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Academics and practitio
ners in the field of com-
puter-human interaction
are active champions of
products (computer-
based and otherwise} thar
can be effectively used by
humanity at large, But is
usability enough? Does a
usable product necessarily
rake a desirable product?
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A well-designed produce
must perform in several

dimensions
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the right problem, com-

municates o rational

putpose, and does thee

work that needs to be

done

= ergonomic - appropriate physical fir,
feel, shape and size

= cognitive fit = the product provides
aftordance of funcoonality, feedback,
suppart for learning, and accessible
understanding
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Cermainly funcrion, ergonomics, and
cogaitive fit are well understood, and
can be applied and vested. The missing
ingredient is culrural e A produce that
fies culrurally will:

* connect with emorions of users

* link 1o the producing brand

* link to the expectations of the custom-
ers

* prowide an organizing vision of what

the produce i about have an increased
likelihood of achieving marker success

Culvaral fir s erivical 1o a product’s suc-
cess. [t is the staring point, not the end
point of development, and should be

the foundarion for functionality, ergo-
nomics, and cognitive fit

Why Culture?

Culrure is the way a group of people give
meaning to the world around them,
how they solve problems and how they
do work. The word "culoure” is used col
loquially toorefer to artistic activites
stich as apera or ballet; here we refer o
culiure a5 the organizing behavior and
shared beliefs thar define a group. For
example, anthropologists Dorothy and
David Counts spent six years studying
RVing seniors-retirees' who spend all or
maost of the year traveling and camping
in 2 mobike home. They found a distinet
culmure with s own customs, rituals
and inngtug.— [2]. The culture of RN ing
seniors defines their realivies, and serue
tures the ways in which they think and
act. It follows that there are similar cul
tures to be found among freman, mid
WiVEs, MEw Arcnis, receprionists
diaberics, and so on, and that producrs
for those users must take inoo account
the specific needs of thar culture in
order to he successful.

While many corporations and institu
tions are explorng the uses of anthro
pology and cultural srudies, waols 1o
determine culrural fit are poorly under
stood, hard ro evaluare and often hit-or
muss. Cur approach s to combine a
package of tools into a process which
consists of four key steps:

* Discovery of cultural alignment

= Synthesis of cultural understanding
into: design conceprs

* Implementanion of design concepes

* Contextual evaluarion of design con-
cepts by users.

Here we will limit our discussion 1o dis-
covery and synthesis, for this is where
the connection to culture is found.

= “RVing - I!'J'I.I:“IHE in & Recreatinal
Vehicle such as 3 caravan (editor's notel
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Discovery

Discovery is an acuvity that unveils the
qualitative aspects of customer behaviar
{in contrast to the quantitative focus of
traditional marker research), an
approach thar is absolurely required in
order to understand the customersor
users in-a new way. Both the problem
and the solution must remain open it
this stage — we don't go lnoking far
answers, we look for the questions to be
asked.

This invalves more than simply being
aware of users’ stared wanrs and needs.
T'here are levels of meaning thar usen
cannot respond directly to; the answes
1o “Would you like ro be able 1o acoos
feature X is almost always “yes”, while

How much do you expect 2 produe
like that to cost?™ is not likely 1o pro-
duce 3 meaningful answer. We strive 1o
uncover hidden and emerging layers of
meaning among consumers and their
culture, These meanings are aften atit-
side the realm of our own experience.
For example, while China has only 73
MecDonald's restaurants, the chain has
become a place where Chinese go 1o
experience America, Harvard culturl
anthropologist James Watson says tha
motivations for canng at McDonaldsin
China are quite different than in the
West: “Most Chinecse don't even like the
food. bur what they are buying i cul-
ture. They are buying connectedness 1o
the world system. The idea is thae if
these kids can connect with
McDonald’s, they are going ro end upar
Harvard Law School.” [3] Clﬂrlr this
kind of cultural insight can not be
derived from personal experience or
direct questioning. We must find “not
only the emonon-laden anecdores, bu
also unspoken impulses™ [4].

The method of echnography, an
approach central to anthropology,
focuses on understanding people in
context, looking ar what is done, listen-
ing to what is said about the doing, and
exploring the contradictions of what
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doesn make sense. The formerly naive

researcher is changed by the experience;
beingmioved by what they see and hear.

The result is a ser of compelling stories

that help us understand that culture and

its arganizing frames of meaning,

[ndeed, culture i communicared, main-

uined and changed through stories,

We refer to our discovery and synthesis
process as applied ethnography, a form
of qualirative culrural analysis thar
involves deep conversations, observa-
tions, interviews, and analysis. The eth-
nagraphic interview is informal and
conversarional, bur with an implicit
research agenda, The ethnographer
wanis o gain a holistic understanding
ofcustomers’ viewpoints by eliciting the
compelling stories which surround the
experiences of activities and product

use, Srories outside the sphere of usabil-
ity are pursued by ethnographers
begause they can reveal imporrant
nuances of the customers’ culrure.,

Eshnographers listen for narive lan-
puage, words, terms, and descriptions 1o
fully understand the world of the cus-
tomer (e, “docs everyone who works
here call it che Batcave?”™). Grand rour
questions, where the informant rakes
the ethnographer — physically and
descriptively — through the environ-
ment being studicd, unveil important
denails abour the customer’s warld. Arri-
faets of this environment will reveal
ﬁpﬂhn particulars of the lives being

Synthesis
Ethnography in product development

means discovering new culeural under-
standings and synthesizing these under-
standings into the design of products,
services and communicarions. Synchesis
is the search for categories and the orga-
nizing principles that give them mean-
ing li.c., categories — young and old,
principles — young is good, old is bad).
This activity rakes place in parallel with
discovery. Again, ethnography is more
than 1 dara collection methodology:
fieldwork and synthesis take place
simultaneously, each affecting and
changing the other during the process.
Discovery and synthesis in parallel
allows iteration-in-place-the solution
changes as the problem changes, and the
problem changes as the solution

changes. Keeping both sides of the
problem open ensures that the end
resule resonates with the consumer’ cul-
ture rather than the producer’s culture.

The new understandings are caprured in
symbolic models - shore abseractions of
camplex stories that deseribe relation-
ships between people, products and
their rechnological producers. The end
product of synthesis is a set of symbolic
models.

Symbolic models are concise and mem-
orable, and act as the stepping stones to
new ideas. An example of a symbolic
model is the Macintosh Finder's desktop
~ the symbolic model is "using the com-
puter is like using things on the desk in
an office.” These symbolic models can
be embodied in a variery of ways, such
as phrases, three-dimensional forms,
mock ads, meraphors or principles. In
the example of the Macintosh Finder,
the desktop metaphor is an embodi-
ment of the underlying symbolic model.

Looking for patterns and relling stories
requires experience, insight, creativiry
and inruition. It may be best as a callab-
orative process berween those who are
skilled in understanding people and
behavior (social scientises) and those
who are skilled at interpresing under-
standing as artifacts (designers]. Some
individuals don’t fall into this paradigm,
of course, and may make excellent syn-
thesists regardless of background.

This approach requires us to wrap a
story arcund what seems to be an inco-
herent, discontinuaous set of intellecrual
abstractions. The stories in these synthe-
sis sessions may be silly or amusing, but
that does not mean there is a lack of
focus, In Fact, humor can be a sign thar
we are succeeding in looking ar the ordi-
nary in an unusual way-thar we are leav-
ing our own cultural frame and entering
the frame of a user. The humor occurs ar
the transition point.

Phrases heard during synthesis may
include:

= “I think computer nerworks are like
nightlights”

= “This is going to sound rorally ridicu-
lows, bur..."

SIGCHI Bullatin

Velume 29 Mumber 3

* “Whar if ir's not really a camera ar all,
but a facilitator for touching cach
other?"

* “This is jusr like that sketch on Satur-
day Mighr Live where they...®

» “Well, 1 think compurer nerworks are
like aquariums”.

Synthesis activities may be:

» Messy-Post-Te Notes, whirte boards,
photographs, magazrines

* Collaborarive

* Loud-laughrer, shouting, arguments

* An exploration of ranges and continu-
LTS

* Mapping the physical environment

» Challenging to established belicfs

* Unstruceured to an observer, yet stoue-
tured to a participant.

Indeed, chis lack of scructure to an
observer suggests thar this paper is not
the best medium o communicate syn-
chesis in detail — it is about experience
more than methodology. Building skills
in this area takes practice; onge may need
to establish apprentice relationships
with experienced synthesists.

The symbolic models are the tangible
bits and picces of culmral Frames that
inform and inspire a range of product
concepts that can be implemented and
then evaluared wich users in order to
ensure a cultural fr. The iteracion with
and berween these phases is essential,
Symbalic models will inevieably evalve
over time as more daa is collected, more
srories are rold and recold, and more
reflection takes place,

Conclusion

The discovery and synthesis tools found
in a method such as applied ethnogra-
phy are effective in understanding the
culture of our users; an understanding
that is essential if we are to build prod-
ucts thar provide meaning to those
users. As culrural historian %, Bernard
Carlson writes, “Successful products are
more than just a bunch of technical
solutions. They are also bundles of cul-

* T help creare wrcunitics for these
rl.':13.l.l'l:bmi|'|.i|:I:\.r GV s sponsoring D
covery, an ermail discussion group abou
understanding users and their culiure,
To parricipate, send email 1o
majordomo@halis.com with the mes-
sage subseribe discovery
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tural solutions. Successful products,
unlike inventions, succeed because they
understand the values, insticurional
arrangements, and economic notions of
thar culture.” [1]
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Viswal Intevaction Design is a Special
Tneerese Area of SIGCHT focusing on the
wiswal aspects of interaction in interface
destgn, The goals of the Visual Interaction
Design Special Mntevest Area are to act ara
facal point for viswal interaction design
interest within SIGCH], to advance
wisual interaciton design as an integral
component ol HC and to integrate visual
mnteraction desigre with the rese of SIG-
CHI.

Web Site Announcement

UlDesign, formerly known as
UPWORLD, 15 a specialise site for Mul-
rimedia and Interaction Design profes-
sionals invalved in designing CD-
ROMs, Web sites, GUIs etc.

You will Aind here more than 175 valu-
able resources covering books, software
toals, design studios, showcase events,
newsies and jobs.

UTDwesign is available ar
houp:/fwww.io.udelfr.nlfuidesignd
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To coneribute information to this columy,
send email to 534+ @andrew cnmuedy or
[frmarchak@tasc.com, or write to Shay-
nion Fard, Department of Design, Came-
gie Mellon University, Pittchurgh, PA
13213, USA. or Frank M. Marchak,
TASC, 55 Wialkers Brook Drive, i
MA 0867, USA. e

1o subscribe to the Visual Interaction
Design ListServ group, send email to
listserv@orvm | ce. ot edu

with the single line:
subscribe VISUAL-L <pour names

in the body To wnswbseribe, send mail
the same address wich the single line:

signaff VISUAL-L

int the body Ta commmnicate with mem-
bers of the Visual Interaction Design com-
munity, send email ra

visual-l@ptvm ] oo vt edu,

You can alie access the lise via bboard:
IRLErREL COpuEing. visual-





