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Agenda

1) Introduction (main points, my research)  
2) Exercise: Design a qualitative study for TOF  
3) Practicalities of qualitative research (in Participatory Design) 



Key points

PracticalitiesIdeals

Study 
design

(pragmatic) decisions

1) Substantial amounts of background 
work


2) The respondents interest in the 
project 

Qualitative research hinges on



Qualitative research requires background work

Strauss (1988)



Qualitative research requires background work

Consider how you articulate your project

* Keeping schedules 

* Making phone calls 

* Writing e-mails 

* Producing project charters 

* Buying presents 

* Mediating meetings 

* Trading favours 

* Etc. 



Saint-Brieuc Bay



Problematization is important

Callon (1986)



Consider how your project becomes an 
Obligatory Passage Point (OPP)

Callon (1986)  
Some elements of a sociology of translation: Domestication 
of the scallops and the fishermen of St Brieuc Bay.



Academic trajectory

University 
of Aarhus

2002-2008

MA, Information Studies 

2008

Research Assistant, Center for 
Advanced Visualisation and 
Interaction (CAVI) 

University of 
Copenhagen

2009-2013

PhD (CSCW, Participatory Design, 
Health Informatics) 

2012-2015

Postdoc (health innovation 
education) 

2015

Assistant Professor (health 
innovation education)

University 
of Oslo

2015-2019

Postdoc (Generative 
Information Infrastructures) 



Professional (de)tours

IT ConsultancyCreativity Consultancy

2008

IT Consultant, Organisator A/S 
(CRMs for labor unions) 

2006-2007

Junior Consultant, Innohow 
(process consultancy, ideation) 

2007-2008

Co-founder, creative:crowd (non-
profit creativity network) 





Ethnography



Areas of interest

* CSCW: Workplace studies of (heterogenous) collaborative work in healthcare. 

* Participatory Design: Co-design of systems to support medical reasoning, collaboration and coordination, and 
patient involvement in heterogeneous ensembles of care professionals and patients. 

* Health Informatics: IT responses to contemporary clinical challenges - preventive care, goal-oriented care, 
multimorbidity, polypharmacy. 

* Information Systems: Generative infrastructures (in the becoming).  

Projects

* Co-constructing IT and Healthcare (www.cith.dk): Design of IT to support coordination of care in distributed ICD 

care (Implatable Cardioverter Defibrillator). 

* Coordination of elder care: Study of collaborative challenges for continuity of care in distributed elder care in the 
capital region of Denmark. 

* Tidlig Opsporing og Forebyggelse  (TOF): IT-supported clinical model to support early stratification and initiation of 
preventive care for citizens in risk of developing chronic disease. Collaborative decision-making (GP and citizen). 

* Industry collaboration: Member of Advisory Board for software agency Daman. Advisor on various lightweight 
projects. 

* From IT silos to Generative Infrastructures (FIGI): Development of generative infrastructures to support the 
interplay between lightweight and heavyweight systems in healthcare.

Research



Exercise

Work in groups (10 minutes)


* Sketch a qualitative study for TOF (to be 
introduced) 

* Apply notions from the course 
(paradigms, methodologies, etc.) 

* Consider how to practically conduct the 
study? 

* Present and discuss your sketch on class.



Tidlig Opsporing og Forebyggelse (TOF)

Project in sum


* Conducted by the Research Unit 
of General Practice (University of 
Southern Denmark) and DAK-E 

* Funded by Danish Regions (40 
mio dkk). 

* Purpose: To develop an IT-
supported stratification model 
for early detection of citizens in 
risk of developing chronic 
disease.



Concept: Decision-support tool

Citizen 
prepares at 

home

Complete questionnaire

Health 
interview at GP

Do stratification  
 
Make care plan

Municipal 
health offers

Follow-up examinations

Preventive care

Initiate care



TOF pilot test

* Pilot study of decision-support 
system. 

* Funding applied for at the National 
Danish Health Agency (1 mio dkk). 

* Purpose: To study usefulness and 
identify risks before large-scale test 
(100.000 citizens ) in spring 2017. 

* Quantitative evaluation of up to 
9400 citizens 

* Qualitative study of ?? 



TOF constraints

Constraints 

* Provide reasonable and actionable 
insights into the usefulness of the 
decision support systems. 

* The study must be publishable (for me) 

* Be carried out in the Region of 
Southern Denmark.


* Not cost more than 35.000 dkk 
(excluding salary). 

* Be interesting and useful for a cross-
disciplinary (mainly positivist) 
consortium of researchers. 



My study design (in sum)
5 focus groups


* Citizens 

* General Practitioners 

* Clinical secretaries 
* Municipal health workers 

* Representatives from patient organisations 

Participant observations


* Observations of 6-8 ‘full use 
cycles’ (citizens use of the tool, health 
interviews at the GP, possible follow-ups by 
municipal health workers, possible 
preventive care initiatives).  

Other considerations


* 2-layers of RQ 

* Recruitment managed by postdoc funded 
by the project. 

* Cover for accommodation (Airbnb room) for 
2x3 weeks stay in Kolling, Varde or 
Haderslev. 

* Transport: Ferry tickets and coverage for 
gas to bring car from Oslo to DK. 



April 1977: 141 dage uden Berlinske Tidende. Politiet i færd med at fjerne 
aktivister, der foretager blokade af Berlinske. Den ny edb-teknologi gjorde det 
muligt for andre end typografer at udføre bestemte arbejdsfunktioner.

Kilde: PET's arkiv



Document studies 
Mock-upping 

Workshops 
Design interventions 

Prototyping 

Interview 

Observation 





Paradigms of PD

Critical Interpretative Positivist



Methodologies of PD

Ethnography Action Research

Grounded Theory Case Study



Ethnography and Design

”To grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realise his vision of his world”    

Malinowski (1922): 25



Ethnography and Design

“The ethnographic approach, with its emphasis on 
“natives’ point-of-view”, holism, and natural settings, 
provides a unique perspective to bring to bear on 
understanding users’ work activities” 

(Blomberg 1993 p. 123) 

“(...) ethnography requires a period of field work where the 
ethnographer becomes involved in the everyday activities 
of the people studied. While ethnography often includes a 
description of the activities and practices of those studied, 
it is more importantly an attempt to interpret and give 
meaning to those activities”  

(Blomberg 1993 p. 124)



Implications for design

Implications for Design 
Paul Dourish 

Department of Informatics 
Donald Bren School of Information and Computer Sciences 

University of California, Irvine 
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jpd@ics.uci.edu 
 

ABSTRACT 

Although ethnography has become a common approach in 

HCI research and design, considerable confusion still 

attends both ethnographic practice and the criteria by which 

it should be evaluated in HCI. Often, ethnography is seen as 

an approach to field investigation that can generate 

requirements for systems development; by that token, the 

major evaluative criterion for an ethnographic study is the 
implications it can provide for design. Exploring the nature 

of ethnographic inquiry, this paper suggests that 

“implications for design” may not be the best metric for 

evaluation and may, indeed, fail to capture the value of 

ethnographic investigations.  

Author Keywords 
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INTRODUCTION 

As intellectual disciplines develop, genre conventions 

emerge that shape both their research designs and their 

research outputs. In interdisciplinary areas such as HCI, 

early work in the field tends to be highly divergent in 

method and approach, as practitioners – as individuals, and 

collectively as a field – attempt to find ways to combine 

perspectives, conceptual frameworks, and methods. So, for 

example, finding an appropriate balance between theory 

and practice, determining broadly agreed-upon metrics for 
success, and developing common vocabularies for the 

problems and phenomena of study are all means by which, 

over time, common consensus about research is developed. 

Scientific disciplines are normative enterprises, where the 

process of peer review tends to encourage conformity to a 

core set of values and approaches [7]. 

This process can be seen at work in the research papers 

produced in a field. Bazerman [3] has detailed the ways in 

which transformations in the structure and tone of scientific 

publishing accompanied the transformation of the conduct 

of science itself, reflecting its increasing 

professionalization; the process of ensuring conformance to 
documentary standards is part of the “boundary work” by 

which disciplinary boundaries are maintained, and even the 

boundary between “science” and “non-science” is sustained 

[18]. Case studies illustrate the ways these conventions 

shape the development of scientific publications, scientific 

arguments, and scientific publications [13]. 

Unsurprisingly, then, as HCI has matured and developed a 

sense of its own disciplinary identity, conventions have 

arisen in the ways in which we conduct and describe our 

research. The peer review process employed by high-

quality (and high-status) publication venues such as the 
CHI conference or leading journals is one important 

element in the machinery of genre production. 

In this paper, I want to focus on a particular one of these 

genre considerations, both as a matter of research 

presentation and as a matter of research construction. The 

particular topic towards which my attention is directed is 

interesting not least because it reflects one of the 

interdisciplinary encounters that so characterize the work of 

the HCI community. Given our commitment to 

interdisciplinary working, it is valuable to step back and 

consider what happens when two disciplinary, conceptual, 

and methodological approaches come together, and how it 
is that the relationship between them is to be articulated. 

The topic for examination is one that is strikingly familiar 

to practitioners of qualitative and especially ethnographic 

field methods, although experience suggests that it is also 

relevant to other research approaches. Loosely, I refer to it 

as the problem of “implications for design.” 

It has often been noted, not without some irony, that the 

canonical paper reporting ethnographic field results in an 

HCI context will close with a section entitled “Implications 

for Design.” 

This section may be long or short, comprising discursive 
prose or brief, bulleted items, but it nonetheless figures as a 

stable feature of ethnographic reports. Informal evidence 
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“It’s Just a Matter of Common Sense”:
Ethnography as Invisible Work

DIANA E. FORSYTHE
Medical Anthropology Program, University of California, 1350 Seventh Avenue, Room 101 San
Francisco, CA 94143-0850, USA, E-mail: forsythe@sccm.stanford.edu

Abstract. Anthropologists have been using ethnographic methods since the 1970s to support the
design and evaluation of software. While early use of such skills in the design world was viewed as
experimental, at least by computer scientists and engineers, ethnography has now become established
as a useful skill in technology design. Not only are corporations and research laboratories employing
anthropologists to take part in the development process, but growing numbers of non-anthropologists
are attempting to borrow ethnographic techniques. The results of this appropriation have brought out
into the open a kind of paradox: while ethnography looks and sounds straightforward, this is not
really the case. The work of untrained ethnographers tends to overlook things that anthropologists
see as important parts of the research process. The consistency of this pattern suggests that some
aspects of ethnographic fieldwork are invisible to the untrained eye. In short, ethnography would
appear to constitute an example of invisible work. Drawing on my own decade of experience as an
anthropologist working in design, I attempt to clarify the nature of ethnographic expertise, describe
six misconceptions about ethnography that I have encountered among scientists, and present real-life
examples to illustrate why quasi-ethnographic work based on these misconceptions is likely to be
superficial and unreliable.

Key words: ethnography, anthropology, medical informatics, computers and medicine, qualitative
methods, user studies, evaluation

1. Introduction

Many people look to computerized technologies to help solve problems of informa-
tion access and management in work settings. If computer systems are to achieve
this goal, their developers need detailed knowledge about both information-related
problems and the nature of the settings in which these problems occur. Ques-
tions about work-related problems and their organizational contexts extend into the
realm of the social. As the design world increasingly recognizes, social scientists
can contribute to the development of more usable technical tools by providing
useful answers to these questions. One research approach that has demonstrated
utility in this context is ethnography, used for over a century by anthropologists and
qualitative sociologists to illuminate real-world work processes and work settings.
Ethnography is useful at all stages of system development and evaluation. Since

Lundsgaarde’s pioneering work in the 1970s (Lundsgaarde, Fischer et al., 1981),



Some Misconceptions about Ethnography
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D. Forsythe (1999): 
“It’s Just a Matter of Common Sense”: Ethnography as Invisible Work 

Anyone can do ethnography

* Ethnography runs counter to common sense – it requires one to 

identify and problematize things (be ’counter-intuitive’), things that 
may be taken for granted, or overlooked. 

Ethnography involves no systematic method at all - anything goes


* A systematic method based upon contrasting and drawing out 
nuances, instead of trying to generalise across the board, at any cost. 

Doing Fieldwork is just chatting with people, reporting what they 
say


* Initial issues and questions are carefully refined as (field)work develops. 
Ethnography does not take what people say at face value 

To find out what people do, just ask them!

* It is imperative to observe people engaged in activity as well as to 

ask them about it.



Tensions

PracticalitiesIdeals

Study 
design

(pragmatic) decisions

Some Constraints


* Limited time 

* Lack of access to field 

* Lack of interest among 
respondents


* Limited funds (travel, transcription, 
salaries, interpretators etc.)


* Legal issues (e.g, ’personvern’) 

* Project politics 


* The project within a project


* Security


* Etc. 



Trading Participation

Articulation work

* Desk research (who to contact) 

* Phone calls 

* Project charter, flyers 

* E-mails  

* Follow-up calls


