communicate between stakeholders and how to better 

engage with vendors. By focusing on clear prioritization and technical 

implementation, states were able to improve experiences for staff and enrollees. 

States reported that these changes were lasting—after a USDS engagement, previous 

resistance to new changes were not as entrenched moving forward. 

Institutionalizing Implementation for Long Term Impact 

In partnership with CMCS and states, USDS worked to ensure that these 

approaches and ways of working could continue without their presence. The team 

also supported states in building their capacity, including giving guidance on how to 

start a Member Experience Advisory Council or hiring new talent with technical 

experience. 

During this work, USDS was only able to engage with 8 states due to the nature 

of the rapid response approach. While learnings have been shared and championed 

by CMCS, there is a stark need for technical expertise across various fields to work 

with, for, and in support of federal programs and various levels of government. 

While the USDS team has advocated for hiring employees within programs in 

addition to working with excellent vendors, more talent is required. Civic technology 

organizations, vendors, and individual talent are all needed to help improve the 

experience the public has with federal and state systems. 

Conclusion 

By examining the foundations of the Medicaid renewal experience, the USDS 

team hopes that this case study demonstrates how federal programs can be 

redesigned by challenging long held assumptions, refocusing on systemic 

implementation, and centering the lived experience of Medicaid members, 

application assisters, and case workers, to transition towards a more service-driven 

benefit program. 
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By centering the lived experiences of case workers, application assisters, and 

Medicaid beneficiaries, government leaders can foster creating more efficient 

programs, decreased administrative burden, and better customer experiences for 

Medicaid beneficiaries and the front-line workers who support them. 
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partners in the implementation of this project. 
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An Apprenticeship in Attention for a Time Between 

Worlds 

INDIGO WELLER, Stripe Partners 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

The aim of this Pecha Kucha is to describe the power and beauty of intergenerational sense-making 

at the end of life and what it asks of us as ethnographic researchers in times of upheaval and 

transition. Reminiscence work asks ethnographers to reexamine: 1. our conceptions of expertise; 2. 

The supposed ‘depth’ of in-depth interviews; 3. The need to welcome serendipity and silence, whereby 

the guiding measure of an ethnographic encounter is the quality of presence and play, not the 

extractive rush to ‘actionable insight.’ 

Indigo Weller is a consultant and narrative researcher with a background in patient advocacy and 

medical education. Prior to joining Stripe Partners, he served as a development editor for patients 

writing illness memoirs and legacy projects. He is a facilitator for the European Reminiscence 

Network, an international dementia arts initiative, and holds degrees in Bioethics, Narrative Medicine, 

and Creative Writing. 

Forget Nature, Forget Humans: Redefining Our 

Approach toward Biodiversity 

MARC-ANTOINE MORIER, frog 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

While human-centred approaches have enabled considerable progress to be made in the design of 

innovative and socially responsible solutions, they fail to take account of a decisive factor in 

maintaining our societies. Medicine, food, drinking water and breathable air... Biodiversity 

underpins many of the "services" that "nature" provides free of charge, and on which we are largely 

dependent. With biodiversity collapsing, how is it that we take so little account of it in our work? So 

how can we include living non-humans in our investigations and creations? 

Marc-Antoine is a trained anthropologist working at the intersection of design, social sciences and 

fiction. 
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Glitch in the Matrix: What Broken Screens Reveal 

About Digital Matter 

PIERRE BONNIER 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

As digital screens increasingly populate our cities, we are more and more often confronted with their 

malfunctions. Through a poetic exploration of the visual effects produced by these broken screens, I 

offer an opportunity to reflect on the place of materiality and maintenance in the user experience. 

With a background in social and cognitive sciences, Pierre has been a freelance ux researcher for 

almost 10 years. His two favorite fields are large-scale industry and public transport.  Passionate about 

urban environments, he also co-founded an agency specializing in the application of behavioral 

sciences to architecture and urban planning. He works mainly in France, where he lives between Paris 

and Marseille. 

A History of EPIC in 20 Unwritten Proposals 

EVAN HANOVER, Conifer Research 

Given we will be up the road from Hollywood, I explore the history of this conference – its themes 

and contexts – by pitching a series of unwritten submission proposals, one for each year. Reflection 

and humor are features throughout, and essential at moments of such achievement (20 years!) and 

anxiety (see: the world). This may be more performance than presentation. I sure hope it works. 

Evan is linguistic anthropologist and strategist with Conifer Research in Chicago. He has conducted 

business and consumer research for 25 years in industries ranging from healthcare and financial 

services to automotive and boating. His passion for combining ethnographic insight with 

performance is perfectly encapsulated in the Pecha Kucha format. 2024 marks 10 years since he first 

stepped onto an EPIC stage. 
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“How Can I Help You?” Exploring Empathy Work 

in Customer Support 

NICOLE LABORDE, Sutherland Labs 

MARISE PHILLIPS, Sutherland Labs 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

In this PechaKucha, we explore the role of human connection and empathy in customer support 

work – a setting that is often fraught with frustration. As ethnographers, we have the opportunity to 

work with companies to understand and improve employee and customer experience and needs, and 

to leverage the emotional labor provided by agents answering customer calls. 

A cultural anthropologist, Nicole brings over 20 years of research experience in international and 

domestic settings, often among vulnerable populations and on uncomfortable topics. She is a senior 

design researcher and ethnographer at Sutherland Labs where she works with clients on strategic 

questions regarding a wide range of existing and developing products and technologies. Out of the 

office, she loves thrift shopping with her daughters, practicing karate, and caring for too many pets. 

Marise leads the service design practice at Sutherland. Her experience in participatory design 

facilitation empowers cross functional teams to co-create empathy maps, ecosystems, journey maps 

and experience blueprints. At Wells Fargo, she managed the customer insights team shaping digital 

banking experiences whilst helping the bank become a more agile organization. In her spare time, she 

leads ethnographic initiatives to promote ecosystem restoration in the San Francisco Bay. 

How to Avoid Path Dependency: Learnings from 

Neuroscience, Physics and Organizational Theory 

CYRIL MAURY, Stripe Partners 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

In 1814, the polymath Pierre Simon Laplace posited that "We may regard the present state of the 

universe as the effect of its past and the cause of its future". This presentation will examine this core 

idea – the fact that what will happen next is determined by what happened before – from different 

vantage points: neuroscience (Hebbian plasticity, Canalization), economic theory (Bayes’s Theorem) 

and organisational theory. How and how much does legacy narrow down what is possible next? 

How can we, at the individual and collective levels, carve out the space for alternative, unexpected 

futures? 
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Cyril is a seasoned strategy and innovation practitioner, whose expertise centres on helping tech 

companies understand their users to develop better products. Having lived in Latin America, the 

Middle East and Europe, he particularly enjoys untangling the operational, organisational and cultural 

complexities inherent in adapting tech products to emerging markets. Cyril is a Science Po (PoliSci) 

and HEC Paris (MBA) graduate. 

“If Today’s Problems Are So Urgent, Why Are We 

So Stuck?” 

MEG KINNEY, Bad Babysitter Productions 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

We are surrounded by messages urging us to see the suffering, injustice, and corruption of both the 

natural and built world. But today, people seem to be gripped by passive despair. Why is that? 

Perhaps we are weighted by a loss of optimism. This presentation questions if optimism is 

misunderstood and if, as ethnographers, we are getting in our own way and underestimating it as a 

powerful tool of social transformation. Optimism requires us to examine our own emotional 

intelligence, capacity for change, and belief in our own human potential. 

Meg is a partner at Bad Babysitter – a brand strategy consultancy focused on using an ethnographic 

approach and documentary storytelling style to humanize stakeholders and contextualize brand 

meaning across the value chain. Clients span Fortune 500 brands and retailers, Climate Tech startups, 

emerging sectors, and marketing agencies.   She has a Masters in Natural Resources & Sustainability 

Leadership to help brands and agencies find their breakthrough narrative for this moment. 

Kites Rise Against the Wind: 20 Years of Research 

LEAH MCDOUGALD, McDougald Research 

MACKENZIE SHAW, McDougald Research  

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

Across two decades, our journey as research practitioners has been undeniably dynamic, defined by 

moments of recognition and rejection. As we reflect on the evolution of our industry amidst shifting 

social landscapes, corporate upheavals, and evolving economic demands, it's crucial to reexamine our 

collective role. Finding harmony within our journey, this narrative portrays how, like the flight of a 
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kite, we remain steadfast against the gusts of change, anchored by our unyielding commitment to 

enhancing lived experiences through design and innovation. 

With a degree in Sociology and Women's Studies from The Ohio State University, Leah's early career 

in the non-profit sector involved leading empowerment courses for survivors of abuse, shaping her 

commitment to understanding human needs. Her journey led her to the forefront of design research, 

conducting international ethnographic studies in Asia and Europe, providing a global perspective to 

her work.  In 2014, Leah founded McDougald Research. 

Mackenzie is an experienced strategist, researcher, design thinker, and problem solver with 20+ years 

of professional experience. Armed with an Industrial Design degree from The Ohio State University, 

her career spans both corporate and agency environments where she has conducted global research 

and led design, research, and strategy teams. With the ability to navigate the intersection of user needs 

and business objectives, she has an expertise in aligning stakeholders and influencing strategy. 

Sankofa; Look Back, Side-eye the Future 

SASHA OFORI, YUX Design 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

This PechaKucha is an invitation into my journey, probing questions such as:  What is the true 

meaning of empathy; self-empathy. How does it manifest, especially in the African context?  How do 

I safeguard my well-being while being fully present for those I serve and work with?  What lessons 

from my experience of being a full-time caregiver can inform my approach to "empathy" as 

researcher?  This a practical inquiry of a researcher; researching from within using methodologies 

inherent to our work to initiate these conversations. Because, in looking back and reflecting within - 

we might have a glimpse of the future ahead. 

Sasha Ofori is a Ghanaian-based UX Researcher at YUX Design, specializing in the application of 

design thinking and HCD methodologies across sectors; health, education, agriculture, and 

technology, leveraging research to create positive impact in Africa. As a young professional, these 

experiences has ignited a profound passion in her to delve into the nexus of empathy, self-discovery, 

and mental health within the realm of research in Ghana. Sasha actively documents her learnings on 

her Medium. 
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Saving (Tattoo) Clients from Themselves 

DUSTIN KISKADDON, JP Morgan Chase 

PechaKucha Presentation Abstract 

Drawing on direct experience with professional tattooing, I explore the art and strategy of saving 

clients from their own bad ideas. Doing well for others, it turns out, means doing well for yourself. 

Dustin Kiskaddon is an applied sociologist who studies the intersection of culture, bodies, and 

money. His ethnographic memoir, Blood and Lightning: On Becoming a Tattooer explains how 

tattooers think, feel, and act at work. It’s based on Dustin’s experience working as a professional 

tattooer, and it was published by Stanford University Press. Learn more at 

https://www.dustinkiskaddon.com 
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