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Our goals 
for today

Gain a working understanding of the role that 

anthropologists can play in the design process.

Get hands-on experience using some design thinking 

tools and understand how they can be used as part of 

design anthropology.

Understand the professional opportunities in 

design anthropology and some of the ways to 

get involved in a design project.
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Today’s Agenda

1:00~2:45
Introductions

Design Anthro 101

Exploring a 

Problem Space

Ethnography in 

Design

Persona Building

2:45~3:00
Break

3:00~4:30
Reflection

Journey Mapping

Rapid Prototyping

Group Shares

4:30~5:00
Q&A

Wrap-Up



Design 
Anthropology

Anthropology of
Design

vs.



Design 
Anthropology

Brings a deeper, more nuanced

understanding of ordinary human 

beings to the professionals who 

design products, services and policies 

for those people.

Adapts and applies the theories and 

methodologies of anthropology for 

use across the design process.

- Adapted from Hale (2016)

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/napa.12102/full


In this context of rapidly changing demands,
Design offers an approach and a set of tools that
guide a process of framing and reframing problems. 
Design toggles between analysis (asking why)
and synthesis (asking how). 
Design is an iterative process operating among 
concrete, abstract and projected worlds.”

- Berkeley Certificate in Design Innovation “What is Design”

“

http://designinnovationcertificate.berkeley.edu/what-is-design/


We’re talking about a lot of things when we say “design”
“Design” can refer to one or more of the following:

Objects 

(“here is latest version of the design”)

Fields of Practice

(industrial, organizational, graphic, service)

Processes

(design thinking, engineering design)

Actions

(“I am (re)designing this object”)

Design’s 4 main (and often linked) areas of foci
Signs

(Symbolic and visual communications)

Things

(Material objects)

Actions

(Activities and organized services)

Thoughts

(Complex systems or environments)



Design thinking is a method and a 
mindset that starts with an 
understanding of human needs and 
motivations to define, frame and 
solve problems.”

- Lee-Sean Huang, “Yes, Design Thinking Is Bullshit…
And We Should Promote It Anyway”

“

https://medium.com/foossa-files/yes-design-thinking-is-bullshit-and-we-should-promote-it-anyway-64e1d90ccc91
https://medium.com/foossa-files/yes-design-thinking-is-bullshit-and-we-should-promote-it-anyway-64e1d90ccc91


 (Source: Lee-Sean Huang)

https://medium.com/foossa-files/yes-design-thinking-is-bullshit-and-we-should-promote-it-anyway-64e1d90ccc91


Design 
Thinking

is...

Human Centered

(rather than product centered or centered on the needs of the organization)

Holistic

(versus focused on one specific aspect of design or the problem)

Collaborative

(rather than relying on a single expert)

Iterative

(versus “one-and-done”)

Experimental

(rather than fixed)



Just as there is no single approach 
to “Anthropology,”

there is no single approach to
“Design Thinking.”



Building Empathy
is the first step of all 
Design Thinking processes





Some of what anthropology offers design

1
Proven in-context, 

human-centered 

research 

methodologies, 

grounded in social 

theory

2
Ability to translate 

and reframe findings 

with a focus on 

building empathy and 

shared understanding

 

3
Attention to 

reflexivity, ethics, and 

cross-cultural issues



What anthropologists need to prepare for

1
Short, intense 

periods of 

fieldwork

2
Highly 

collaborative 

processes, 

often with highly 

visual or creative 

outputs

3
Active 

participation in 

across the design 

process

4
Embracing both 

generative and 

evaluative 

research



Because design is focused on 
(re)creation it’s always future 
focused and always interventionist.



The great aim of research  
is not knowledge, but action.

(after Herbert Spencer)



Q&A



The Challenge



“We want to improve the 
overall AAA conference 
experience.”





Research



Image Source: Charles Pearson & Bradee Evans, “My Two Years as an Anthropologist on the Photoshop Team”

While ethnographic research
is often treated as separate from 
user-centered design activities, 
the best results come when you can approach the entire 
process, from research to design to release, as an 
ethnography. 

https://medium.com/startup-study-group/my-two-years-as-an-anthropologist-on-the-photoshop-team-e700acb7d3d5


Ethnographic methods in design vs academia

1
Weeks,

not months

2
Team,

not solo 

endeavor

3
Strike a balance 

between true 

“discovery” and 

gathering data 

for a solution

4
Creating team 

alignment and 

ownership is just 

as important as 

getting at the 

“truth”



Personas





Personas 
consolidate archetypal 
descriptions of user behavior 
patterns into representative 
profiles, to humanize design 
focus, test scenarios, and aid 
design communication.”

- Alan Cooper, 
“The inmates are running the asylum”

One page “sketches” of the 

type of person you are designing for 

Names, pictures, backstories, 

motivations, and frustrations

Gets teams to step outside of themselves 

and resituate their perspectives

“
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Personas activity
● For 2 minutes, sticky note every motivation you can 

think of. At the end of that time, place them on your 

persona board and review what everyone else came up 

with, but don’t change anything.

● We’ll repeat that for “highlights” and “challenges.”

● As a group complete the persona:

○ Decide on a name and an institution for the persona.

○ Decide how much AAA experience they have and place it 

on the scale.

○ Discuss the categories you’ve brainstormed and vote the 

top three items for each category.

Personas will contain
Name:
Occupation: 
Institution:

Experience at AAA:
Novice ---------------------------------- Expert

Motivations for attending AAAs:

Highlights of attending AAAs:

Challenges of attending AAAs:



Rules for 
Collaboration

One idea per sticky note (headlines or pictures)

Quantity not quality

Treat all ideas as gifts

Clarify, don’t correct

More “yes, and’s”, No “well, actually’s”

Place EVERY idea on the board, 

even if it’s already up there

Don’t move someone’s sticky without permission



Journey Mapping





Journey Maps 
are visualizations of the 
experiences people have when 
interacting with
a product or service, so that 
each moment can be 
individually evaluated and 
improved”

- Bella Martin & Bruce Hannigan,
“The Universal Methods of Design

A tool for getting teams to

shared understanding 

Focused on actions, feelings,

perceptions, and frame of mind 

Identify successes, frustrations, pain 

points, and moments of intervention

Can represent existing experiences or 

reimagined experiences

“

https://books.google.com/books/about/Universal_Methods_of_Design.html?id=uZ8uzWAcdxEC
https://books.google.com/books/about/Universal_Methods_of_Design.html?id=uZ8uzWAcdxEC


So
urc

e: 
Ad

ap
tiv

e P
ath

, 
htt

p:/
/w

ww
.ux

for
the

ma
sse

s.c
om

/w
p-c

on
ten

t/u
plo

ad
s/2

01
7/0

1/R
ail

Eu
rop

e_A
da

pti
veP

ath
_C

XM
ap

_FI
NA

L.p
df

http://www.uxforthemasses.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/RailEurope_AdaptivePath_CXMap_FINAL.pdf
http://www.uxforthemasses.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/RailEurope_AdaptivePath_CXMap_FINAL.pdf




Journey Mapping activity
1. For 5 minutes, write down everything action or 

activity that goes into attending the AAA’s -- from 

preparing to attending to follow up. Include the 

good things and the bad.

2. As a group, start to place them onto the map in the 

corresponding categories “Preparing,” “Attending,” 

and “Afterwards.” Make each placement also takes 

into account the affective component. You can 

group like items as you place.

3. As a group discuss the flow and positioning of each 

item. See if you can group similar items. If 

something doesn’t fit remove it.

Important: Don’t (re)move a sticky once it’s placed without group consensus.



Opportunity Identification





Opportunity Identification Dotting
1. Each group member gets 6 dots, 3 for challenges, 3 for opportunities.

2. Review the entire journey and place your dots on the items that you 

think are (a) within the AAA’s power to effect, and (b) can be solved 

through a design intervention.

3. As a group decide on the top problem or opportunity you want to 

explore.



Problem 
Statements
are the basis for creating 
shared vision and solutions to 
REAL problems by digging 
into deep customer insight to 
articulate what your are 
solving for.

Articulate the issue from

a user’s viewpoint

(first- versus third-person)

Are used as a basis for

solution ideation

Also serve as a research tool to 

confirm that participants agree

with the formulation



Problem statement
I am a [who with characteristics]

I am trying to [desired outcome or job]

But [problem or barrier]

Because [root cause]

Which makes me feel [emotion]



Sample Problem Statement
I am a working parent with a full time job and two kids enrolled in afternoon 

sports.

I am trying to get a healthy, balanced meal on the table for my family at a decent 

time each night.

But, I never have enough time to get to the store.

Because I am always running from one thing to the next just barely keeping up 

with the basics and I’m too exhausted after I put the kids to bed at night.

Which makes me feel frustrated and sad that I’m letting my family down.



Rapid Prototyping





Rapid 
Prototyping
is an incredibly effective way 
to make ideas tangible, to 
learn through making, and to 
quickly get key feedback from 
the people you’re designing 
for. ”

- IDEO Design Kit

The goal is to convey an idea

— not to be perfect

Don’t expect prototypes to

directly lead to a final design.

 Prototyping also provides insight into 

what aspects of a service or design the 

person sketching values most

“

http://www.designkit.org


IDEO, An early rapid prototype for the Gyrus ENT Diego, a surgical tool





Rapid prototyping activity
1. Using a storyboard template, sketch out a 

solution to the problem you group selected.

2. Upon time, share each prototype within your 

group. Discuss what you like about each one 

and where you would like more information.

3. Based on the feedback do one more pass on 

each prototype. If you come up with a 

different idea to solve the problem, sketch it 

instead.



Sharing



Q & A



What we 
covered

The role that anthropologists can play in the design 

process, introduction to design thinking

Practiced personas, journey mapping, problem 

definition, prototyping

Discussed the professional opportunities in 

design anthropology and some of the ways to 

get involved in a design project.

1
2
3



Resources
Online and Professional Communities

- EPIC - https://www.epicpeople.org

- Anthrodesign Yahoo Mailing List - https://anthrodesign.com/ 

- Ethnography Hangout on Slack - via http://ethnographymatters.net/ 

- Business Anthropology Initiative - https://www.businessanthro.com/

- National Association for the Practice of Anthropology - 

http://practicinganthropology.org/ 

 

https://www.epicpeople.org
https://anthrodesign.com/
http://ethnographymatters.net/
https://www.businessanthro.com/
http://practicinganthropology.org/


Select Readings
Reflections on the practice and theory of Design Anthropology

- Cefkin, Melissa (2009) Ethnography and the Corporate Encounter: Reflections on Research in and of Corporations. New 

York: Berghahn Books.

- Clarke, Alison (2013) Design Anthropology: Object Culture in the 21st Century. Vienna: Springer.

- de Waal Malefyt, Timothy (2009) Understanding the Rise of Consumer Ethnography: Branding Technomethodologies in 

the New Economy. American Anthropologist 111:201–210.    

- Dourish, P. (2006). Implications for design. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on Human Factors in computing 

systems (pp. 541-550). ACM.

- EPIC archives. www.epicpeople.org

- Friedman, Ken (2002) Conclusion: Towards an Integrative Design Discipline. in Susan Squires and Bryan Byrne (eds.). 

Creating Breakthrough Ideas: the Collaboration of Anthropologists and Designers in the Product Development. Westport: 

Praeger.    

- Gunn, W., Ton, O., and Rachel Charlotte Smith, eds. (2013) Design Anthropology: Theory and Practice. Bloomsbury 

Academic.



Select Readings
Reflections on the practice and theory of Design Anthropology (cont.)

- Hale, Tamara (2016) Meeting the Yeti: Learning about design ethnography and teaching anthropological habitus in a 

student-led project on “disconnection”. Annals of Anthropological Practice Volume 40 Number 2: 207-218.

- Jordan, Brigitte, ed. (2013) Advancing Ethnography in Corporate Environments: Challenges and Emerging Opportunities. 

Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

- Murphy, K. M. (2016). Design and Anthropology. Annual Review of Anthropology, 45, 433-449.

- Wasson, Christina (2014) The Social Life of the Car—Nissan/UNT Project in Design Anthropology. 

https://www.christinawasson.com/s/The-Social-Life-of-the-Car-Final-Report.pdf.  

- Wasson, Christina. (2016) Design Anthropology. General Anthropology 23(2):1-11.

- Wasson, Christina (2000) Ethnography in the field of design. Human Organization 59:377–388.

 

https://www.christinawasson.com/s/The-Social-Life-of-the-Car-Final-Report.pdf


Select Readings
Design Thinking and Wicked Problems

- Brown, T. (2008). Design Thinking. 2008. Harvard Business Review, 6.

- Buchanan, R. (1992) Wicked Problems in Design Thinking. Design Issues, 8(2), 5-21.

- Huang, L-S (2017) Yes, Design Thinking Is Bullshit…And We Should Promote It Anyway. Medium. 

https://medium.com/foossa-files/yes-design-thinking-is-bullshit-and-we-should-promote-it-anyway-64e1d90ccc91 

- Strickdorn, M.  "Service Design Thinking" https://articles.uie.com/service-design-thinking/

 

https://medium.com/foossa-files/yes-design-thinking-is-bullshit-and-we-should-promote-it-anyway-64e1d90ccc91
https://articles.uie.com/service-design-thinking/


Select Readings
Research and Design Methods

- Hall, E., & Zeldman, J. (2013). Just enough research. A Book Apart.

- IDEO. (2016). Human Centered Design Toolkit. http://www.designkit.org/ 

- Ladner, Sam (2014) Practical Ethnography: A Guide to Doing Ethnography in the Private Sector. Walnut Creek, CA: Left 

Coast Press.

- Martin, B., & Hanington, B. M. (2012). Universal methods of design 100 ways to research complex problems, develop 

innovative ideas, and design effective solutions. Beverly, MA: Rockport.

http://www.designkit.org/

