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Introduction 

Ac.wlcmiu ;and pncmio-­
nc~'" rhc fidd ur corn· 
ptncr·hum.m unc,.oltbOn 
.1((' ;U,;fiV(' th.unpll>n~ or 
prodUi,;f\ {<.ompuccr· 
l,,.,ed 1111d (lth.:rwisc) Lhou 
c.un lw: ctr('i..~i\·dy used l,y 
hum.•nuy .u large. Buc is 
~.Wabi li•y enough? .Docs a 
Ull.tblc llrudu4.r neceu;uily 
m;~kc :1. dC'>itilblc Jlrcxluctl 
Or l ~ucc.'mfuJ produu? 
Qj COUr'\oC' It()(, 

A ,.dl·d..,~n.d product 
muu perform in W'\-cr.tl 
djmciWC\B\ 

• Oll1rropt1.)(( runctaon.d· 
''Y thr product ~tv.::s 
rhr righr prohlcm, com­
munit.tlC\ ,, ralionJ.I 
pu• polloi: • .1nJ does the 
w,uk ch.tl ntt(b co be 
doa1c 

• C"rgonomic lll'l>ror• i.m: 1)hy)lcal fit. 
feel. )hape .and m.t 

• cogoict\'C Ju the Jnoducc J>ro\·ades 
~ITord.:ancc of funccionJitty, J~back, 
supparr for le.arnintt, and ~tblc 
undenr.anding. 

n .. will <qU>t< (0' u...bk product. 
\..a-uinly fUncnon. tfp.pnom~G, "'"d 
c.ogni1i"c fi, nc ~dl undtntood . .and 
on be >ppl1.d .and test..! The m'-"ing 
ingredicnc l-i rulnartal fit. A produce th.J.t 
fits culturally"''"' 

• conn«r with cmorion\ a t U\C'rs 
• link to rhc Jmxfucing braml 
• link CO the t'XPfCN11011S n( chc t UliTQOl­

Ctl 

• provide Jll llJg<!ni1mg vt,ion of wha1 
lht prodUlt l$.1buu1 h.IYt',Ul inuc~ 
Jjkdihood of .Khieving m.ukct )U<:eas 

CulturaJ fi1 ll (011<'".11 10 ~ rrodu('li SUC· 

CC'SS. h b tM .. t.utmg rome. no1 the end 
point o( d<vtlopmrm. •nd .nuutJ be 

12 

Design as a Cultural Activity 

th< fouodarion ror 1Unn10n•hry. ·~ 
numid. -and cognitl\l' fir. 

Why Culture? 

Culrure-ischc: w1ya group<~( people g•vr: 
meaning to the world arountllhc-rn. 
how they solve prnblerm .md hl)W 1h()' 
do work.. ~nH~ word "culture" i~ met~ w J .. 
loquially w refer 10 :mbti~,; II(.IIVillcf 

.$Uc:h a.s O(X"ra or l>:allct: here we reftl lO 
culm.rt': as 1he organit.ing beh;wiur .tnd 
ilia.red bdic:f]o: 1h;at define .J grour. For 
cum pie, mthropoltJW\1.:' f><trochy And 
D.avid Coums iJXOI i.ll; )'t'An uudytng 
RVing.scnion-rnu~ 1 ~·ho t.pcnJ .•. 1.1 or 
most of thr yar tr.a,-cfing .. ncJ UJJ\f,lnB 
in~ mobtle home:. ·mer found"' dr10nnc.t 
rulrurr wirh iu own CU\tOm•. mwh 
•nd bngu.ag<l21. O.c cuhu~ul RVon5 
imiors: ddini!'J thrir rnlirlo . .tlld 'cruc· 
tutt:S tht w.tys in Yo<htt.h rhcy chmk .md 
ae:t. It follows ch;ac tht'rt .are ~mul.tr cui 
turt'$ ro bt- found Jm"ng firem~n. nud~ 
wives. new p:m•nr,;, r«tprinni~:u. 
di :tberic.~. and so on, and th.u producH 
for rhosc u!>crs mu.n r.akc inm .u:count 
rhc: specific ncc:d$ of rh.n cuhurc u1 
order ro be I'Ucc.e;s.\fid . 

Wht1(' mmy COrJ'C:Ir.uion~ 0\nd m>dtu 
tionsuc aplonng tltr uJa: uf .uuhro­
pology and culluul mtcho. U,k>l' 10 

determine cufrurJ:J fir .nc tXlPrlv unda~ 
.1lood. hard ro n-1hD1< .uwJ often h .II•Ot· 

mts.S. Our .approxh '' ro combme .1 

pxhge of ..,.,Is rmo > pro<<» whKh 
consists of four "rv sttpi; 

• Discovtf}' of C\lltur~J .1ltgnmc:nt 

• SynrhC$i.S of cuhur.tl und<r,r~AmUng 
inro dtsign concc:pr.~ 

• Implementation or de1isn COtlCcpu 

• Contextual t\•JituciOil of dc!oign CUll· 

cepts- hy mer s. 

Htl't" wt wi.lllimu our di!ic:tt:.~um 10 dis­
rovtry and synthesis, for thi,. i.s whtrc: 
the conn«"cion 'o rulrure •~ fuunJ. 

t ""RVing'".; undlu'l 1.n J ft.a~.lttc.nul 
Vchidc:JUCb ~' c;an,Jn (f•chsOJ'' noce) 

Hl l!.kM 

Oi«ov&ry 

Di.sco,·ay ls an xtivuy chat un¥tib the 
qu;a.liuri\'t .up«~t of cuuomn bthl'ftQr 

(in contnst m the quamh~ci~(OCU)o( 
tr;ldtrional m:ukct rc:seurch). ~.n 
.•pprcxtch rh:u i!l 2b~olmdy required l.n 
order ro undentand the ClL.nomcrs or 
u.sen in a new W:t)'· Borh rht problem 
~nd Lhe solurion must rr.m:tin open 111 

this .sta.ge- we don't go looking for 
:a1u.·wr.n, we look for the que~riont ro bt 
osk.d. 

11ns im'Oh"C:S more ahan simply bcinc 
.1""~"' of U5tt5• sc:ncd "~rs 1nd ncaiJ. 
Th<t< • .., tc.-ds of mc:onin& dut """' 
unnot n:spond dirmly co: the ,_'<I' 
tu Would you like to be able to-. 
katW< x-is ilin00< .!ways-,.,-. "'hdc 
.. H~ much do you n:pn:r ~ product 
like that to cost?'" is notltkdy 10 pro­
duce a me-aningful ;uuwer. We nriYC to 

un'o~r hidden .md emerging laym or 
me.ming :Jmong consumers 11nd thd r 
cuJrure. Th($C meanings arc ofren out· 
)ide Lhe realm of our own experience. 
For example, while Chino has only 7J 
McDonald's restaur.ams, rhc chail'l hu 
h«omt a place whtrt. Chi neg go 10 

apetitnce Amttica. HiltVard cu.lrural 
anrhropologi~"t James ~11Jl0n U)'S lh!J 
mom'"ilhons for eating at Md)onald•••n 
<Am.-. :ue qujtr difTert"nl dun in the 
'.xOt: • Man China< don"t cwn Irk the 
food. bur ,.n,, they >rr buying rs cuJ. 
ru.rr. ~·an buying conn«U'dMb co 
the \\'O.rkl system. 1M- fcle1 i.s th1c if 
rhC'SC' kuh CilO connt'Cf wirh 
McOoru.ld's,. they a~ going tO end up i11 

Huvud l..•w Schc.,l: [31 Clearly <his 
kind of cu.huml iruighr e n nor bt 
dah·ed !Tom pcnotul experience or 
direct questioning. We mun find ·no. 
only the emotlon-ln<len ;~necdOit:S, bu1 
al.w Uttspoktn impul$($• f4l. 

The method of ethnogi·aphy, an 
approach central 10 ant.hropolo8)'• 
fOCU$t'.$ on und~ding pcqpJe in 
comar. looking at what ls donc.lu.J.eno 
mg to \\-fur is said about the- dotng. u.d 
exploring rbe coruradictionJ. of wfu.t 
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doesn't make $mSt'. The formerly ttai,·e 
1eswcher is c.hanged by the e:<periet\CC; 
k ing niov'td by what chty ~ :md hear. 
Tht resuh is a se.- of compelling nories 
th.a.t hdp111 undersaod that OJin•re 'lll'\d 
ittorg.ani1ing rra~ of mc::aning. 
lt~decd,culturt iscommunic.l;ted, main~ 

nintd and changed through srories. 

We td'~r EO our di~W!'t')' and synthesis 
process u :appli~ ethnography) a form 
ofqualiutivc culrural -an-alysis rhaJ 
involves deep com•ersations. observa· 
tioos. interviews, and analysis. The eth· 
OOg.t.lphic imerview is lnformal and 
<On\'«Sationat, but. with an implicit 
rt.SW<.h agenda. The ethnographer 
wants· to g:.in a holistic underst3nding 
ofcustom(ts' "iewpointS by dic.iring the 
compelling stories which surround the 
experiences of acth·ities 2nd product 
usc. Sfori('$. outside rhc: sphere of usabil .. 
ity art putru~ b)' ethnographers 
bcausc they can reveal imp<>rcant 
nuanc;es: of the cunomers' cuJrure. 

&hnogr<Jpbers listen for t'l<uive Jan~ 
guag~ words. u:rms, and descriptions to 
fully under<tond the world of the cus­
!Omtr (;.e., .. doe5' ~·er)'Olle who works 
hm call it (he BatCa\•t?'"). Cr:.md tom 
qut$riom. where the informant takes 
the ethnographer - physically and 
descriptively- through the environ· 
me.m being !itudied, tuweil imponam 
details about the cuswmer's world. Ani~ 
tim of this environmem will reveal 
unspoken paniculars of the lives being 
led. 

Synthesis 

Ethnography in product de\'doprnent 
mtaMdisccwering new cultural under· 
.standings and S)'nrhesiz.ing dtese under~ 
.srandings into the design of produ<:ts, 
serviccs and commur~ ic.uions. Synthesis 
is- the-search for auegories and the orga· 
ni:Ung prindples char gi\·e them mean· 
ing (i.e., categories - young ~nd old, 
principles- young is gQOd, old i$ bad). 
This activity ~k<::s place: in patalld with 
discovery. Again, ethnogi'Olphy is more 
than a dat<l collection methodology; 
fieldwork and synthesis take place 
simulcaneou$(y, each aff«ting and 
changing the other during the process. 
Discovery and synU1esis in para lid 
allows iteration·in·place·the .solutiOt'l 
ehang~ as the proble•n c.h:mges, and the 
problem changes a$ the solutiOtl 

changes. Keeping both sid<S of the 
problenl open ensures that the end 
rtsult re.~onate.~ with the consumer's ct.tl· 
rur~ rnther than the prod~1cer's colnm:. 

The nC"' understandings are captured itl 
symbolic Lnodels - shon abstractions of 
complex Stories that describe relation· 
$hips between people, produ~ts and 
their technological producers. The end 
product of symhesis is a set of symbolic 
models. 

Symbolic model:; are concise: and mem· 
or-able, and act as ~he :;tepping stones to 
new id<:::u. A.n example of a symbolic 
model is the Macintosh Fi_nder's deskrop 
- the symboLic. model is "\Ising the com­
puter is like using things on the d<=Sk in 
an office.'' These symbolic models an 
be embodjed ln a variecy of W:l)'$. such 
as phrases. three~dimension:al forms. 
mock ads. metaphors or princ.iplc:s. In 
Lht example of rhe Macintosh Finder. 
the: desktop mecaphor is an embodi· 
ment of the underlying symbolic. model. 

Looking for patterns aJ\d telling storiC"S 
requires experience, insight. creativity 
and intuition. h m:.~)' be l>est ~a oollab~ 
orative procc.ss between rhosc: who are 
skilled in undcrst~nding ~pic: and 
behavior (social sciemisrs) an<l those 
who ate skilled at incerpreting under· 
standing as anjFJ.as (designers). Some 
indjvidualsdon~r fall inro {his paradigm, 
of course, and may m~ke excellent .synw 
the.sists regardless of background. 

This appr~ch requires us to wrap a 
story around what setmt ro be an inoo~ 
hercnr, discontinuous s.er ofimell« tual 
absuac1ions. The stories- in these symhe .. 
sis sessions may be $illy Ot amusing, but 
that does not mea1l there js a lack of 
focus. In fa<.."t, hutnor can be a sign rhat 
we a.rt succeeding in looking ar the ordi~ 
nary in .an unusual way·rhar we are l c;~v .. 
i1lg our own cuJrura1 fF<~mcaod enrering 
the fr:~me of a US(:r. The humor O«'\l rS at 
rhe transition point. 

Phrases heard durit~g synrhesis may 
iocludc; 

• "1 thiclk computer networkli are like: 
nightlights'' 

• "This is going to $Qund totally ridiou~ 
lous, bul ... " 

• "\XIhat if it's 110t really a camera at all. 
but a facilitator for touching each 
other?'" 

• "This is just like thar sketch on Satur­
day Night l j,•e whert they ..... 

• "Well, I think computer necworks are 
like aquariums". 

Synrhesis acrivitiC$ m:;~y be: 

• MessywPost~h Nores, whire boards, 
photographs. magaz.ines 

• Collaborative 
• Lou<l-laughtcr. shouting. -:~rgumems 
• A1~ exploration of ranges and oominuw 

ums 
• Mapping the physical en\'iranment 
• Challenging co established beliefs 
• Unstn•crurc:d to -an observer. )'et srruc~ 

tufed co a panicipam. 

lndecd, this lack of sr.ruaurc to an 
observer suggests that rhis paper js- nut 
rhe best medium to communicatt $yn· 
thesis in detail- iris abolll experience 
more: lhn.n methodology. Building skills 
in this ar<::a t<~kcs practice: one may need 
to estabJjsh apprenrice relationships 
with expcri<'nccd syn{hcsisr$.2 

The scymbolic modds art (1\t tangible 
bits and pieces of cuhuraJ frames thal 
inform and inspire a ranse of product 
concepts that can be implemented and 
the.n evaluated with users in order to 

ensure a culmr.1l fit. The itc:r:ltion with 
and bc(Wccn thC$C phases is essential. 
Symbolic models will int'viubly evoh•e 
over rime as .more: data is collected. more 
s~ories are rold :md retold. and mort 
refl<Xrion t<tk.es pl'(lC(:. 

Conclusion 

The discover)' and srmhcsis rooJs foun • .-1 
in a method such as appljed echnogra~ 
ph)' are dTecrive in undcrs(aoding the 
culrure of our users~ :m understanding 
1hat is e.~!)en tia l if wear<:: co build prod· 
uccs th:u provide meaning to those 
users. As ct1lwral historian W. Be-rnard 
Cal'lson writes. "Suc~ful products are 
mort than jullt ;1 bunch of tt dlt\il'31 
solutions. Thc:y arc a.l.so bundkt of cui· 

l. To h: l1> C~l~ op~r~uniri~ fo.r (h('.St' 
rdauonsh1ps. C\ 0 I.S l!pOnsonng Dis· 
r11vrry. an cnuil discussion gmup abouE 
under,tanding users Jind lhcir cuhu(l!, 
To panici1».te, ~nd email {(• 
m.2.jordomo@boli$,(()m with 1h(' m~ 
sage Stfbll:rik di!((Jt:'t''ry. 
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tural solutions. Successful pro<luru, 
unlik~ invemioJ\s, succeed because t"hey 
undersu.nd che value$, instimtional 
:1rrangemeots. ;and economic notions ot 
char cuhure." ( l l 
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VitUJti !tJtenutitm Dn-ig~J iJ 11 Sptcial 
lnttrm Area ofS!GCH I fotusing on she 
visual nsp«ts ofinreractitm in imerfocr 
design. TJ~ goals ofsbe Visual lmeraction 
Detign Spef"inlfnurm Area are to octll$ ·a 
focal point for visual interanirm dl'fign 
intt'reJt withi.11 S!GCHI. to adwmu 
visual intt"mction dniy,;n as an inugral 
componmt ofHCI. and to inugrnJ~ vimal 
inttrdrtion d~fign with tlx nrt ufSIG­
CHI. 

Web Site Announcement 

UlDesign, formerly known as 
UlWORLD. is a specialist site for MuJ­
dmedia ~uld lnter~ctioo Design pcofes· 
si<m:t.ls involved in dc$·ignlng CD· 
ROMs, \Vc:b $ices-, C Uls ere. 

You will flnd here more th:;m 175 V<llu­
able re..;ourccs covering books. ~oftv.•are 
tool$, design .srudios, showcase events. 
nefsitt$ and jobs. 

UIDdig.n is available at 
h np;/ I www. io. fUdelft. n I/ u idcsign/ 
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To ~omribuu information I() thit column. 
u-nd ~mail fQ sfJ4•@andmJI.tmu.ttk 1r 

ftnmarchak@tasc.com, or writt to Slum­
non Nrd. D~partmmt of Dtsign. Grmr­
gie Mdibn Univmisy. Pituburgh, PA 
152/3, U.S.A. "'Frank M. Marm.k, 
TASC 55 Walktrs Brook briw, RrA<Iing_ 
MA {JJ 867, U.S.A. 

To 1ubscri/H to rhe VisuAllnterntthm 
DtSigJI Lil&v gtYJup. unti emllil IQ 

listH'ro@urvm /.cc. vt.edu 

with tht sing!~ lint: 

subscribt VISUAL-L <prtr namt> 

in the ~ n untubl(ribt. smd tnllil tq 

the samt ttddrm wirh siH tingk lin~: 

sig,o.fl"VISUAL-L 

in tJK bod;~ Ttt tfJtrmtutu'cak with mtm• 

btrs ()ftb( ViJuo/ lnrtrMtion Design tfnt­

muniry., ~,d mutilro 
visual-l@vwm !.~c. ut.tds,, 

>4u can also acteJS flu list viA. bh(Nird: 
inurMr..t()mput/ltg.viJUIII-1 




