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Abstract: The fo llowing p aper exp lores two main concepts: a) th e ethnography as a th ick and
qualitative observation m ethod, wh ich refers to  an activ e in terpretation of'th e traditional
ethnography by the communication design research mindset; b) the definition of design knowledge
space, as extended boundaries for the physical place of design activities.

In the paper we introduce th e in terpretation of ethnographic plan as atool for c ommunication
epistemology and as a rel evant resea rch t ool for t he understanding an d i nteraction with high
complexity kn owledge co ntexts. Et hnography ha s been practiced wi thin de sign organizations
aiming to provide remarks and insights about knowledge management systems within knowledge
intensive organizations. We describe ethnography structure, tools, data analysis and interpretation
techniques.

For communication design practice, the field research is not considered merely as a t echniques
toolbox that have been borrowed from social sciences; design rhetoric refers to the major purpose
of design thinking to act transformations in the observed contexts; ethnography is a way to face
problem settin g t hrough rese arch tools that consider observation and di alogue as t he necessary

design premise.
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1. Introduction

In the following paper we will present the results of a doctoral program[1, 2] about knowledge production and
sharing within design co mmunities. Research ex plores the lo cal and contextual environment of t ools and
resources that are usually considered as design knowledge and suggests a possible cross-field between the issues
related to design knowledge management and the knowledge production practices that typify the cooperation
within networks. This cross-field bases on the in creasing pre sence and signi ficance of the digital kn owledge
within th e m ain co ntext of knowledge systems. In ternet is con sidered asa world of fresh in spiration for
cooperation and sharing, th at offers to co ntemporary practitioners techno logy patterns useful to the (d igital)
knowledge management, and also sugg ests the existence of a culture that has cognitive and social relevance in
the topic of knowledge as public and c ommons un dertaking. In fact the idea o f network unveils a new and
effective organizational, social and productive model [3-6], and reveals latent and p rimary questions for our
society: the extension, t he meaning, the rules and the features of our own digital nature, which existence is

widely recognized. Indeed, we can c onsider that t he idea of networks is concretely shaped in our knowledge
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environment, through social networks, community references, shared database, user generated content activities,
research by serendipity, and in this sense Internet definitely functions as material resource. T he access to these
contents is strictly connected with the diffusion and ro oting up of the di gital systems that mediate the access to
knowledge space and t hat are present in daily life, in working time and place, as the same as within private
context, etc; and the use of these interfaces impact organizations and society by the emergence of direct practice

and behaviors of sharing and cooperative production of knowledge.

This broad and rank cultural p erspective that is sugg ested by digital worlds also supp lies so me practical and
concrete questions, that emerge from local places, related to the knowledge management issue, and ask the way
and the how in which we, as human, can richly express our digital nature built around the notions of networked,
shared and public. These are trans-disciplinary questions that mostly require local, specific, disciplinary answers;
this is wh y this research h as firstly co nsidered to encompass in timate an d reflective th oughts abo ut design
knowledge that clearly refers to a m eta-design perspective. Besid es the reflectiv e sp irit, th ese qu estions also
arouse a sp ecific interest for the practitioners’ discipline and in particular for co mmunication and ICT design.
The relevant question for communication designers is the quality of the interaction with digital knowledge, and
the way in which the quality take sh ape in interfaces and artifacts. Which is the meaning of design knowledge
sharing? Which is th e impact of tacit kno wledge in design practice? How the design toolkit is ch anging while
designers face digital knowledge? Which is the way for designing knowledge tools for practitioners? We suggest
that these kind of questions disclose a wider discourse about the impact on creativity and creative practice by the
new processes of knowledge production; and that this is a more and more social relevant discourse as far as new

forms of primary and grassroots creative practice emerge along with the professional and traditional ones.

Therefore the research aimed to develop an understanding of the changing knowledge en vironment of design
organizations and team-works; in order to do this it faced the effort to find a clear balance between the need and
the in terest t owards th e applied research able to ac hieve prototypes, andthe need andth er elevance of
establishing, in a system atic way, th e practice o f observation of knowledge contexts. This challenge has been
achieved by the ¢ onstruction o fa ri gorous m ethodological a pproach, t hat s uggests t he s pecificity of

communication design as strategic skills for understanding and acting within knowledge contexts.

In the following pa ges at th e first ste p we o ffer a sy stemic and coh erent ov erview about knowledge and its
relations t o s pace, withi n the fram ework of design knowledge space (par. 2); then we suggested a practice
approach for ob servation and th ick d escription of knowledge con text, based on the power of ethnography to
understand 1 ocal cont ext, a nd e nriched b y t he su ggestion of c ommunication e pistemology t hat pr ovides
dialogical, re flective and ¢ ooperative methods (par. 3). Finally we will briefly present the cases in which we
performed the ethnography, and will discuss a general model of design ethnography praxis for co mmunication
epistemology (par. 4) . The need to explore the ethnographic question is driven by a clear and well established
cue in design culture: if there is the chance of design interventions within a users context, it should be focused on
the user centered design approach and it shall to start where users actually are and act. Et hnography has been
approached as a m ethod that requires a critic exploration and the e ffort to personally go to 1 ook and get what
happens, and that suggest that any exploration demand specific tools and techniques. The methodology comes
from the adoption of ethnography interpreted by designerly mindset, and it will b e discussed and presented by
his rigor value (method, tools and process description) as its relevance value (why it is useful for designers to

understand context that they pretend to intervene into through communication design).
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2. Design knowledge Space: a context for the ethnography

The idea of creative place that we analyze in literature always entwines a twofold discourse about the physical
and the proxemics nature of places [7, 8], and it includes a qualitative and relational description of the ambient in
which creative practice happens. Kristensen systematized the spatial requirements referred to the different phases
of creative process, and he build a spatial model congruent with the creativity model by Wallas that is the main
reference of any studies about creativity. This spatial model comprises the physical dimension and configuration
of places wit h the immate rial conte nts and activitie s that flows within space:  in fact, start ing from a
terminological distinction between place and space it includes the reference to a relational level in the place, and
hint the need of a more complex definition. «Place refers to the physical extent or territoriality, whether in the
home or at work. [..] Space is the ‘built environment’ and includes shelter, confinement and protection
[..]Although the concepts of physical, perceptual and phenomenological space differ analytically, in most
situations these concepts must be seen in relation.» [7] All the theories and structures that pretend to describe the
physical model of creativity [7, 8, 9], even if they differ by features, key-points and variables, restate that the
word space includes the idea of a cognitive level: physical space is linked to cognitive space because there is a
metaphorical relation, where the physical space gives form to cognition; any cognitive process goes on within a
mediating cul tural an d physical cont ext. Clark re fers to this say ing t hat « cognitive processes are embodied,
environmentally embedded» [10].

Design literature refers to this cognitive component of the organizational space as the notion of common ground,
the cultural variable that is necessary to the distinction and the cognitive id entity o f groups. « The concept of
common ground, found within social linguistics and other domains concerns the contributions to mutual
knowledge, mutual beliefs, and mutual assumptions that inform social and collaborative activity. Common
ground representation and management is seen as necessary for the management of distributed, often quite
ambiguous, collaborative design processesy. [11] Cumming studied the way in which this cognitive component
appears within th ose organizations t hat do no t sh are physical ties, sod elving in to the po tential o f d igital
communities to express an equivalent strength of the cognitive level that comes from practices and true activities.
He writes that «such peer-groups have the potential, unlike non-computer-mediated social groups, of being able

to explicitly represent common ground as it dynamically emergesin practice. » [11]

In this sense the cognitive dimension is m ore consistent with the idea of context than that of sp ace, because it
embodies its semantic, tacit and relational value. Also Fischer suggests that there is a strong relation between the
common ground perspective and t he desi gn discipline, and he ar gues that this 1ink between ¢ ommunity and
common ground plays a m ain role in creati ve activities: « Within the design research context, common ground
tends to be used more metaphorically and informally than in linguistics and usually refers to the common
understandings that designers bring to a design process and how these understandings accumulate within
collaborative design teams as designers learn to work together. [...] The stronger the common ground isin a
design team, presumably, the greater is the chance that team members will understand the meaning and context

of design ideas, and be able to interact successfully on a social and technical level. » [12]

Therefore, common ground is a quality able to determine which is the specificity of a given context, and it edges
the extension of its own ¢ ognitive space. If we talk a bout design organizations and design contexts, comm on

ground pertains to the collaborative dynamics, and concerns the tacit contents and processes that are implied by

3519



any kind of knowledge intensive activity. In this sense any kind of tools requirement and d esign intervention
resides in the need of keep track of the contents of sharing activities with the same relevance than the process of
sharing itself, and observing a context out of metaphor means to directly observe and get touch of the common
ground itself. «The management of common ground is an essential aspect of collaborative design processes. In
order for collaborative work to proceed, and for designers to adequately coordinate their activities, designers
must keep track of their shared knowledge as it incrementally develops within the design team. Designers must
construct their common ground both intentionally, as they attempt to address and solve specific design problems,
and more spontaneously and unplanned, as they learn to work together as a social group. » [12] T his approach
seems co herent with network practices th at we prev iously d escribed, and itis ab le to call into question the
complex system of individual resources that emerge from the use of technologies, and starting from that is able
to credit the existence of a wider collective and public space of knowledge. «The basic idea of common ground
isthat it is a type of shared, or communal knowledge, which can be confirmed by complex signaling behaviors
between interlocutors. However, this doesn’t mean that common ground resides in a common place accessible to
all parties, in the metaphor of a shared database. Instead, each party of a communication act must have access

to this shared knowledge through their own private cognitive resources-ie, within their own head. » [11]

Design process is strictly connect ed to the con text of activ ity, ex press ac ooperative nature and use

heterogeneous resources and mixed sources and tap into experience. Design knowledge embodies structured and
codified heritages, but the most part of it continuously tie together with processes and experience. Cooperative
teamwork, multidisciplinary research, idea generation activities, visualization, all of that are knowledge intensive
activities that belong to the design practice and ground the design knowledge. This externalization process needs
to be s upported by a dequate t echnology, a nd t he practice of design ICT art ifacts for knowledge is ju st at
beginning, as well as itis more and more necessary because technology is almost the one medium support to
creation, preservation and use of kno wledge in the framework of digital and immaterial. The field of Creativity
Support T ools and Com puter Supporte d Coope rative Work clearly e xplored the i dea of physical s pace and
cognitive space as a whole, and they provided and documented dozens of cases and experiments on cooperation,

creation and the use of technology by groups. [8, 9, 12- 16]

On the o ther hand this framework currently do esn’t have a sp ecific focus on the Internet and its con nective
structure as te chnological domain that grounds creative tools, and the potential of d igital technology to b e an
effective tools for inspiration and composition of knowledge still shall to be completely explored. This research
expresses a focu ssed in terest to digital kn owledge too Is, by con sidering this kind of t echnology as essential
instruments of the cognitive and intellectual work; t hen it probes a design methodology that is able to observe
and keep in the tacit aspects and the behaviors of a place, in order to use as premises and inspiration of design
intervention. The main goal of designing this kind of technology should be the ability to preserv e and improve
this relational values. «|CT may help locate the various elements relevant to the process of knowledge sharing. In
this sense, ICT does not address the knowledge to be shared itself, but meta-knowledge, i.e. knowledge about the
knowledge to be shared. Meta-knowledge in one form, refers to the location and accessibility of relevant
information bases.» [17]

In this direction, useful inspirations for effective sharing technologies come from the design approach that starts
questioning the reason and the motivation to sharing practice, not to shared content [7, 12,17]. The main question

about knowledge and technology is not if we can use ICT to support sharing practice, that it is al most obvious,
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but if we can drive ICT to influence the motivation to sharing practice, so intervening both on information than
behaviors. « Because of its fluid nature, tacit, loose and emergent character, managing knowledge sharing by
managing communities requires a different approach to management than what we are used to. This implies that
the role of managers will be pushed to the periphery in which their main contribution lies in the
acknowledgement and facilitation of emergent grass-root community behavior. » [7]. Th erefore, the d esign
knowledge space is the place where the field research is able to include knowledge and cognition as significant
objects of observation and insights. This definition aims to ground the potentiality of a d esignerly approach to
ethnography: dks ist he sp ace wh ere know ledge processes o ccur and, in a w ider no tion of co mmunication
systems, they represent a strategic playground for design interventions.

3. Designer ly observation of the knowledge space

General inspirations to the methodology directly refer to the constructivist perspective that permanently inspires
design practice [18 -20, 30] and within this epistemological framework two aspects are worth being underlined.
The firstis th e idea of social epistemology, in which the knowledge processes are stron gly tied with contexts,
groups and aggregations. Knowledge is a plural process, and the first structured ap proach to these concepts is
referred to a special edition of Synthese journal, dedicated to the topic of “Social Epistemology” [21], in which is
referred the concept of knowledge as a collective exploit. Internet is the practical example that is based on social
epistemology, and the current technological context go back over to the knowledge space of Pierre Levy, that is
the anthropological space for contemporary humanity and society in which knowledge has a key role, and the

social ties piece together by knowledge and cooperative dynamics. The more powerful intuition in Levy’s utopia
and in the framework of social epistemology is t hat kno wledge space is no t universal and convergent for the
whole humanities, bu t it is frag mented and m anifold, and necessarily local a nd contextual. S econdly, we
considered the subjective aspects of constructive epistemology, that means that knowledge process are mediated
by an e xplicit and reci procal interference between the knower and the known; therefore techniques based on
dialogue a nd hermeneutic a nalysis are needed, a nd the field research m ethods that ofte n a re c onnected to

constructivist approach m ake explicita question a bout the role  of researc her a nd its placement withi n
observation process. Constructivist epistemology widely dispute the idea of research as a neutral identity, for at
least two reasons: first because intentions and purposes, value and expectations affect the representation that he
is able to provide from the observed context; second, the physical presence of researcher within context, and the
footprints of this presence, are sufficient to orientate and divert the observation itself. These characteristics are
not problems and obstacles to understanding, but as Barry (1986) says «it should be considered the opposite, as
a means of knowledge and perhaps the only means.»

In this perspective observation techniques have epistemological relevance because allow the 1:1 scale outlook,
and are sensitive to the 1 ocal spirit of each knowledge spaces. We choose ethnography to understand the local
context and the multiple cuttings of creative and knowledge processes while designing. Observation aim to point
out qualities of observed (context, people and relations), the way in which cooperation shapes in daily design
practice, a nd we conside red it as a creative techni  ques in th e way it p rovides t he p remises for fu rther
interventions within the context. The specificity of the ethnographic practice by design mindset grounds on these
two aspects of reflexivity and relational/dialogue, and it is theoretically supported by the Virtual Ethnography
research practice [ 22] and the fram ework of com munication e pistemology [24], that we are going to briefly

present.

3521



3.1 Observation by reflexivity

The fram ework of virtual ethnography recently devel oped wi thin s ocial science in order to provide speci fic
approach for the digital and further social contexts. It is a research field that emerges from the growing interes t
about technology and networks, the power of its social impact, the changing in behavior and relationships. Even
the ethnographic research that we conduct is far from being remote (it’s instead fully localized and contextual), it
has been inspired by one of the premise of vi rtual ethnography: when Internet and IC T are the foc us of our
studies, it is imperative to consider it not just as a mean of communication, but as a complex communication
artifact that is on the hands o findividuals, and that o ffers to individuals t he en vironment for o rganizing in
communities. Virtual ethno graphers ai m to understand th e use of In ternet in th e d ifferent con texts, and the
personal involvement by observer is considered a helpful insight. The main interesting aspects of reflexivity in
virtual ethnography are th e ability of researcher to describe and include as a sp ecial kind of data also his own
experience with technology, and the flexibility that is require d to a dapt observation practice and tools to each

context, even if the different contexts are framed and singled out within a whole digital domain.

So t he ethnographic j ourney has developed i nt he way of “ designers o bservatory”, asam ethodological
framework with a double core: an ex ternal observation in situ (interested towards the different contexts and the
instrumental and cognitive specificities) and a endogenous observation, that aim to reflect about the own design
knowledge tools an d practice. While observing and researching we, as designers, are both the subject than the
object of our research hypothesis; in this sense we integrate the ethnography, as a social science method, with the
basics of practice based research in which the direct and personal use of tools suggest the idea of self-test the
antidotes (design research outcomes) . This twofold approach to observation that is referred in social science to
the concept of reflexivity, within the practitioners literature it has grounded by Schon theories, that disclose and
detail the reflexive component within any kind of design activity, and stress the need to convert and use it in

design practice [23, 28].

DESIGNERS OBSERVATORY

N

observation toolkt < > self-tools and dliverables

social science methods | N reflective antidotes
practice based research

0bServation g0a]  fm—)  reflective goal

Figure.1 Structure and aim of “designers observatory” [1]

3.2 Observation by dialogue

The sec ond i nspiration ¢ omes from the theory o f Marian ella Sclavi, since twenty years a profes sor
anthropologist at architecture faculty at Politecnico di Milano. She provides a theoretical outlook on ethnography
and observation that is specific for practitioners mindset, considering knowledge process as a sp ecial kind of

communication process. What Sclavi calls communication process extends its boundaries outside the limit of
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verbal | anguage, an diti s framed an d define by a n hi ghscal e o fc omplexity. C ulture i s a n e xtended
communication process, as cultural behaviors are com munication sy stems wi thin t he di fferent social gr oups,
aggregations and organizations. If we think to communication by the inspiration of complexity, as Sclavi says,
we th ink ov er th e direct interactio n t hrough lang uvage, and nece ssarily we ¢ ontribute to m ore articulated

perspective. This extended definition of communication rose the interest of semiotic discipline, and it developed
the proxemics theories as a usefu 1 key to interp retation of physical and cognitive spatiality as a th ick mean of

communication [25- 27].

Basically, Scl avi s uggests a pe rspective o n et hnography a sa usefult ool for u nderstanding ¢ omplex
communication systems, and t he e ffectiveness of t his perspective based on the main focus ab out relation al
capabilities o f individuals and groups involved into communication (the theory refers to concepts of “ascolto
attivo” active | istening, "autoconsapevolezza emozionale" emotional self-awareness and “ gestione creativa dei
conflitti” creative engagement); «l landed on this kind of studies through a critical approach to ethnography: on
the one hand | have being always convinced that if we want to understand the dynamics of a good
communication, we must take a successful intercultural communication as a point of departure. » [24] Sclavi
gave a t heoretical fram ework a bout dialogue as t he effective strateg y for understanding wit hin co mplex
communication contexts; it’s u seful to shortly describe it an d point out the way th is framework grounded the

designerly ethnographic praxis.

Each communication system has local nature and its own specific configuration; the richness and complexity of
communication come from this variety and diversity. In this framework, the acce ptance and inte raction with
diversity are main cognitive tools, and the ethno grapher has the role to bu ild knowledge and co mmunication
bridges between individuals and within groups. This is a suggestive approach for reflection and discourse about
digital knowledge s paces, t hat are m anifold, partial and strictly local. Internet is the space for di versity, a
complex context in which local and distributed knowledge heritage emerge, and cognition comes from dialogue.
The ho spitality to diversity is se miotic p ointer of op enness, of coop erative in teractions, of cu ltural h umility
facing the possible collective intelligence of which each of us is actor. Also the methodology given by Sclavi to
understand communication contexts is based on the crucial concept of reflexivity of observer and the listening
dynamics as th e key of in terpretative activity (ascolto attivo/active listening); it b ases on two conceptual tools,

the “complex communication triangle” and the concept of “cognitive frame”.

The triangle explains the structure of ethnography of communication context: observation and interpretation are
dynamic, recursive and flexible because the actors involved continuously influence and remodel communication

itself. So it is a structure schema that emphasize communication as a process of relationships more than contents.

ascolto attivo/
active listening

autoconsapevolezza emozionale/

aisntal selbaver Rk gestione creativa dei conflitti/

\\__}j creative engagement

Figure. 2 The triangle model of communication epistemology [24]
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Instead, the cognitive framework is the concept that describe the cultural and cognitive forewords of individuals
within a co mmunication pro cess t hat d irectly in fluence th e way i n which we bu ild m eaning and co gnitive
relevant references. The co gnitive frames are the key points of an efficient interpretation within a local syste m;
they are the space where we are able to practice deeper and richer interpretative capabilities, they re present the
starting point of our own interpretation process, as its limit points, the boundaries where continuously redefine

the dialogue between observer and observed.

Ttaliano Inglese

T T

Sottolineare “Pit Sottolineare le
le vocali chiaro” / consonanti

Figure. 3 The binocular schema of cognitive frames [24]

In the framework of research these theories have been relevant methodological resources for an interpretation of
ethnography by communication interest. In the perspective of communication and complexity, dialogue al low
the p erception o ftacit kn owledge and t he in teraction with co mmon ground. The ai m of com munication
ethnography is ju st p artially connected to the interest in collected d ata; m ore it is related to the interest in

reflecting about daily processes of communication and new knowledge paradigm related to digital experience.

The sh ape of Sclavi’s triangle is th e sch ema o f a n ot-reductionist communication ab ility, grounded on the
awareness o f co gnitive frames that dynamically b uild si gnificance an d sen se with in a co ntext; itisam odel
useful to anthropologists to face intercultural dynamics. We gave a new shape to the triangle, as a schema of not-
reductionist knowing activity and ability, in which ethnography and observation are related both to reflective
than creative processes, that is useful to designers to face teamwork and cooperative dynamics.

observation capability
fethnography)

self-reflective capability
fetnographer & designer)

transformation capability

'\-/ {design)

Figure. 4 The triangle of communication epistemology interpreted by design [1]
In th e next paragraph we will sh ift from th is th eoretical sch ema of co mmunication ethno graphy b ased on
reflective listening (interaction phase ) a nd the frames drop (i nterpretative phase), to th e description of an
ethnographic praxis that aims to empower the observation results into design interventions regarding knowledge

activities.

4. Designerly intervention in the knowledge space
The metaphor and the key value of dialogue within observation and interpretation practice is necess ary to s hift

from understanding to intervening. C ontext is som e kind of complex entity that we ca n understand, as it is a
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system that we can interact with and contribute to orientate by design interventions. By the designers perspective,
ethnography is m ore than a t echniques toolbox that we borrow from o ther research field.; in th e practitioner
mindset, i n wh ich tran sformation an d inn ovation co me bo th from th eoretical an d practical in terventions,
ethnography isa  problem-setting sk ill, a wa yto frameth e pro blem,an dt hisi swhy “observing and
understanding” firstly m ean to be able to build a own and rigorous method. Ethnographer is a part itself o f
observation when he c hoose its research method; for designers, this mean to choose, and more often to design
and build, the communication toolkit: constructing participant observation is a communication design project (of
artifacts and process), that s hall to co nsider t he need of a reflectiv e and strictly analytic activ ity, and th e
importance of a thick approach to the description of context, by the use of plural and mixed research artifacts (as
visual, probes, experiments, etc). In this section we will sch ematically present the structure and th e aim of the
ethnographic framework within design organizations that supported this research; the contents are partial and for
a full reference of the ethnographic material we refer to discussed thesis [1], but they are presented here as an
inspiration o f the dialogical observation performed thro ugh et hnography, an d as asam ple of t he d esign

ethnography tools that we are putting to test.

4.1 From theory to praxis. structure and strategy of the communication ethnography
The following table summarize the cases, t he tools used while performing ethnography and their relation with

the research phases.

STRUCTURE OF THE ETHNOGRAPHY

A - INDEX OF INVOLVED ORGANIZATION! TYPE OF ORGANIZATION

LS graphic design, Milan, Italy - www.Isgraphicdesign.it/ | visual and graphics small studio

Left Loft, Milan, Ttaly - www.lefiloft.com/ visual and graphics
Total Tool, Milan, Ttaly - www.totaltool it strategic design consultant
Vis-up, Milan, Ttaly - www.visup. it/ information visualization and architecture

Design Continuum, Milan, Ttaly - www deontinumum.com | product and strategic design industry

CBI, Shanghai, China - www.shcbi.com/ design research and consultant

B - ETHNOGRAPHY TOOLKIT

A B C ]]iersonal
Interview Media record Ethno-diary ethno-blog

rich description and | backstage of the ethno-
personal awareness | graphy and logbook of
about the context | the experience

insights and re-
sults discussion

understanding of the local

TARGET . .
designers’ community

C - ETHNOGRAPHY PHASES

Dialogue < <
Direct interactions

Description

Not-direct observation & X X

private transcript

Reflection
Data analysis & discussion

Figure.5 The structure of ethnography [1]
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The following table summarize the ethn ographic stra tegy, that com pares the theory of dial  ogue a nd
communication ethnography with the specificity of toolkit by communication design intervention. This has to be

considered as a short description of the research process, that aim to clarify how we interpreted the theory about

dialogical observation in order to provide a praxis for dialogical interventions.

STRATEGY OF ETHNOGRAPHY
COMMUNICATION
CoMMUNICATION
EPISTEMOLOGY
ETHNOGRAPHY
(Scravi) TooLs AND TECHNIQUES ELEMENTS
Pra
THEORY s
A - Data collection (media, notebook,
interviews) and
B - analysis (coding, narration, structuring
and mappin;
™ B
= Context thick description; q
% The triangle model |Designerly observa- |Data (text, audio, images, _
z of active listening | tion: dialogical data |notebook, archives): collec- E@
E [(not-reductionist [ (not-reductionist  |tion, coding, manipulation, —
5 | communication knowing ability integration, discussion, a
E ability schema) schema) backtalk, visual representa-
- tion, structuring, mapping o
b TR
( gpango
Domain broad description; | Interpretation tools (keys of interpretation,
Keys of interpretation (tools, | keyword, synthesis)
Cognitive frames Delsignerly intlerpre— spaces, stories): .
tation: from dialogue |reflection, comparison, — ===
to conversation visual coding, fallback, sys- = + ===
§ tematic elicitation, analysis, —=
E synthesis, abstraction
:
g Conversation outcomes
2 Ethnography practice eneralization, specification
& graphy pi g P
3 doesn’t limit to data, it need
= Narration praxis: the exteriorization of results .
- from observationto |for validating ethnographic =y
intervention data and reciprocating +
results to the observed ARG
contexts.

Figure.6 An overview of the ethnographic strategy [1]

4.2 From praxisto model : a practical model for the communication ethnography

In the final step of the design ethnography we are discussing, we shift from techniques and methods to a more
conceptual outcome. The et hnographic strategy (observation, interpretation, distribution, within the framework
of dialogue) has been synthesized and schematically presented in a practical model of desi gn ethnography for
observing and acting within knowledge context. The model progressively developed on three different levels: the
first to describe in details contents, procedures and options of the full process of communication ethnography;
the second to abstract from details and show key-points and milestones activities of the process; the third, which

is an outlined and conceptual synthesis of the observation in ethnography practiced and entwined by dialogue
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and reflective practice. The need to structure and formalize the methodological insights is a necessary step at the
end of a n experimental proc ess that sta rts from theory and reco mbine in to practice, and itis useful foran
evaluation of the rigor of the experiment, and its relevance to be pilot. The model is here presented as a strategic
and premise tool for situating design actions in the domain of cooperative tools and process related to knowledge
activities; it has been used through the doctoral thesis as the groundwork of the applied research and the practical
results, with the aim to approach t he design of technol ogy strictly starting from the thick description of s paces;
under the circumstances of the paper is presented to be discussed, evaluated and potentially reshaped by other

initiatives within communication contexts .
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Figure. 7 a,b,c Ethnographic model, from detail description to conceptual outline [1]
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4.3 From modelling to sharing: the opensour ce code of communication ethnography

The ethnography that here we describe tried to answer the question about qualitative and cognitive issues within
the observed organizations, and the process of ethnography (observation, interaction and narration) allow us to
practically come to the unde rstanding of the space by reaching and going over th ¢ physical dim ension; the
theories about dialogue and communication ethnography inspired the research process and clarify its role within
a wider interest for communication and knowledge systems. Ethnography practically has get to be a framework
of techniques and tools for observation and interpretation of knowledge context by the practitioners mindset, and

it is presented to designers as a practical approach .for the design of knowledge tools.

Even if not possible to exte nd here the description and the conte nts of th e whole strategy, it’s neces sary at the
end to show samples of the materials collected and provided during the research. Here follows an almost random
selection made with the basic aim to give a mark of the materials. Most of all, together with the model which is a
“final artifacts” of the research, we claim to share also the ongoing contents of research, in some way the source
code of the ethnography. Besides the procedures and methodological rules, that are some kind of “conceptual
software” that we can use to do design ethnography: w e sug gest th at insights, processes, rou gh thoughts are
effective m ethodological inspirations, and in the same way than procedures and solutions, are worth openly
discussing and sharing. The wider premise of this approach is the repositioning of the idea of use value [4,5], by
the inspiration of open culture and peer production, according to the Internet education that knowledge grows

and enhance by use, manipulation and sharing.
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Figure. 8-13 Samples and cases of contents of ethnography and its source code
(notebook, visual coding, text coding, keys of interpretations, maps, structure diagrams)

5. Conclusion

In the paper we interpret the ethnographic plan as a de sign research tool for the understanding and interaction
with high ¢ omplexity kn owledge ¢ ontexts. For ¢ ommunication de sign p ractice, t he et hnography i s n ot
considered merely as a techniq ues too Ibox that have been borrowed from social sciences, and put forward by
slightly raw hands of design researchers. Design rhetoric refers to the ability and the purpose of design thinking
and culture to act transform ations; ethnography is a way to face problem setting through resea rch tools that

consider observation and dialogue as the necessary design premise.

The model of communication ethnography based on dialogue and supported by communication artifacts allow
designers to practice qualitative observatories of collaborative knowledge contexts and to exercise a rigorous and
specific approach to observation and discovery (method, tools and process) as premise for design interventions
within the technological and instrumental environment. The communication design artifacts and strate gies have
been called into question about the ability to provide thick and aware perspective in the space and places where
creative and kn owledge activities occur, and the relevance of p articular methods by design discipline relies on

the agreement between the process of building methodology and the reflective practice.

What we call design knowledge is definitely far from being a predictable output of closed process of creation.
Through this, without the interest towards a thick understanding of the context, the ground and the complexity of

its creation, we might run the danger of wasting all the meaning that entwines knowledge to creativity.
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