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Global Watch Missions
The UK government Department of Trade and
Industry (DTI) Global Watch Service provides funds
to assist small groups of technical experts from
UK companies and academia to visit other countries
for short, fact finding missions.

The DTI drives our ambition of
‘prosperity for all’ by working to
create the best environment for
business success in the UK.
We help people and companies
become more productive by
promoting enterprise, innovation
and creativity.
We champion UK business at home
and abroad. We invest heavily in
world-class science and technology.
We protect the rights of working
people and consumers. And we
stand up for fair and open markets
in the UK, Europe and the world.

Global Watch Missions serve a number of related
purposes, such as establishing contacts with
overseas organisations for purposes of
collaboration; benchmarking the current status of
UK industry against developments overseas;
identifying key developments in a particular field,
new areas of progress or potentially disruptive
technologies; or studying how a specific industry
has organised itself for efficient operation or how
governments, planners or decision makers have
supported or promoted a particular area of industry
or technology within their own country.
Disclaimer
This report represents the findings of a mission
organised by INCITE (Incubator for Critical Inquiry into
Technology and Ethnography, University of Surrey) with
the support of DTI. Views expressed represent those
of individual members of the mission team and should
not be taken as representing the views of any other
member of the team, their employers, INCITE or DTI.
Although every effort has been made to ensure the
accuracy and objective viewpoint of this report, and
information is provided in good faith, no liability can
be accepted for its accuracy or for any use to which it
might be put. Comments attributed to organisations
visited during this mission were those expressed by
personnel interviewed and should not be taken as
those of the organisation as a whole.
Whilst every effort has been made to ensure that the
information provided in this report is accurate and up
to date, DTI accepts no responsibility whatsoever in
relation to this information. DTI shall not be liable for
any loss of profits or contracts or any direct, indirect,
special or consequential loss or damages whether in
contract, tort or otherwise, arising out of or in
connection with your use of this information. This
disclaimer shall apply to the maximum extent
permissible by law.
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FOREWORD
Sarah Turner
DTI Global Watch Service, Pera

The objective of DTI Global Watch Missions is
to meet and learn from leading organisations
overseas, to exchange information and gain
first-hand knowledge of technology
developments and the policies, initiatives
and business models underpinning their
deployment. This mission certainly
accomplished that. We met leading
consultants in the field of people-centred
design (PCD) including SonicRim, Smart
Design, Jump, IDEO, Cheskin and Adaptive
Path, as well as in-house design teams for
BMW, Volvo, Nike, Microsoft and Intel.
PCD combines anthropology, sociology and
design to identify opportunities and shape
organisations, products and services to best
exploit those opportunities. People-centred
designers argue that while traditional market
research may achieve product improvements,
only a more detailed heuristic approach can
guarantee that the product is in the right
ballpark to start with.

We urge all UK technology companies to put
PCD at the heart of their R&D and innovation
activities and promote a people-centred
culture throughout their organisations. This
will help ensure they develop the right
products and services for the right markets,
first time and all the time. This report is full of
inspiring examples of where and how this has
been achieved.
The lesson from the USA for PCD
practitioners is around pragmatism. Having to
evangelise what you do is not unique to this
business, nor is having to measure the
impact of what you do or make a business
case for it. Speaking the language…

Intel describes this as the difference between
incremental and radical innovation, and have a
process for both. The former uses design
research to refine and develop existing
products for existing markets; the latter
focuses on ‘new users, new uses’, ie
disruptive technologies that might address
new markets and create entirely new
products and business models.

5
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Nina Wakeford
University of Surrey

ISSUES ADDRESSED
The mission aimed to investigate the impact
of user-centred research in the design
process, with a particular focus on new
technology including computer hardware and
software, mobile phones, and technology
services. The group was interested in the
ways in which user-centred research
becomes integrated into both the product
design and development process as well as
embedded within organisational culture and
long-term strategic thinking.

• Are US companies taking into account
products that have emerged from nonprofessional designers?
VISITS AND SEMINAR PARTICIPATION
Los Angeles seminar
NOP World
Cal State University, Pomona
Art Center College of Design, Pasadena
Los Angeles host companies

As well as hosted meetings at companies on
the West Coast, group seminars were held in
Los Angeles and San Francisco. Issues
addressed included the following:

Volvo Monitoring and Concept Center
BMW Designworks

• Given the development of user-centred
research techniques over the last 20 years
in the USA, how far have such techniques
become part of the innovation process?
• In what ways does this type of
knowledge become part of innovation at a
strategic level?
• How are research techniques such as
ethnography used and valued in
organisations?
• How is cross-cultural or sub-cultural
understanding used?
• How are findings translated into actionable
knowledge for designers and engineers?
• What new research and visualisation
methods are being developed?
• How are traditional techniques – such as
personas – being evolved?
• Are there organisational issues within
companies that can impact upon the use
of people-centred design (PCD)?
• How can PCD work alongside the need to
create branded products and services?

SonicRim
Intel Research Lab, Berkeley
Aaron Marcus and Associates
Haas School of Business, University of
California, Berkeley
IBM Almaden Research Center
Swim Interaction Design Studios
Institute of Design/Illinois Institute of
Technology
Smart Design USA
IDEO
Adaptive Path

6

San Francisco seminar

Silicon Valley host companies
FXPal
Cheskin
IDEO
Jump
Seattle
Usability Group, Microsoft
Microsoft Research
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Portland
Nike
Intel People and Practices Research Group
Intel Proactive Health Group
Intel Design Center
Department of Informatics, University of
California, Irvine
FINDINGS
In sum, mission participants emphasise that
people in their social context rather than
task-centric users should be considered a
fundamental source of innovation. The report
reflects this view in the title ‘Innovation
through people-centred design (PCD)’.

incorrect assumptions about new
opportunities – in other words, opportunities
which do not fit in with consumer
behaviours, experiences and expectations.
However, companies such as Intel also
practice ‘disruptive innovation’, including
‘people and practices research’ which may
suggest the business develops in drastically
new directions. PCD has helped companies
such as eBay optimise the performance and
appeal of their product by including
ethnographic research and having weekly
contact with a group called ‘voices of the
community’ and then presenting PCD
proposals on an equal footing with ideas
originating from elsewhere in the company.
2 Developing innovation processes

The report is divided into eight chapters, each
written by a mission participant. What follows
are brief summaries of findings in the various
areas under consideration. For a fuller
explanation of these findings, and for
recommendations, please turn to the
appropriate chapter.
1 Role of PCD in mitigating risk in
developing new technologies
In the USA, as in the UK, designing new
technologies and services is a high-risk
venture. Some of the US technology
companies visited are making investments
in PCD as a starting point for innovation.
PCD processes are more effective in
managing uncertainty and mitigating risk,
particularly at the beginning of the innovation
process. US companies reduce business risk
by investing in strategic research and
attempting to calculate the return on
investment (ROI) for PCD. They do so in the
hope that this will avoid them making

Two people-centred innovation techniques
can be highlighted as evidence that PCD is
becoming part of innovation programmes.
An ‘experience framework’ is a
representation of how experience is
organised by the user. It is based on
qualitative research and can be used to
generate an opportunity map for new
products in both the short and long term.
Cross-cultural understandings are becoming
increasingly important for companies such
as Intel who are using multi-sited worldwide
research as part of the innovation process,
including the development of new features
or entirely new products that are more
relevant for local cultural conditions. US
companies are overcoming barriers to using
these techniques by linking research with
knowledge generated from traditional
market research organisations (NOP) and
immersing engineers or senior executives in
fieldwork (IDEO, Microsoft).

7
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3 Effects of organisational culture

5 Evolving traditional UCD techniques

Although there are still some organisational
barriers to fully accepting the importance of
user-centred approaches to design, many
US companies could spell out a clear
understanding of these obstacles and
possible ways forward. Design groups had
initiated change within their organisational
structures to enable better design practice
that incorporated PCD. Some pragmatic
tactics for encouraging organisational
change include creating internal
communication in a language appropriate to
multidisciplinary teams, which may include
debating ROI. Developing a visual language
was crucial in companies such as Microsoft,
who use pictures, personas and websites.
Further advice was offered to those wanting
to promote PCD within companies,
including recognising the power of PCD
practitioners as storytellers within
organisations, and a suggestion that if no
budget is available for formal research it
should be conducted ‘under the radar’ as
‘guerrilla research’.

The traditional user-centred design (UCD)
technique of the persona is still in widespread
use in US companies. It has been developed
and evolved at Microsoft and Intel as a way to
better understand the experiences of
consumers and users. At Microsoft, personas
are part of an attempt to shift a technology-led
design culture to one that is more customercentric. At Intel, they have been used
successfully to enable awareness of existing
and emerging global cultural experiences, for
example in China and India. Personas have
evolved from their original formulation as
representations for user requirements and are
being used for innovation at the strategic level.
More recently, personas have been used at
Microsoft to re-frame internal perceptions of
mobility within product development teams,
encouraging a shift in current perceptions
through developing an understanding of
people’s behaviours within social, emotional
and cultural contexts, rather than just focusing
on technology and feature implementation.
New techniques are emerging alongside
personas, including ‘drawing the experience’,
‘extreme users’ interviews, and direct contact
techniques such as ‘adopt a family’.

4 Translating research insights
US companies acknowledge the need for
better mechanisms for the ‘translation’ of
research findings into potentially actionable
information for designers and innovators.
The identity of the translator varies from
company to company, but is generally a
process involving several people, rather than
a sole translator. There is a recognition of the
need to integrate designers into research
processes and researchers into design
processes, as well as involving clients and
executives who themselves may be the
most effective translators of research.
Remote mechanisms such as photo
blogging may be one means of translation,
as well as other visualisation techniques
such as professionally produced films
(BMW) and a physical re-creation of a
domestic interior (Intel).
8

6 PCD and ‘brand experience’
The successful integration of brand with
customer needs is rarely seen as paramount
in technology development in the USA.
Brands in the media-centric space of the web
and digital interfaces have evolved a
cooperative model that allows complex
co-branding to coexist. It is not clear how this
model would transfer to the UK given the
different history of media co-branding. Intel
and Microsoft are both successful at
orchestrating multi-branded experiences, and
coexist their brand on products they do not
completely control. Intel is concerned with
‘influencing the ecosystem’ as much as
generating a monolithic brand identity. At a
pragmatic level, Aaron Marcus has set out

INNOVATION THROUGH PEOPLE-CENTRED DESIGN – LESSONS FROM THE USA

five elements of interaction that provide a
way to think about the development of
people-centred branded experiences.
7 Adaptation, personalisation and ‘selfcentred’ design
Few companies in the USA are considering
approaches that push at the limits of PCD
through adaptive design. The only company
that offered a new framework was Adaptive
Path. It is widely acknowledged that one of
the problems of many PCD techniques and
their place in the process of innovation is
their inability to scale up to large-scale design
challenges. Adaptive Path’s work with Blogger
indicates the innovative approach of taking
the ‘social software’ movement seriously in
order to create a mass-market product from
the user’s point of view. Adaptive Path also
recommends paying attention to the
‘amateurisation’ of design. This approach
could fundamentally change the debate about
issues such as ROI. US companies can be
positioned along a continuum from
increasingly involving users in the design
process through to amateurisation of design.
Although there was little evidence that
companies could integrate ways to nurture
the creation of products by users themselves
into their innovation processes, some US
companies advocate a high degree of user
participation in design (SonicRim). In a
different model, IDEO-U encourages clients
to adopt IDEO design thinking themselves.

collaborative projects (Illinois Institute of
Technology), sponsoring individual academics
(Dourish/Intel Research Council) and ad-hoc
workshops and brainstorming (Volvo, NOP).
However, there are barriers to collaborative
PCD research for innovation. These include
problems of translating textual outputs into
forms of research findings that can be used in
multidisciplinary design teams, and a lack of
understanding within organisations or from
clients about the difference between longterm ethnographic fieldwork and short-term
qualitative interviews and observation.
RECOMMENDATIONS
The key recommendations of the report are
as follows. Further recommendations are
included at the end of each chapter.
1

UK companies need to recognise their
technology-led culture and the limitations
to innovation that this presents, otherwise
they will lose out to companies that use
PCD to drive innovation and design.

2

UK companies need to adopt peoplecentred innovation techniques at an
early stage of their innovation
programmes to continue to compete
with US organisations.

3

Early-stage emerging technology
businesses often have a better opportunity
to adopt PCD than large corporations, and
should be encouraged to do so.

4

UK companies must move towards
building multidisciplinary product teams.
These disciplines need to be linked up
throughout the design cycle, not just
during the final phases.

5

PCD teams need to be winning
champions at senior levels to influence
working practices through an
understanding of the benefits of PCD
and the means of delivering it.

8 Dialogues with academic research
Advanced research and development groups
require specialised kinds of knowledge, and
this is often sought externally, sometimes by
links to academics or through collaborations
with universities. There is a long history of
crossovers of methodologies from academic
disciplines and PCD, including the early work
at Xerox PARC and E-Lab. US companies are
developing a range of ways of benefiting from
academic research, including running

9
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6

PCD teams should create a new stage in
the innovation process – ‘the translation
point’ – where actionable outcomes are
built from research.

7

UK companies should invest in
developing new communication tools
that make research insights more
tangible, beyond powerpoint and
spreadsheets, to inspire and focus the
innovation team’s attention.

8

PCD practitioners need to clarify the
propositions offered by different varieties
of ethnographic research.

9

PCD techniques should integrate the
development of brand experience.

10 UK companies should learn from the
emerging practice of ‘self-centred design’
and use it as a rapid prototyping
methodology in order to inform the
results from lengthier research-led design.
11 UK higher education institutions need to
develop translation mechanisms so that
PCD-relevant academic research already
underway in UK universities can be used
for technology innovation.
12 UK policy should encourage the uptake
of PCD within R&D, for example within
the UK research grant system within the
science base, R&D grants for new
technology ventures and R&D tax credits
for UK businesses.
13 The communication of academic
research should itself be seen as a
design challenge.
14 UK government should encourage a
funding base, particularly for SMEs, to be
involved in collaborative research with the
UK university sector.

10
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INTRODUCTION
Nina Wakeford
University of Surrey

RATIONALE FOR THE MISSION
The field of design has always drawn from
an eclectic set of work practices and
interdisciplinary influences. When the term
user-centred design (UCD) was first
established, it was intended to include a
variety of new directions in human-computer
interaction, moving beyond empirical methods
and quantitative rules to new interpretations
of phenomena. However, in UK industry, the
term UCD has become synonymous with
interface design, usability and more recently in
web development with experience design.
Despite the importance of design to the UK
economy, there is surprisingly little discussion
in the UK technology business community
about the broader areas of UCD, such as user
research and its application to design, and
often no discussion at all of the role of user
research in innovation.
Even if a company has decided that it wants
to follow a UCD process, it is difficult for
many UK businesses, particularly those at an
early stage, to make informed decisions
about what kind of user research they should
undertake or commission. How do you
discriminate between different kinds of
research on users? When would you gain
more from funding a long-term ethnographic
study rather than a short-term video
observation or a set of focus groups? How do
you compare the kinds of models and
opportunities that can emerge out of these
very different techniques?
Part of the problem is that there are few
models of how UCD can be part of longterm strategic innovation. There are at least
two reasons for this. First, one of the
traditional sources of inspiration for

technology innovation has been the
technology itself. Second, there is still a
widespread view that design equates to
‘styling’ of the final product, and a confusion
as to how to bring it into the development
process at an earlier stage. What could new
models for inspiration and innovation look
like? How might long-term company
strategy be influenced by design?
This DTI Global Watch Mission aimed to
answer some of these questions by visiting a
region where many new technologies are
being developed and UCD technologies are
being practiced. The mission was organised by
the University of Surrey’s INCITE research
centre in conjunction with the relevant DTI
International Technology Promoter and the US
British Consulates to investigate the impact of
user-centred research on the design process
in the USA. Given the background of the
participants, the focus was mainly, although
not exclusively, on new technology including
computer hardware and software, mobile
phones, and technology services. The group
was interested in the ways in which usercentred research becomes integrated into
both the product design and development
process as well as embedded within
organisational culture and long-term strategic
thinking. What could be learned from key
organisations on the West Coast of the USA?
What new opportunities can be identified?
The aim of this report is to disseminate the
findings of the mission to a wider UK
audience. We hope it will make connections
with the recently announced initiatives such
as the joint EPSRC and AHRB programme
‘Designing for the 21st Century’ which was
launched in March 2004 by the Right
Honourable Estelle Morris MP, Minister for
11
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the Arts1. The report also speaks to those
interested in the UK Foresight Programme,
which has been building bridges between
business, science and government since 1994
around science-based futures projects.2
‘PEOPLE-CENTRED’ OR ‘USER-CENTRED’?
Despite the best efforts of practitioners, UCD
is often thought to be purely about ‘usability’
or making things ‘easy to use’. Frequently,
UCD becomes merely ‘user testing’ and is
brought in at the end of the product
development cycle. Users are often conceived
in a task-centric way that fits into current
technology-led business models.
In this report, the mission participants
emphasise that people in their social context
rather than task-centric users should be
considered a fundamental source of
innovation. Many practitioners involved in UCD
whom we met on the West Coast shared this
view. However, many also agreed that in
practice UCD could often translate as thinking
about social context after the fundamental
design ideas had been formulated.
By using the term people-centred design
(PCD) in this report to highlight a range of
practices including old and new forms of
UCD, the participants want to press home
the advantages of designing for social use.
As Uday Dandavate of SonicRim told the
San Francisco seminar: ‘The seeds of userrelevant innovation can be found in the
dreams and ideas of everyday people’.
MISSION PARTICIPANTS
Amy Branton, Skybluepink Ltd
Dan Hill, BBC
Rachel Jones, Instrata Ltd
Andrew McGrath, Orange
Gary Mortensen-Barker, BT
Paula Neal, PDD Group Ltd
Ellie Runcie, Design Council
Sarah Turner, DTI/Pera
Nina Wakeford, University of Surrey
12

Further details of participants are included in
Appendix A.
KEY QUESTIONS
The mission meetings and seminars were
oriented around a set of key questions
developed by the mission delegates. These
included:
• Given the development of user-centred
research techniques over the last 20 years
in the USA, how far have such techniques
become part of the innovation process?
• How are research techniques such as
ethnography used and valued in
organisations?
• How is cross-cultural or sub-cultural
understanding used?
• How are findings translated into actionable
knowledge for designers and engineers?
• What new research and visualisation
methods are being developed?
• How are traditional techniques – such as
personas – being evolved?
• Are there organisational issues within
companies that can encourage the use
of PCD?
• How can PCD work alongside the need to
create and maintain branded products
and services?
• Are US companies taking into account
products that have emerged from nonprofessional designers, such as the social
software movement?

1

For more details see www.ahrb.ac.uk

2

For more details see www.foresight.gov.uk
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SHARED PROBLEMS

EARLY INNOVATORS IN THE USA

Many US companies that we met had
encountered challenges in trying to establish
PCD and achieve the organisational changes
which would make it part of the innovation
process. As the following chapters make
clear, they also sometimes struggled with
developing appropriate research techniques
and ways of representing data about users.
Although some new forms of thinking do
exist amongst the companies we saw, and
several kinds of best practice are outlined in
this report, for the most part the USA does
not have starkly different paradigms for PCD
or how it fits into the innovation process. Our
experience with the host companies was one
of challenges shared. There are therefore
considerable opportunities for UK companies
wishing to innovate in this space.

Understanding the way in which design
research for new technologies has evolved in
the USA shows opportunities for future
developments in PCD, as well as allowing UK
companies to better understand the
differences between approaches.

One of our hosts, Darrel Rhea, Principal of
Cheskin, has pointed out that the early stages
of innovation often appear to US companies
to ‘look like a cloud raining on a funnel’. His
description is:
‘Some vague mixture of ideas, trends, user
requirements, etc, swirl around in a cloud.
Some of these ideas and influences drop
into a funnel and get reduced into a product
that (magically) emerges out of the end of
the funnel.’ 3
One of the challenges of a firm such as
Cheskin is to provide not only the research for
product and service innovation, but also a
model for how information and insights from
research can lead to positive outcomes.
Otherwise, he points out that the advanced
development mindset becomes that of ‘fire,
ready, aim’.

During the mission we had the opportunity to
meet some of the key US figures who had
shifted the focus of design research from
human-factors based ergonomic issues to
product use in its socio-cultural context.
These included Jane Fulton Suri, Jeanette
Blomberg and Rick Robinson.
Jane Fulton Suri from IDEO encouraged the
design research community, and her clients,
to focus on contextual research rather than
relying on techniques from cognitive
psychology. Early on in her career, she
brought this approach to the study of
motorbike accidents:
‘The question was why lads on bikes were
having a lot of accidents, and why drivers
were failing to see them. We were tackling
the problem at the level of putting on lights,
and of wearing bright clothing. But then we
realised that there had to be other forces at
play in what boys were doing on motorbikes
other than getting from point A to point B. We
wouldn’t get far without tackling some of the
issues to do with status, young manhood,
and the meaning of clothing in the culture of
motorbikes and adolescence.’ 4

3

Darrel Rhea, ‘Bringing Clarity to the Fuzzy Front End’ in Brenda Laurel (Ed),

4

Quotation is from William Reese, ‘Behavioral Scientists Enter Design:

Design Research: Methods and Perspectives. MIT Press, Boston, 2003.
Seven Critical Histories’ in Susan Squires and Bryan Byrne (Eds), Creating
Breakthrough Ideas: The Collaboration of Anthropologists and Designers in
the Product Development Industry. Bergin & Garvy, London, 2002.
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Jeanette Blomberg, now based at IBM
Almaden, was formerly one of the Work
Practice and Technology Group at Xerox
PARC. This group, founded by Lucy Suchman,
played a crucial role in the development and
dissemination of a highly influential research
approach based on the study of how people
interact with computers and other
technologies. As a member of the Work
Practice group, Jeannette drew upon
ethnographic techniques which involved close
analysis of videotaped conversations.
The researchers communicated their results
to systems designers inside Xerox, but their
methods and multidisciplinary team approach
has been influential in forming groups outside
the company, such as the People and
Practices Research Group at Intel.
Rick Robinson, now of NOP World, pioneered
the use of ethnography in industrial design
through his company E-Lab. E-Lab also used
videotape to record everyday consumer
behaviour. The company also insisted on
highly visual collaborative data analysis
sessions, often with the participation of
clients as a well as the team of researchers.
E-Lab encouraged clients to learn about the
value of having sturdy data analysis in order
to build long-lasting ‘experience models’ (see
Chapter 2). Rick Robinson has played a major
role in promoting such ways of working in the
popular business and design presses, as well
as through his own writing. By the late
1990s, techniques derived from ethnography
were considered a key part of design
consultancies in the USA. One ex E-Lab
employee has stated: ‘By 1997, every major
design firm claimed to include ethnography
as one of its approaches’5.
The mission delegates also met Uday
Dandavate from SonicRim. SonicRim’s
founder Liz Sanders began to develop ideas
of participatory design while working at Fitch
in the 1990s6. (Participatory design also
influenced the Work Practice and Technology

group at PARC). SonicRim is based on
bringing together three elements: what
people say (learned from marketing research),
what people do (learned from participant
observation and anthropology) and what
people make (learned from participatory
design).7 Participatory design, for SonicRim,
includes techniques involving Velcro covered
shapes and image collaging.
These early innovators continue to work in
the area of PCD in the USA, but their
influence has been widespread, and many
play an active role in international forums
where PCD is discussed and evolved, such as
Designing Interactive Systems (DIS2004) or
the Participatory Design Conference8.
CURRENT STATE OF PCD IN THE USA
The remainder of this report outlines findings
of the mission and also sets out
recommendations for those interested in
design research and innovation in the UK.
Each report chapter looks at a particular
aspect of PCD, from organisational and
strategic planning issues to a more finegrained focus on the development of
particular techniques. Inevitably, the examples
that are used here are drawn from a small set
of companies on the West Coast.
However, the wider context of PCD in the
USA has to be seen in the light of
considerable media focus on some aspects of
such work. Earlier in 2004, the San Jose
Mercury News, the local daily for the Silicon

5

Christina Wasson, ‘Ethnography in the Field of Design’, Human

6

See Reese, 2002 (above)

7

See Reese, 2002 (above)

8

For more information on DIS2004 see www.sigchi.org/DIS2004. For

Organisation. Vol 59, No 4, 2000.

information on the Participatory Design Conference see
www.cpsr.net/act/events/pdc
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Valley region, ran a story entitled
Anthropologists Dig Into Business which
featured the work of many of the companies
that were visited on the trip. The reporter
concluded such companies were ‘part of a
growing trend in which anthropologists, long
perceived as notebook-toting academics
who studied isolated cultures, are woven
into the fabric of corporate America’. This
has also been noticed by the New York
Times, who reported a predicted growth in
numbers of ‘industrial anthropologists’,
particularly in the high technology arena.
Other US media such as Fast Company,
CNN.com and Business Week have also run
stories about the reported benefits to US
companies – from Whirlpool to Hallmark
cards – of having an ethnographic view of
their customers. When the mass media treat
such research as exotic, it is likely to
continue to attract attention. In some
circumstances, external publicity may help
the research to be used internally in large
organisations. For example, at Intel
researchers in PAPR such as Genevieve Bell,
Ken Anderson and Tony Salvador have all
received extensive US press coverage for
their work, and acknowledged that in some
circumstances this can be used within Intel
to create added impact.

Bryan Byrne, who both worked at GVO, have
edited Creating Breakthrough Ideas: The
Collaboration of Anthropologists and
Designers in the Product Development
Industry (Bergin & Garvy, London, 2002). This
volume includes histories of practitioners in
the field, as well as a proposal for developing
an ‘Integrative Design Discipline’. More
recently, Brenda Laurel, an early PCD
innovator at Interval Research and now Chair
of the graduate Media Design Program at Art
Center College of Design in Pasadena, has
brought together a substantial collection of
articles, both theoretical and practical, in
Design Research: Methods and Perspectives
(MIT Press, Boston, 2003). For readers of this
report who want to think further about what
kinds of future design research
methodologies are being proposed amongst
current US practitioners, these books are
excellent places to start.

Some researchers at US consultancies told
us that they still found it difficult to sell PCD
work to clients, and in particular the kind of
extended project which generates models
which can be reused over a long time span
(see Chapter 2). Within organisations, some
PCD advocates agreed that research might
occasionally be carried out ‘under the radar’
to cope with organisational barriers (see
Chapter 3). It is unlikely that these are issues
specific to US West Coast companies. The
situation may be improved by the gradual
formalisation and professionalisation of PCD
in the USA, including the appearance in the
last two years of two volumes that explore
the range of techniques and approaches that
are used in US firms. Susan Squires and
15
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1

ROLE OF PCD IN MITIGATING
RISK IN DEVELOPING NEW
TECHNOLOGIES
Ellie Runcie
Design Council

1.1

Introduction

Achieving growth in a way that limits risk and
increases the chances of longer term
profitability is a challenge for most
businesses. The UK Design Council’s work
within the technology sector suggests that
the key to success is to create future
products and services that are useful and
appealing to people, as well as generating
value through identifying future market needs
which may drive opportunities for innovation.
This is a current challenge for many UK
companies in the technology sector.
The mission confirmed that developing new
technologies for future markets is high-risk –
there are no users at this point, therefore the
depth of understanding people’s needs,
expectations and values in future markets will
affect the success of the business. At
research and development (R&D) stages it is
critical there is understanding and
deployment of the appropriate people-centred

DISRUPTIVE

INCREMENTAL

design (PCD) skills and processes to help
minimise those risks. We found that PCD
helps a business achieve effective
optimisation of existing product performance
and appeal, as well as helping some
businesses reduce the risks through being
integrated in up-front research
(see Exhibit 1.1).
1.2

Given the perceived elusive nature of
innovation, exploring all relevant opportunities
and threats around ideas at the R&D stage is
essential to mitigate risk by accentuating the
positive and removing the negative factors.
This requires having formal and informal
processes that are recognised strategically,
culturally, and that allow project teams to:
• Gather relevant research
• Translate research into actionable
knowledge
• Apply knowledge

PCD PROCESSES ARE THE DRIVING
FORCE IN DISCOVERING OPPORTUNITIES
OTHERS HAVE MISSED

PCD PROCESSES ARE ABLE TO
IMPROVE EXISTING CONDITIONS
AT A TACTICAL LEVEL

Exhibit 1.1 Increasing degrees of innovation (source: Intel)
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Gathering relevant research
US companies emphasised the importance
of understanding the type of research
required and the skills necessary to
generate effective knowledge.
Darrell Rhea, CEO of Cheskin, highlighted the
importance of achieving balance between
rigorous and relevant knowledge from
research while working to pressured time
constraints to deliver research that is ‘just
enough’ to bring about innovation. He
emphasised that many technology
businesses risk diluting user research inputs
through not understanding what skills and
methods are needed, and by not integrating
design in the process.
Alex Bernstein at BMW Designworks outlined
their process for innovation (see Exhibit 2.2,
page 23). Its effectiveness depends upon
integration across the business, ensuring it is
a nonlinear development process, that the

process is guided by feedback from end
users, and that it is iterative at all stages
thereby continuously exposing potential risks.
Gitta Salomon from Swim insisted that ‘most
of the time, iteration starts from the wrong
place’. It is imperative that PCD processes are
in place to avoid this.
Translating research into actionable
knowledge
Many US businesses recognised that
translation of research into useful
knowledge for innovation is problematic.
Dev Patnaik from Jump Associates
presented a framework to highlight the
sensitive translation points (see Exhibit 1.2).
This framework is based on the notion of
the ‘translation point’ developed by Amy
Edmondson of Harvard Business School.
It is common for research to be ‘handed
over’ to teams who need to apply it. The
risk is not identifying the real insights.

Exhibit 1.2 Cultures of innovations (Source: Jump Associates)
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Applying knowledge
It was felt by most companies that being as
integrated as possible across disciplines and
teams in the development of new
technology will increase the chances of
being able to reach tangible outcomes
within short, pressurised timescales.
Tom Dair of Smart Design offered the
following checklist:
• Integrate designers into the research
process
• Integrate researchers into the design
process
• Integrate people (users) into the design
process
1.3

Disruptive innovation through
PCD

When established corporations have
achieved huge growth and success there is
a significant risk of complacency, exploring
future market opportunities too late.
‘Successful products create their own ‘valley
of death’ and prevent innovation around
them… if you own 85% of a market, don’t
relax, zoom out and redefine a market such
that you’re only 10% of it.’
(Herman D’Hooge, Innovation Strategist, Intel)

However, PCD can be used as a starting point
for disruptive innovation (Exhibit 1.1)
‘Proactive Health’ is a long-term Intel research
study led by Eric Dishman concerned with
understanding how people today will feel
about their health and wellbeing in the future,
with a particular focus on cognitive decline.
Social research is already predicting that
people will want to feel more empowered
managing their health as they age, but if
cognitive decline increases they become
more reliant upon support networks.
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The Proactive Health team at Intel have
been prototyping sensor-based experiences
to explore ways in which needs could be
supported within homes while still involving
social networks (family, friends and carers).
Intel have invested in such PCD research to
help them gain a deep level of
understanding about social issues on a
5-10 year horizon, to identify opportunities
that could take the business into
dramatically new directions. Understanding
future contexts and identifying future needs
requires anticipation of the emergent, the
unplanned and the unpredictable.
The People and Practices Research (PAPR)
team at Intel use a range of social and
design research methods, including longterm ethnography, to explore cultural
behaviours in contexts such as the home,
workplaces and public spaces.
With such long-term research studies it can
be challenging to show the value of
ethnographic and design research. By
phasing the research in stages, the PAPR
team demonstrate progress, convey rapid
insights in compelling and innovative ways,
and communicate at a senior level.
The UCD group within Intel, led by Herman
D’Hooge, uses a framework (see Exhibit 1.3)
at all phases of design research, whether
when just starting ‘exploratory’ research to
understand future needs, or getting input
from people on concept prototypes, or even
testing/trialling potential products. It is a
continuous process that ensures feedback
from people in the design is at the core.
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must give return-on-investment (ROI)
analysis. A Product Council – senior
executives across the business groups – will
give approval based on the anticipated ROI
and fit with short- to long-term goals.
2

Exhibit 1.3 People – prototypes – products
(Source: Intel)

1.4

Putting a value on PCD: the
challenge of measuring ROI

The US companies we visited confirmed
that tracking the bottom-line value of PCD is
a challenge. Some companies have
developed ways of measuring the impact of
PCD on their business.
‘Being user centred is the corporate culture,
it informs our business development.’
(Justin Miller, Senior Director, UI Design, eBay)

At eBay, it is recognised that the quality of
experience drives product development and
innovation strategy. They described themselves
not as being ‘user centred’ but ‘user driven’.
Potential projects at all levels must follow a
process that will ensure the business case is
made for the user experience.
1.4.1

eBay’s process of ‘user-driven
design’

1

Gain an overview of the project
approval process and criteria

Understand the financial levers
that drive the business

The projects proposed must take into
account the value of how the user
experience will affect them. Financial levers
at the tactical level include increase in
number of registered users, bidding flow
and value, listings of items for sale, and
decreasing costs. User experience metrics
are understood throughout the company.
3

Determine current issues and
future opportunities

Research may include formal ethnographic
field work for projects that are 2-3 years out
and 5-7 years out. Most projects are looking
ahead six months and include user interface
(UI) and usability studies. In one financial
quarter, ~200 projects are developed. A key
informal input for new ideas comes from
‘voices of the community’ – a group of 1,000
representative global users who are in weekly
contact with a dedicated user experience
team of 80 via conference calls, e-mail and
participate in an annual conference.
At a strategic level, discussions about
experience and business issues happen
regularly with senior stakeholders to ensure
there is a shared understanding and
communication of the potential future
business opportunities and risks.
4

Select a product area to change

The impact of the project must be significant,
measurable, and attributed to the project.

At eBay, the project approval process is open
and includes multifunctional teams. New
ideas for projects have internal sponsors, and
19
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5

Estimate the ROI for the project

Based on:
• Time to design, test, develop and launch
the product, as well as time from other
business groups
• Identifying the range of financial levers
affected, their value, and then relating these
back to insights that have been revealed
through the various forms of research
• Reviewing user experience and financial
metrics before and after previous projects
to help gauge the likely impact
6

Present these proposals on an
equal footing with other proposals

The focus is on people as existing or future
customers and business benefits expected,
and a justification of the financial results.
Presentations are formal business pitches.
7

Follow-up

To determine what worked, what is still
being addressed and what didn’t work from
a user and business point of view, all
projects require ongoing follow-up across
the business on the many techniques of
user research. The results are communicated
to key stakeholders within the company, and
documented across the business to record
learning for the future.
eBay’s approach was summarised by Justin
Miller (Senior Director – UI) in an illustration
(see Exhibit 1.4).
1.5

Making a cultural impact on user
experience

Across most of the technology companies
we visited, PCD research exists at the
product development level. Some
companies recognised that, if it only exists
at this level, the value might not extend
beyond tactical usability issues.
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Exhibit 1.4 eBay practice

A key learning in this area from Microsoft is
that PCD must be challenging enough to
integrate into corporate culture and
established technology-based business
models. Microsoft employs ~800 product
designers and ~150 user researchers.
Together they’re responsible for usability, user
interface and interaction design. Over time,
they have become integrated into the core
product development teams at Microsoft. The
core team consists of software developers,
testers, program managers, and also design,
usability, and user assistance.
The goal of Microsoft’s user researchers is to
make an impact on the experience of people
using Microsoft products. To help them
achieve this, they have been building creative
tools and end-user understanding
programmes for development teams, to
motivate them to engage with the
experiences of using their products.
‘How can we get at the elusive aspect of
somebody really enjoying the product? We
know that may not be adding another
feature. There’s more to life than adding
another feature.’
(Gayna Williams, User Research Manager, Windows
Client)
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Among the tools the user research team have
created is a scorecard system that creates an
incentive for development teams to take
responsibility for the end-to-end experience of
their products – and thinking this through at
the earliest stages of development. The
development teams are accountable if they
have not done so during the development
process. This has brought practical benefits
by demonstrating the value of PCD in the
success of a product, while playing to the
productivity-based reward systems.
It has served as an effective mechanism for
bringing cross-functional teams together to
share relevant knowledge at the right time,
discovering and learning about the impact of
user experience.
How the Microsoft model works:
• The development teams will work on
3-4 month coding milestones
• The scoring system makes the correlation
between the improvement of code
development in parallel with the
improvement of the user experience,
which feed in through their own
participation in the lab and field studies
• As the product nears completion, user
experience scores are matched to coding
progress to check they are balanced.
If user experience is still low at this stage,
there is a problem
• Feedback from this tool maps to the
overall development team performance so
success is recognised and it increases the
chance of becoming deeply ingrained in
the next development phase or project
Over time, using this approach and the many
other tools and programmes the user
research team are creating, they hope to
shift the culture of the product development
teams from being technology responsive to
being people responsive – not just in the
day-to-day development process, but also in
identifying product ideas for the future.

1.6

Conclusion

The mission enabled us to identify US
technology companies which invest in PCD
either in developing differentiated products
or as a starting point for innovation,
particularly Intel, eBay, BMW Designworks
and Adaptive Path.
Visits to these companies confirmed that PCD
research methods and processes are effective
in managing uncertainty and mitigating risk,
particularly at the front end of innovation.
We concluded that the way in which PCD is
perceived and valued will affect the level of
impact it can have on the future of the
organisation, as well as the success of
products and services. This could be the level
at which it is integrated within R&D, where it
is positioned in the overall structure of the
organisation (avoiding it being a function of
marketing), and perhaps having metrics in
place to be able to assess the ROI.
1.7

Recommendations

• Integrate PCD in R&D. The UK government
could encourage this at a national level by
incorporating PCD in the funds allocated
through the Research Councils and
through award criteria for businesses such
as R&D grants and R&D tax credits.
• UK private investment community use
PCD as part of due diligence of high-tech
start-ups. Trade bodies such as the British
Venture Capital Association and National
Business Angels Network should
encourage this and provide knowledge to
support their members in testing the
validity of product to market propositions,
through the level of investigation taken
by the business to identify people’s
needs, experiences and expectations in
future markets.
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2

DEVELOPING INNOVATION
PROCESSES
Rachel Jones
Instrata

2.1

Background

Higher management in corporations
understand that innovation is critical to the
mid-term and long-term success of their
organisations. In recognition of the importance
of innovation, corporations invest large sums
in R&D divisions to try to ensure that
invention will extend their corporation into the
future. However, by their own remit, R&D
divisions are almost always technology driven.
People-centred innovation techniques have
been around for 20 years but to what
extent have they become part of the
innovation process?
In this chapter we describe how US West
Coast organisations have made three peoplecentred innovation techniques part of their
innovation programmes: use of experience
frameworks, use of cross-cultural
understanding, and discovering breakthrough
technologies. We also discuss barriers to the

adoption of a people-centred innovation
process and identify ways that US
organisations are overcoming these barriers.
Finally, we outline four areas where
practitioners in people-centred innovation
could extend their practice.
2.2

Use of experience frameworks in
the innovation process

An experience framework is a representation
of how experience is organised for the user.
By exposing the underlying behavioural
structure, it is possible to identify ‘white
space’ opportunities, and develop an
opportunity map or matrix. An opportunity
map is a tool for looking at the intersection or
application of the model to existing and
potential products by aligning activities from
different frames of reference, such as the
company, product requirements, and
activities over time. Rick Robinson, cofounder of E-Lab and currently a director at
NOP, talked about a project they had carried

KEY
PEOPLE-CENTRED
INNOVATION TECHNIQUES
TRADITIONAL TECHNIQUES

Exhibit 2.1 People-centred innovation techniques
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out for a major household cleaning product
company. They identified a series of
opportunities for new products that enable
‘just in time’ cleaning. The experience
framework is still being used by the company
seven years later.
BMW Designworks was one of only two
organisations that articulated an innovation
process. BMW Designworks is a design
studio based in California which has an
innovation centre comprising eight people.
They said that ‘ideas come from everywhere’
and they need a process to organise and
integrate them. They follow an iterative
process and, as new features emerge, they
check them with their market, technology
and user knowledge. For their user
knowledge they mentioned an experience
framework developed by E-Lab a few years
ago. Although the use of market, technology
and user knowledge in the innovation
process was reported by several companies,
the diagram drawn at BMW Designworks
(see Exhibit 2.2), with a spiral showing the
iterative process, was the most developed
representation we saw on our visit.

Exhibit 2.2 Innovation process used at BMW
Designworks

Typically, BMW Designworks present around
50 new features to the business groups, of
which about five are chosen. The selection by
the business groups is based on a variety of
reasons, such as brand attributes and
scalability. They involve people in marketing in
the ideation and innovation process so that
business groups gain a sense of ownership.
They talked about two projects: Infotainment,
which explored how much entertainment
technology could be added to a car, and the
Tomorrows project, which is exploring how
consumers will have changed in 2015.
2.3

Use of cross-cultural
understanding in the innovation
process

Nirmal Sethia, from California State University
in Pomona, talked about a book by C K
Prahalad titled ‘The Fortune at the Bottom of
the Pyramid’. Prahalad claims that
organisations cannot afford to ignore the
fastest growing new market, referring to
4 billion people in the Third World. However,
the same products produced for ‘rich’ markets
would be both too expensive and inappropriate
for the developing markets. Both new products
and new business models are needed.
Intel recognises that technology has overshot
what people need in terms of performance,
and has realised that it needs to look beyond
a business model based on Moore’s law.
Moore, co-founder of Intel, predicted that the
number of transistors per square inch would
double every year since the integrated circuit
was invented. The People and Practices
Research (PAPR) group takes on the
responsibility to explore the technology space
in general in order to excite the industry and
to develop market leading products.
23
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The expectation is that Intel’s partner
organisations, such as IBM and Dell, will also
begin developing products (that use Intel
chips) in the new opportunity spaces created.
An innovation group has been set up to use
cultural understanding to identify new
opportunities. The innovation group propose
three or four prototypes for productisation
each year.
Herman D’Hooge, Innovation Strategist at
Intel, who leads the innovation group, gave
the example of a market opportunity they had
identified in China, where a sector of people
could afford to buy PCs but were not
purchasing them. The innovation group then
drew on work undertaken by Genevieve Bell
of PAPR who encouraged the innovation
group to look to education rather than
entertainment. Herman articulated the
innovation process, as shown in Exhibit 2.3.
Ethnography was used to add detail to the
personas that were created by Market
Research and Strategy.
PAPR found that Chinese parents are
reluctant to buy PCs for their children
because they see it as distracting their
children from their education. Intel has
developed educational software packages
and put a physical key lock on the machine
that when locked only enables the
educational packages to be used and does

Exhibit 2.3 Innovation process used at Intel
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not give access to games or the Internet. The
adapted PC will be released next year.
Genevieve Bell documented Chinese Internet
cafés through extensive photography and
discovered their similarity to giant game
parlours. Intel has used such ethnographic
observation to identify new user features for
the PCs, such as a service button for food
and drink, multiple audio channels, and a USB
key containing the user identity and scoring
details. Intel also has used ethnographic
observation to identify new features for café
owners, such as anti-theft and recovery
capabilities, and changed the form factor to
make the chassis movable and the device
operable in high temperatures.
2.4

Discovering breakthrough
technologies in the innovation
process

Even though we met some of the largest
technology corporations in the world, there
was no evidence of using people-centred
techniques to inspire technological
breakthroughs outside Xerox R&D, where
they emerged in the 1980s1,2.

1

Dourish, P (2004). Where the action is: the foundations of embodied
interaction. MIT Press.

2

Suchman, L A (1987). Plans and situated actions: the problem of humanmachine communication. Cambridge University Press.
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2.5

Overcoming barriers to a peoplecentred innovation process

Only two out of the 20+ companies we met
articulated an innovation process for their
organisation (or client organisations) that was
informed by people-centred innovation
techniques. In this section, we try to
understand why a people-centred innovation
process has not been adopted more widely.
The experts we met told us of significant
organisational barriers that need to be
overcome for people-centred techniques to
be adopted into the innovation process. We
identified three ways these barriers are
being overcome:
1 Links to market research organisations
Some leading experts in developing
people-centred innovation techniques have
joined market research organisations such
as NOP and Cheskin. Market research is
an established discipline, which makes the
fit into client organisations easier.
2 Emerging transformation techniques
We noticed the emergence of peoplecentred transformation techniques aimed
at changing organisations by making senior
executives adopt a more customer-focused
approach. The techniques take the form of
customer immersion at IDEO and
Microsoft, and co-creation (or a
commercialised form of participatory
design) at SonicRim.
3 Organisation overview
Jeanette Blomberg is leading an R&D
group at IBM whose remit is to look at
how a division called Global Services can
adopt people-centred approaches.
Some organisations, such as eBay, have a
short development cycle and easy access to
an extensive customer base. It is possible
for such organisations to explore incremental
changes with almost immediate feedback

from customer forums, such as message
boards and customer conferences.
Therefore, some organisations avoid having
to invest large sums developing the right
products first time, and their innovation
process can be less formal. As such, no
barriers are incurred.
A people-centred approach has been used in
product design for over 10 years to
understand the context in which a product
will be used in order to inform and
differentiate its design, eg IDEO. The
approach has met with some distrust by
designers who see it as taking away from
their creative ‘gut instinct’ rather than
inspiring creativity. This was still apparent at
some companies we met on the mission,
such as Volvo. In a similar way, peoplecentred techniques used in innovation could
be seen as encroaching on other people’s
territory in organisations and taking away
some of the flair and experience for which
they are valued or aspire. This was apparent
in some organisations, such as Microsoft.
The value that people-centred techniques
bring to strategy and innovation in particular
has yet to be clearly articulated. The peoplecentred ‘buttons’ need to be identified and
articulated in terms that corporations
understand. (Chapter 1 offers a detailed
description of how organisations are
measuring value).
In its use of people-centred techniques in
the development process, the Microsoft
User Experience team have made
themselves accountable to the organisation
and responsible for the recommendations
they make. We suggest it is necessary not
only to articulate the value but also to
develop accountable mechanisms for
people-centred techniques in order for a
more person-centred approach to be
accepted into organisations.
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2.6

Four areas for practitioners to
extend their practice in
innovation

1 Levels of impact of people-centred
innovation techniques
As people-centred techniques used in
innovation can be expensive, organisations
are always seeking new ways of reducing
the time and cost required. Paul Dourish
from the University of California, Irvine,
pointed out that the impact which
innovation will make reflects the quality of
the analysis. In a short time, one can
understand the context of a product and
make incremental improvements. In the
longer term, corporations benefit from an
experience framework that informs product
planning and identifies new business
opportunities, such as the frameworks
developed by E-Lab and still in use at a
major household cleaning organisation and
BMW Designworks.
It is necessary to clearly outline the
deliverables that will be obtained
corresponding to the quality of experience of
the individuals involved and the time spent on
the analysis. Darryl Rhea from Cheskin is
working with the Design Management
Institute (DMI)3 in this area.
2 Innovation from cross-cultural
understanding
Cross-cultural understanding is being used
to inform the innovation process at Intel and
Microsoft by detailing personas that have
been identified in market segments based
on demographics. People-centred innovation
techniques commonly deliver a behavioural
segmentation that is developed into an
experience framework for a particular
market space, such as cleaning or catching
a cold. However, Intel and Microsoft cannot
benefit from these techniques because of
their need to inform general markets, and

thus they have to focus on specific problem
areas and predetermined personas.
Organisations that do focus in particular
market spaces have an advantage and an
opportunity to develop cross-cultural
experience frameworks.
3 Multidisciplinary teams
People-centred techniques used in
product design face issues around
translating customer-related contextual
information into the design (see Chapter 5).
One technique suggested for overcoming
the translation problem is to involve
designers in the research. People-centred
teams focusing on innovation currently
constitute ethnographers and visual
designers. However, to ensure these
teams are effective within their
organisations, we suggest it is necessary to
involve disciplines already involved in
innovation, such as planners, designers,
technologists, strategists, branding and
marketing. It is suggested that a broad
multidisciplinary group that includes peoplecentred teams needs to be involved in an
innovation process.
4 Future scenarios
During our visit, Rick Robinson from NOP
and Alec Bernstein from BMW Designworks
indicated that experience frameworks are
still useful as much as 5 to 10 years ahead.
During that time, people’s attitudes and
behaviours may have changed, such as
communication behaviour has done with the
advent of mobile technologies. It is
necessary to consider future trends and how
these blend with and extend current peoplecentred techniques. NOP are carrying out
longitudinal studies of ‘influential’ customers
and integrating trends research with
longitudinal ethnographic research.

3
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2.7

Conclusion

Even though the companies visited are no
further advanced in the development of PCD
techniques than the UK, US corporations
have recognised the importance of using
people-centred innovation techniques as part
of their innovation programmes and have
established practices and processes that
encompass these techniques. There are still
barriers to the adoption of people-centred
innovation techniques but the USA seems
further along in overcoming these barriers
than UK industry.
2.8

Recommendations

• UK industry needs to adopt people-centred
innovation techniques as part of their
innovation programmes in order to continue
to compete with US organisations.
• In both the USA and the UK, ethnographic
research is offered by many organisations
but comes in many different varieties.
Practitioners need to clarify the
propositions they offer against the benefits
to their clients.
• UK organisations that focus in particular
market sectors but chose to expand into
the Third World are able to employ
people-centred innovation techniques to
develop cross-cultural experience
frameworks. This gives UK industry an
advantage over US corporations who
operate in general markets.
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3

EFFECTS OF ORGANISATIONAL
CULTURE
Gary Mortensen-Barker
BT

3.1

Introduction

We were interested to understand whether
there are organisational, communication and
cultural issues within companies which
need to be addressed in order that peoplecentred design (PCD) methodologies can be
successfully deployed within organisations.
If issues exist: What are they? What are
the impacts? What can be done to address
the problems?

3.2

Those not directly engaged in manufacturing
but providing design services and
consultancy, such as IDEO, Adaptive Path,
Jump Associates and Aaron Marcus
Associates, increasingly saw their role as
informing and guiding organisational change
in order to improve the product development
and design process for their clients.
3.3

If there are organisational or cultural barriers
within UK companies which are obstacles to
PCD adoption then we need to identify and
understand them, otherwise we may fall
behind. There is evidence that some US
companies have had success in realigning
their structures and processes to gain
competitive advantage through the use of
PCD methodologies. It is important that UK
companies benefit from this knowledge and,
where appropriate, use the learning to
reshape their organisations and processes to
embrace it. In this way, UK companies can
remain competitive and may even gain
competitive advantage.
All the companies acknowledged that, to a
greater or lesser extent, organisational
barriers and internal cultural issues
presented significant obstacles to the
adoption of PCD – either within their own
company or in their wider experience. In
some cases, design groups within
companies had initiated change within their
organisational structures to facilitate better
design practice and implementation.
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Guiding organisational change

Working in teams

BMW Designworks reported that their design
methods had begun to influence the structure
of their company and the product design
process in a number of ways. Designworks
design for third parties, and have moved
beyond their roots in automotive design into,
for example, lifestyle products, fashion,
communication devices, high technology
products and other areas. Their involvement
in other sectors cross-fertilises different
projects and also necessitates use of a range
of design methodologies. As car design
broadens to include features and technologies
drawn from computing, communications and
other sectors, the structure of the teams
responsible for designing key components
has altered.
Neil Brooker of BMW Designworks
reported that the teams have become
interdisciplinary and the overall design is
approached in a much more holistic way.
Increasingly, the design concept is informed
by various research methods, including user
observation, ethnography and trend analysis.
Examples of this would be head-up displays
and electronic information displays on the
exterior (body) of the car. For example, a
team designing the ‘A pillars’ which support
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the windscreen will no longer be just an
engineering team tasked with delivering the
structural part of the vehicle, but might
include electronics specialists, software
developers, researchers, all working as a
virtual team rather than in isolated ‘silos’
within the company. Increasingly, the
structure of the product teams is modelled
around the user experience rather than the
structure of the car.
The resultant aesthetic and engineering
design is not simply the result of inspiration
on the part of a designer (although that is
still an important element) but is also
informed by user research, iterative design
and user testing of prototypes. This is
achieved through horizontal linkage of
various disciplines across the organisation
which has had the effect of disrupting many
of the traditional structures previously found
in the car industry.
3.4

Creating internal communication

Appropriate, targeted and efficient
communication of PCD methods, and
providing actionable input to design teams
within organisations, is key to success.
Companies that had been successful in
implementing PCD have used their design
skills to translate research output into
actionable information, and provided tools
such as personas and scenarios for
development and design teams to use.
(a) Language
The necessity to provide a language for
communicating PCD concepts and research
output across multidisciplinary teams was a
recurring theme with all of the visited

companies. Microsoft use personas and
scenarios as ‘part of the pie’. Microsoft’s
John Pruitt and Jonathan Grudin say:
‘Personas might help a designer focus.
However, their greatest value is in providing
a shared basis for communication. One of
the most important functions of usability
engineers is to communicate to the
development team, as clearly as possible,
who the users really are. When designers
and developers don’t share a distinct image
of their user, they carry different
interpretations of ‘user’ around with them.
As a result, they are prone to developing a
schizophrenic interface’ 1
Microsoft report that personas and
scenarios can ‘provide the language’ to
communicate the issues and requirements
between different teams working on a
product, for example: marketing, product
and software developers. They also
stressed the importance of making the
links between personas and data explicit in
order to provide a solid basis for each
persona. This avoids them being seen as a
purely creative device.
(b) Working at team level
Microsoft tend to embed PCD professionals
into product teams, saying that:
‘If the usability engineers are seen too much
as a centralised unit, they can be seen as an
external obstacle or even ‘the enemy’ by the
product groups.’

1

Pruitt, J and Grudin, J (2003). Personas: Practice and Theory. ACM 1-58113728-1 03/0006 5.00, http://research.microsoft.com
/research/coet/Grudin/Personas/Pruitt-Grudin.pdf.
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At an organisational level, Microsoft say that
senior managers usually ‘get it’ in terms of the
importance of PCD and that resistance is more
likely to be encountered at the mid-level. There
is a danger that competition between
product groups or teams can act against the
customer’s viewpoint. It was suggested that
one of the reasons for this is that, culturally,
Microsoft tends to reward success at the
individual rather than at the team level. This
resonated with the experience of PCD
practitioners from the UK, who said that the
way that product managers are incentivised
in UK companies tends to act against the
customer’s interests, particularly if, for
example, their incentives are dependent on
timeframes and budget rather than in-life
performance of a product, or customer
satisfaction metrics.
(c) Working with a ‘champion’
Microsoft and Intel both said that it was
very important to recruit a champion at
senior level for what Microsoft call ‘UX’ –
user experience. They reported that they
had overcome some of these problems
simply by adding UX criteria to managers’
objectives and scorecards which are used to
measure the performance of individuals
(see Chapter 1).
(d) Models of communication
In terms of communicating the benefits of
UCD within the company, Microsoft’s
recommendations to UK companies were:
• ‘Anthropology and ethnography can tell a
very compelling story and we use it’
• Use pictures. Visual communication has
greater impact
• Use design skills to communicate the
story. For example, inspirational videos and
posters
For many projects, a personas website is
created to which teams can refer.
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3.5

Translation of research findings

Intel acknowledged the need to overcome
significant organisational and communication
issues in order to arrive at a user-centred
approach to product concepts and
design. Herman D’Hooge underlined the
importance of PCD practitioners translating
their research findings into design principles
rather than simply providing data or reports.
He said:
‘The biggest hurdle to innovation is
organisational inertia.’
One of the team gave this analogy to explain
one aspect of resistance to PCD:
‘These sort of design methods often drive
change and challenge preconceptions. This in
turn can challenge organisational boundaries
and structure. Whenever this kind of change
occurs, the ‘antibodies’ often arrive to
prevent the disruption.’
D’Hooge also echoed the importance of using
design to communicate their messages
within the company:
‘When you know you are different as a group
from the rest of the organisation, there is an
extra burden on you to be consumable by the
rest. You also have a responsibility to
understand and fit with the rest of the
company’s strategy, as well as to influence it.’
A number of suggestions were made which
are clear pragmatic pointers as to how to
socialise and promote PCD, particularly within
a large corporation:
• Use the power of a tangible model or demo
• Use visual communication tools
• Overcome gatekeeping functions by
using appropriate language. For example,
speak ROI
• Be consistent in communications or risk
loss of credibility
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• Begin a pitch with big picture demographics
before funnelling-in to the issue
• Change conversations
• Set standards
• Think of success as when our words come
out of other people’s mouths
• Only deal through upper management (not,
for example, through those whose role it is
to manage contracting-out)
• PCD practitioners have a role as specialist
story tellers. It is their secret weapon
• When trying to evangelise, relate directly
to the audience’s situation and objectives
• Show rapid results. Strive to demonstrate
progress at the earliest possible stage
• If no budget is available, do ‘guerrilla
research’. If necessary, go under the radar
3.6

Conclusion

As in the UK, in the USA there are still some
barriers to the full acceptance of the benefits
of user-centred approaches to design in
industries as diverse as software and the
automotive industry.
However, many of the PCD teams operating
in the USA seemed to have a clear
understanding of what the obstacles were
and the reasons for them. In many ways, they
have moved further ahead than their
colleagues in the UK. Rather than simply
being confused as to why their message is
not getting through, they have adopted
simple and pragmatic tactics and strategies
for influencing the organisations they are
engaged with.
3.7

• These teams spanning the organisation
should base some of their key design
decisions on research such as ethnography
and user-needs analysis which must be
translated into design principles and
strategy. The output must be actionable.
Scenarios, personas and other user-centred
methodologies provide some of the key
tools to enable that translation.
• PCD teams should use their design
expertise to tell the story and influence key
members of organisations.
• PCD teams need to seek champions at
senior levels, who will themselves
influence working practices through an
understanding of the benefits of PCD and
the means of delivering it.
• Design teams within companies should
not expect the rest of the company to ‘get
it’ as if it is self-evident. They must use
their design skills to communicate the
benefits of PCD and to provide the tools to
make it work (eg Microsoft’s use of
personas) and if necessary speak ROI.

Recommendations

• UK companies must move towards
building multidisciplinary teams for
designing products. These disciplines
need to be linked up throughout the
design cycle, not just during the final
phases.
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4

TRANSLATING RESEARCH
INSIGHTS
Paula Neal
PDD

4.1

The translation point

A common dilemma for people in the UK and
the USA who work in human factors research
and ethnography is how to get design and
business to act on people-centred research
insights. The successful translation of research
insights should help to ‘get the right product
and to get the product right’. In all the US
companies that we visited, it was
acknowledged that the way in which research
is communicated had a big effect on its uptake
and impact for product and service design.
This chapter highlights the mechanisms
used by the US companies visited to
improve the impact of research insights,
therefore accelerating PCD innovation.
4.2

The end of research is not the
conclusions

Conclusions need to be translated into
actionable outcomes together with the
design team.
It has been long established that giving a twohour presentation and then dumping a 100page research report on a designer’s desk is
not the most effective way of communicating
the richness of research for design innovation.
This ‘throw it over the wall and hope for the
best’ mentality is an inefficient and naïve
method of communication. In the USA, we
found evidence that the research and design
communities in companies such as Microsoft,
Intel, SonicRim, IDEO, Cheskin are working
together to prevent research becoming lost in
translation. These companies are challenging
the way to increase the meaning and
implications of research to guide new product
design directions and decision-making.
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The translator is not a person, it’s a process
US companies acknowledge the need for the
role of the ‘translator’ – a person(s) who
translates between one language (research)
to another (design, development, business).
However, the responsibility of who the
translator is appears to vary between
companies. For example, at Nike the
designer is the translator, as they traditionally
conduct their own research to influence their
thinking, whilst the Windows Client Usability
Group at Microsoft are responsible for
initiating and managing the translation
process with the development teams. It is
generally agreed that the translator should
not be a single person, but rather translation
is a process that involves collaboration
between those responsible for generating
the research insights and those who are the
recipients of the insights (eg, design,
development or business).
There is a need to take research one step
further
The role of the researcher is changing from
solely the producer of knowledge (eg
generating recommended changes to an
interface based on a user trial, or building a
model of human behaviour from observation
research) to an extended role as a ‘facilitator’,
with the aim of taking research one step
further, by helping the design team to
collectively generate actionable outcomes
from research. Tom Dair from Smart Design
emphasised the need to integrate designers
in the research process and researchers in
the design process (see Chapter 1). Exhibit
4.1 illustrates this extended collaborative role
of the researcher within the innovation process
to improve the integrity and effectiveness of
the translation point for PCD.
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KEY

TRADITIONAL RESEARCH PHASE
AND END POINTS
EXTENDED RESEARCH PHASE
WITH TRANSLATION

DISCOVERY

CONCEPTION

EVOLUTION

REALISATION

Exhibit 4.1 Extending research involvement in innovation – the translation point

4.3

A shared, collective perspective
about consumers will lead to
better strategic design, faster!

The impact of research is lost or won by the
way that it is communicated. This might
seem obvious; however, under commercial
pressure of deadlines, researchers have to
adapt their communication channels to suit.
For example, if the time required to absorb
the research is cut, this may leave very little
time to get the main points of the research
across to the design team; or when the
output of research is aimed at both
designers, who want context, but don’t
want to read it in a PowerPoint or a
spreadsheet, and business, who want five
bullets and a supporting video – these
clashes of agendas and communications
requirements are everyday challenges for
researchers to balance.
Carefully consider the means of
communication
Design researchers at Cheskin emphasised
the importance of outlining, from the start of
the project, the needs of the research
recipients including the type of

communication that will work within a
particular organisational culture. They
described creating a tactile environment
when presenting research findings to Levis’
design team and using an online photography
repository to communicate ‘home life’ to
geographically dispersed Motorola designers.
Sometimes there is a need to shock people
into listening to research by using
visualisation techniques. Intel’s People and
Practices Research (PAPR) group used an
image (Exhibit 4.2). The small dot in the
middle of the square represents middle-class
America in size proportion to other
demographic groups. This image helped to
open up the minds of their colleagues to
‘see’ things that may contradict their

US MIDDLE CLASS
OTHER

Exhibit 4.2 Intel’s demographic visualisation
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assumptions. The image was used to
describe the huge potential of researching
social groups other than US middle class.
Others, such as Aaron Marcus from Aaron
Marcus Associates, value the ability of
researchers to form narratives and use story
telling to communicate the richness and
values about consumer behaviour to engage
design and development teams.
Power of involvement – involving
designers in fieldwork
A powerful mechanism used in research is
integrating designers in fieldwork. Being able
to observe first hand, rather than reading a
report, the lifestyles, behaviour and attitudes
of consumers can have an ‘enlightening’
effect on the design team. The observation
notes made by designers are often different,
but complementary, to those made by
ethnographers, as both disciplines absorb
different events. These corresponding points
of view can help to enrich the team’s
understanding of people for design and can
lead to more effective translations of insights
into solutions. However, this direct
involvement needs to be carefully managed
to prevent the design team acting on what
they have seen in one visit, eg a design
engineer at Microsoft goes off and tries to fix
a problem they have observed, without
waiting for the study’s findings. The cost of
involvement can also be a barrier, as time out
in the field can be expensive.
Microsoft has used a number of remote
mechanisms to involve the design team in
research fieldwork without having to leave
the office:
• Photo Stories, a Microsoft Plus! application
to provide daily ‘real-time’ reporting to
colleagues located in the USA about what
a team of ethnographers had just
experienced in the field when studying the
lives of Brazilian families. The software
package allowed the ethnographers to
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compile a series of photos, in a
chronological order, to represent a day’s
observations. An audio narrative was
overlaid to explain specific details in the
photographs. These photo-stories were
e-mailed back to the office and posted on
the intranet for the development teams
within Microsoft to track the progress of
the study as it happened. One interesting
consequence of using this software was
that the ethnographers received e-mails
from Brazilian colleagues who had
observed the daily field accounts reflecting
on the researchers’ interpretations.
• Remote monitoring of fieldwork within
Microsoft also has involved using a live
video feed to monitor the work practices of
software programmers. In this study, the
researcher and design team were able to
observe and to communicate with the
programmers via a phone link to probe
deeper into an individual’s behaviour.
A number of the companies visited,
especially SonicRim, use participatory
workshops to involve designers, consumers
and clients in co-creation exercises to
generate ideas and opportunities for
innovation.
Power of involvement – involving clients
and executives in research
A few companies were successfully using
techniques to involve clients or business
executives in research, as a means of opening
their eyes to consumer needs. These
immersive exercises need to be well managed
but don’t demand extensive periods of
research time. For example, IDEO sent top
executives of a consumer information service
on a scavenger hunt and made them complete
various tasks using their own product. The
result was that the executives had to rethink
their consumer experience as the hunt
revealed shortcomings in the service offer.
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4.4

Visualisation techniques

Visualisation techniques can help
communicate the rich context of human
behaviour to inspire creativity
The language used to communicate research
findings is critical to connect and engage the
design team to stimulate creative thinking.
Many of the US companies visited on the
mission used visualisation techniques to help
focus and inspire design and business minds
on research insights at the innovation fuzzy
front end1.
Power of tangibility at the fuzzy front end
US companies confirmed that ethnography
has had to work hard at developing techniques
to succinctly communicate results to
commercial audiences without compromising
the richness of understanding about human
behaviour that this methodology provides.
Rick Robinson, from NOP World, created
‘experience models’ to aid ethnographic
presentation, when working at E-Lab in the
90s2 (see Chapter 2). The construction of the
experience model is a collaborative task
involving research and design. The aim of the
model is to help focus the development
team’s attention on important aspects of
human behaviour for generating concepts,
prioritising and evaluating directions, and as a
shared reference throughout the development
process. Rick Robinson advised that models
must be simple enough for anyone to draw on
a white board in five seconds, and use
language that is memorable so that the design
team can use it internally.
There are many different forms of visualising
the output of ethnographic and HF research
that are being used, including the use of
personas (see Chapter 5), opportunity maps,
storytelling scenarios, video footage. The
following examples give a flavour of the
techniques that US companies and academia
are using:

• Intel’s designers recreated the desk space
observed in a Chinese home during an
ethnographical study. This literal
representation meant that the designers
kept this in mind when developing a
prototype home PC for the Chinese market.
• BMW Designworks created a ‘Hollywoodlike’ movie to communicate future trends
and design visions.
• A student of Phil Van Allen at the Arts
Center Pasadena overlaid video images of
people coming out of an office building to
show how individuals use mobiles in a
similar manner.
• IDEO create mind maps to communicate
the explosive array of connections gleaned
from design research illustrating insights
and opportunities.
• Microsoft made a video to communicate
the problems people have with Windows,
demonstrating that the language people
use to talk about computers is not in bits
and bytes. This image was contrasted with
things of beauty to shake up and inspire
the development teams to think differently
about future possibilities.

1

Deschamps and Nayak (1995) define the phrase ‘fuzzy front end’ with a
process they call ‘idea management’. Idea management drives the product
creation process using creativity in context with collected intelligence (on
markets, competitors, technologies, etc). The core activities of idea
management are idea generation, collection, evaluation screening, and
ranking. Surviving ideas emerge from the idea management process as
high-potential concepts, which then enter the organisation’s product
development process.Ref: Deschamps, Jean-Philippe and Nayak, P
Ranganath (1995). Product Juggernauts: How Companies Mobilise to
Generate a Stream of Market Winners. Boston: Harvard Business School
Press. 1: 14-15.

2

Blomberg, Jeanette, Burrell, Mark and Guest, Greg (2003). An
Ethnographic Approach to Design; in The Human Computer Interaction
Handbook – Fundamentals, Evolving Technologies and Emerging
Applications. London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers. 965-984.
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4.5

Conclusion

Mechanisms to translate people-centred
understanding in order to accelerate design
innovation is a topical challenge for both US
and UK researchers. Both the research and
design communities are championing the
need for better mechanisms to communicate
research insights to help guide design
decision-making throughout the innovation
process. US companies are using and
developing different tools and techniques to
make research more meaningful to
stakeholders, from involving designers in the
research fieldwork to creating visual artefacts
from research that make insights more
tangible. Successful research and design
collaboration should lead to a shared,
collective perspective leading to more
strategic people-centred designs, faster!
4.6

Recommendations

• Create a new stage in the innovation
process – called the ‘translation point’ – to
build actionable outcomes from research
understanding about the people for whom
a design is aimed.
• Encourage and reward research and design
collaboration. In successful companies, the
dividing line between research and design
should be blurred.
• There is a need to stretch the role of the
ethnographer and HF researcher – from
the producer of knowledge about people
for design, to a collaborator in design
innovation.
• Invest in developing new communication
tools and techniques that make research
insights more tangible – beyond
PowerPoint and spreadsheets – to inspire
and focus the innovation team’s attention.
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5

EVOLVING TRADITIONAL UCD
TECHNIQUES
Amy Branton
Skybluepink

5.1

Introduction

This chapter presents the current
methodologies of leading US technology
companies visited by the mission delegates.
It will focus on how these companies are
evolving traditional techniques found in the
fields of user-centred design (UCD), humancomputer interaction (HCI) and computersupported cooperative work (CSCW) into
what we call people-centred design (PCD).
There is a particular emphasis on how
personas – fictional characters representative
of real users or user groups – have emerged
as an important tool to bridge the gap
between research, design and business.
The US companies have developed a range
of PCD techniques to better understand the
needs and goals of users and consumers,
with the overall aim of improving the
customer experience. These techniques play
a dual role within the companies: they
gradually change a technology-led culture to a
more customer-centric one (Microsoft),
providing an awareness of existing and
emerging global markets (Intel); and they act
as tools for product innovation and design
(Volvo and BMW Designworks). A major tool
in US companies is the persona.
5.2

Personas are evolving in US
companies

Personas are now an established technique
within the technology-design community, and
at their most basic (and common) level are
used to represent the needs of users. This is
reflected by the fact that both researchers
and designers at Microsoft and Intel have
been using them for the past few years.

The concept of the persona was originated by
Alan Cooper, and featured in his book ‘The
Inmates are Running the Asylum’ 1, to
encourage technology-led software
development teams to empathise with, and
design for, the behaviour patterns and goals
of potential users. Cooper’s persona is a
fictional character based on a synthesis of
stakeholder interviews and ethnographic
research, whose goals and needs are
representative of a particular group of people,
identified as potential end-users. IDEO have
developed similar devices called ‘Character
Profiles’ in their deck of Method Cards2, and
feature a text-based description of a person,
key quotes and representative photos.
In recent years, the nature of the persona has
changed to meet the challenge of emerging
technologies and the changes in the role of
design and research. In the UK, personas are
often used as a strategic tool to communicate
and manage qualitative research within a
business environment. Much depends on the
goal of a persona, but following Cooper’s
original idea it is usually the synthesis of
qualitative and quantitative research, focused
around an individual. It enables social,
emotional and cultural needs to be
represented in a way that keeps the findings
alive within a multidisciplinary team, and
makes use of the range of skills designers
bring to any project – graphics, animations,
illustration, video, sound etc. Our vision is
shared by Jeff Veen of Adaptive Path, who
during our meeting commented that:

1

Alan Cooper (1999). The Inmates are Running the Asylum. SAMS, USA.

2

IDEO Method Cards. www.ideo.com

www.cooper.com
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‘Designers have the ability to visualise
something from fragmented information and
communicate that – that’s a great value to
bring into organisations.’
UK companies such as Skybluepink have
two main uses for personas, and their
format and content will vary accordingly;
they can be the more traditional tool in the
user-requirements stage of technology
development, and more uniquely, when
based on open-ended ethnographic
research, used as a tool within workshop
and brainstorming sessions, for innovation.
The mission found that personas are playing
an increasingly important role in the US
companies because of their ability to bridge
gaps in multidisciplinary teams, and because
of the need for the companies to move
away from their technology-led culture to a
more customer-led one.
5.3

Communicating personas

Over the past four years, Microsoft have
adapted not only the form and content of
personas, but also the methods of
communicating them internally to suit their
specific organisational needs and different
product types. Microsoft’s personas are
individual fictional characters – an aggregate
of a user group from a particular market
segment – defined by detailed ethnographic
research. The Windows Client Usability
Team have found that personas serve
multiple purposes within their team in
multiple formats:
• They can be used as a basis for narrative
and storytelling, validated by explicit links
to research data, and are a successful
method for getting product development
teams to understand a user’s goals, not
just their tasks
• They utilise many different methods of
communication to engage product teams
with the personas, including websites, beer
mugs with printed information, and posters
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on the inside of toilet cubicles (also used at
Intel) ensuring a captive audience!
• The team have currently been working
alongside the marketing and branding
departments to co-create personas,
ensuring they work affectively across these
different departments and that everyone is
starting from the same user perspective
5.4

Tailoring personas for specific
design challenges

Microsoft reported that the mobile market
presents a different set of challenges that
requires a fresh perspective on persona
design. Interaction designer Tim Brooke and
anthropologist Donna Flynn from the Mobile
and Embedded Devices, User Experience,
Design and Research (MUR) team are
designing a new set of personas to aid in the
design of software for mobile communication
products for both business and personal
needs, with a focus on the mobile information
worker, a priority business user. Their
globalised personas are relevant for
international markets and so they are kept
intentionally ambiguous in terms of origin
(they avoid being tied to any one country).
Their form and content have been designed
specifically to reframe internal perceptions of
mobility, by focusing them around the concept
of spaces (home, social, shopping, work,
transit) and activities (organising, playing,
packing, coordinating). They believe that this
encourages product development teams to
move the focus of mobility towards
behaviours within social, emotional and
cultural contexts, and away from technology
and feature implementation. This behaviour-led
approach to persona creation ensures their
use as building blocks in the development of
future scenarios. They enable research and
design to impact at a higher level, leading to
the creation of technologies that connect with
people’s professional and personal lives on a
more holistic level, rather than continuing to
build scenarios around technology-led tasks.
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Whilst the MUR team recognises the value of
ethnographic research as a way of opening up
new innovation opportunities not revealed by
well-used market research techniques, the
barrier to its use remains the need for
research to ‘live for a long time’ due to the
costs involved. Because of this, the team are
aiming to develop more ethnographically
driven personas as a way of reframing internal
perceptions of their technologies, and
therefore facilitating a change in attitudes that
will eventually lead to better user experiences.
This approach, of translating ethnographic
research through the use of personas, is still
rare within UK companies. Although
ethnographic and other qualitative research is
commonly used, there is still a failure to take
the necessary steps to translate it into a form
suitable for business; the wealth of rich data,
insights and understanding, struggles to have
the right impact on business. This is exactly
the issue the personas of Skybluepink have
been developed to address; merging rich
research findings with creative processes can
unlock competitive insights and facilitate
maximum impact at a strategic level, and
beyond in design and development.
5.5

Personas for innovation strategy

The Innovation Strategy Team (IST) at Intel
use personas as part of their process, to
uncover new potential computing
applications, to shift people’s perceptions, and
to impact on Intel’s business model. This
differs to Microsoft, whose persona use is for
informing the customer experience of
technology-led innovations.
The IST personas are based on market
research with additional ethnographic
research provided by the People and Practices
Research (PAPR) group, whose particular
focus is on new markets in China and India.
One of PAPR's research projects, The Next
Ten Percent, is based on multi-sited
ethnographic fieldwork investigating
emerging economies in Asia and Latin

America, with the aim of identifying new
users and usage models – looking at how
needs differ outside the USA and what new
technologies are required to serve them. Key
findings and details (some countries'
individual ownership of technology may never
be possible, there are infrastructure issues in
terms of power distribution and connectivity;
and that even a country's climate can be an
issue) are used when appropriate, by IST in
their generation of personas, to encourage
new ways of thinking about Intel's future
technology development and business
models for both new and emerging markets.
5.6

Diversifying techniques to
challenge technology-led design

Companies such as Microsoft face the
biggest challenge to becoming more
customer-focused, due to a deeply ingrained
technology-led culture. Competitiveness is
actively encouraged across product groups.
Technology innovations are held in high
esteem and rewarded. This means that
despite their usability team growing from
20 to over 150 people now working within
the product teams, Microsoft’s strategy for
innovation remains technology-led. Despite
a more frequent understanding at senior
management level of the value of UCD,
communicating this in a way that leads to
effective change in attitudes, towards more
customer-centred approaches throughout
the entire product development process, is
often slow and arduous.
Working within this environment means it has
been necessary for PCD teams to develop
ingenious ways to ensure that software
developers they work alongside become
involved with the reality of users. Gayna
Williams, user research manager for the
Windows Client Usability Group, describes
the challenge:
‘Every day, we’re charged with ‘what can
you do to actually impact the product?’
39

INNOVATION THROUGH PEOPLE-CENTRED DESIGN – LESSONS FROM THE USA

Exhibit 5.1 Research tools

Exhibit 5.1, adapted from a figure in ‘Design
Research’ edited by Brenda Laurel3, illustrates
well-known research techniques currently used
within the research and design community
(red squares). Additions to this diagram (blue
squares) illustrate the techniques that were
discovered on the mission.

3

Brenda Laurel (Ed) (2004). Design Research. ISBN 0-262-12263-4.
Cambridge, USA: MIT Press. Page 33.
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At IDEO, we heard about:
• Draw the experience – asking research
participants to visualise an experience
through drawings and diagrams
• Extreme user interviews – identifying
individuals who are extremely familiar or
completely unfamiliar with a product – a
shoe fetishist, for example
• Cross-cultural observations – comparing
behaviours between countries to reveal
important cultural differences
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BMW Designworks and Volvo both talked
about a future-casting technique based on
trend predictions. This involves envisioning a
scenario of life in 20 to 30 years time,
developing a design based around this
scenario and then pulling back the idea till it
fits within current expectations for
technology development.
5.7

Developing direct contact
techniques

Due to the organisational culture within
Microsoft, Gayna Williams and her team have
developed more direct contact PCD
techniques in order to engage software
developers with the micro level of users.
These approaches mean that techniques and
tools such as personas, that present the
macro level of information more suitable for
the multidisciplinary teams and development
work, are accepted.
Affinity exercises involve usability
researchers and software developers
observing users to collect ‘data points’ about
computer usage, which are then aggregated
to reveal users’ patterns of behaviour. An
example of a typical data point is ‘She always
saves her photos to the desktop and then
puts them into folders later’.
Rather than just focusing on what software
features could be developed next, in a
technology-led way, affinity exercises help the
developers think about software development
in a more task-centred way, ie the user wants
to put media on their desktop. Sheri Lamont,
a usability researcher working in the Windows
Client Usability Group, described the pointsbased incentive scheme that ensures
developers’ involvement: points are rewarded
for completion of affinity exercises, and when
the required number of points are attained,
the developer is eligible for highly desirable
international visits.

Another technique, ‘Adopt a Family’, was used
a few years ago as a very direct way of
linking developers to end users. In this
exercise, developers became personal IT
consultants to families who used their
software, with the families calling the
developer directly whenever they had a
problem. This provided the developers with
new insights into how usable their software
really was.
A current tool, developed by the team, is
‘Customer Love’, a web-based volunteer
panel where data is collected from 6,000
Microsoft product users, interpreted by user
researchers, and then fed back into product
development. In Microsoft’s time-pressured
environment, the advantages of utilising the
web come from the quick processing and
communication of feedback from end users.
5.8

Conclusion

The US companies we visited have varied
experience with PCD. It was encouraging to
see researchers and designers as a part of
multidisciplinary teams, and that techniques
are evolving to incorporate not just the needs
of the users, but the needs of the developers
and other stakeholders within the company.
As was illustrated most pointedly at Microsoft
and Intel, personas are the tool to bridge the
gap between research and design and
development. They provide the framework to
capture the essential information, and the
flexibility to communicate it in ways that
speak to the different audiences of a
development team, whilst retaining the
emphasis at all times on ordinary people and
their everyday lives.
This mission found that although there is still
a long way to go, the US companies we
visited are ahead of UK companies in their
uptake and understanding of PCD and the
role it plays in the development process. That
rather than introducing PCD techniques at the
41
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end of a product development cycle where
they have minimal impact on user experience
(as many UK technology companies currently
do with their perception that it is about
usability), the US companies have found
practical ways to integrate PCD techniques at
top management level, which therefore have
a much bigger and longer-lasting impact.
5.9

Recommendations

• UK companies should explore new PCD
techniques within their development
teams, involving at the most basic level an
advocate for PCD; but ultimately,
qualitative researchers and designers need
to be incorporated into teams at the first
stage of the development process.
• UK companies, who already have a history
of commissioning qualitative research, will
fail to capitalise on the knowledge
acquired, if the required tools to disperse
that knowledge are not in place. The
evolution of personas into a rigorous
business tool provides a tried and tested
method for achieving this aim.
• UK companies need to recognise their
technology-led culture and the limitations to
innovation that this presents. PCD provides
the opportunity to reframe perceptions
within an organisation, leading to the
development of technologies that exceed
the expectations of those who use them.
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6

PCD AND ‘BRAND EXPERIENCE’
Andrew McGrath
Orange

6.1

Introduction: design is from
Venus, brand is from Mars

‘Marketing and advertising view product as a
vehicle for the brand. Design views product
as something to be branded. Understand
that these are two worlds and you will never
convert one to another.’
(Steve Diller, Cheskin)

It seems that just as PCD principles are being
understood and accepted into UK
development processes, the extension of
brand into the same space threatens to
undermine the ground gained by the PCD
profession. The brand profession is
developing a strategy that takes its influence
beyond graphics and copy, into the complete
experience of using a product or service.
Brand is becoming ‘brand experience’.
Needless to say, this complicates the
practice of developing people-centred
products. The idea that a product is a vehicle
for the brand does not sit easily with PCD
techniques. Developed to bring people to
the centre of the development process,
these techniques do not usually consider
branding as an element to reconcile or align
with user needs. PCD may have found
purchase in the development processes of
technology-led innovation, but when
products are instead brand led, how will the
techniques evolve to ensure that products
are still people centred?
This challenge of integrating brand with PCD
is further deepened by the increasing
tendency for product and service offerings to
be amalgamated out of individual branded
solutions, into single offerings. Can PCD tools
and techniques be modified to drive the

development and specification of these
experiences to be both people centred and
(multi) branded?
The mobile phone is an example of such an
amalgamated experience. Assembled from
disparate sources (rather than fully
constructed to order), the resultant product is
more difficult to coherently orchestrate.
Simultaneously, branding on these products
is extending itself into interactions and
product flows. It is this kind of situation
where conflict between brand direction and
people’s needs occurs.
The UK’s success in brand identity
development, and increasing expertise in
orchestrating experiences (rather than being
a builder of experiences), makes it critical
that we understand how to align PCD
principles with brand led experiences.
UK companies must evolve and use
methods for developing world-class branded
products with an uncompromised peoplecentred experience.
6.2

Successful integration of brand
and PCD

‘What other potentially lethal, ninety
thousand dollar product, do we expect users
to be able to get into and drive away within
five minutes of seeing for the first time?’
(Neil Brooker, BMW Designworks)

Such issues are not entirely new to the
design profession. The automobile industry
has a history of successful integration of
deeply branded, people centred and, by
necessity, usable experiences. In fact, the
successful integration of brand with customer
needs has been central to the industry.
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The necessity to maintain the identity of the
brand against the powerful tendency towards
a core of experience (similar across all
vehicles) has created a design discipline that
we can learn from. Both BMW and Volvo
have very strong branded products aligned
with a core of underlying usability. During our
visit, Lars Erik Lundin from Volvo Concept
Centre stated that when they design they
‘make it Volvo, first and foremost’ and that
they keep close to the brand ‘DNA’ through
an immersion in Scandinavian design and
culture and a non-malleable approach to their
core values of ‘safety, environment and
quality’.

automobile. Each Volvo experience developed
around safety cannot be kept as a
differentiated experience forever. Volvo
believes safety has to be ’open sourced’ back
to the core experience of driving. They value
the differentiation but also understand the
value of non-differentiation. This appreciation
of non-differentiation allows the brand
differentiation ‘space to breathe’. As Bruce
Kilgore from Nike observed, ‘Nike brand is
subliminal, and subliminal needs its space’.

BMW Designworks have a similar approach.
Neil Brooker speaks of using the BMW brand
DNA as ‘a sieve to pursue innovation’. Both
BMW and Volvo design houses were careful
to explain that their respective brand values
can be aligned with the underlying core
usability. For BMW, the core values of ‘active
driving’ and ‘authenticity’ can be positively
aligned with user needs, while Volvo’s brand
value ‘safety’ allows them to focus on a clear
customer need. Finding brand principles that
are easily aligned with people’s needs is the
wellspring of their differentiation, innovation
and design.

Nike’s brand is about ‘performance’, and this
principle is also well aligned with the
usability of their products. Nike products
have always been about uncompromising
customer-centred design. In Nike’s case, the
customer was always the athlete. Currently,
Nike’s brand is still about ‘performance’ but
this is subtly shifting. Nike, like IDEO,
understand that looking at extreme users as
part of their PCD processes can illuminate
product development. Focusing on athletes
is focusing on ‘extreme users’ even if Nike’s
final target group is a less extreme group.
Nike admit that only around 20% of their
products are used for the purpose they
were designed. Nike is subtly moving its
brand from ‘inspired by athletes’ to
‘athletically inspired’.

6.3

6.4

Differentiated experiences in
traditional physical products

But how is differentiation of experience
managed? Volvo, aiming to lead the market in
customer safety, prototypes and develops
innovative experiences such as side impact
protection and see-through columns for
greater all-round vision. These innovations in
safety are a differentiator. Volvo has realised
that safety, while being an attribute with
which to lead the market, is also an area
which they must release back to the market if
they are truly customer centred. Volvo gives
up its safety innovations after one year of
exclusivity. Their brand position is to be the
leader in safety, not to be the only safe
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Brand differentiation beyond
physical products

Under the auspices of its brand ‘DNA’, Nike is
becoming interested in products beyond the
purely physical. They are keenly interested in
wearable technology, ‘focused on the content
of performance’. For example, the projection
of a Nike ‘experience’ from a person’s trainers
to their pedometer would be pared down to
the delivery of pure content, speed, calorie
burn etc. For Nike, the customer’s
relationship with the product is more
important than the experience with the Nike
‘swoosh’. Nike acknowledge that they are
only beginning to understand how this will
play out for them.
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For Nike, as for Volvo and BMW, the
coherence of their approach to brand and
PCD is not extended to less physical aspects
of the experience, to the subliminal or
interactional side to products. All are
exploring how to integrate the non-physical
with the brand experience. Volvo, for
instance, no longer employ a UI designer in
their California design centre. For BMW, the
much vaunted ‘build quality’ aspects of the
experience are still handled at arm’s length
from the California Designworks office. Nike,
Volvo and BMW understand the way to
integrate brand with their physical PCD
processes and have marked strategies in
managing this differentiation, but we must
look elsewhere for tools for creating such a
healthy ecology of brand and user needs
when looking outside these purely physical
product domains.
6.5

Brand and co-creation,
developing tools for brand
differentiation

‘Participatory design is a technique useful for
gently destabilising a false brand view.’
(Uday Dandavate, SonicRim)

SonicRim believes in the power of
participatory design, of customers
co-creating experiences. Extending the
ownership of the design process beyond
designers and user researchers into the
hands of real customers has led Uday
Dandavate of SonicRim to face the death of
a long-held personal dogma. Uday describes
moving from a feeling that the designer was
‘God’, to the understanding that
‘Surrendering the control of design from
myself to the people means true peoplecentred design is developed’. This lesson
applies equally to brand. The development of
brand into experience, its aspirations to be
‘all that a customer touches’, has positioned
it where design used to be; in effect, brand
has replaced the designer as ‘God’.

How can we use participatory design to
develop people-centred branded
experiences?
Aaron Marcus considers the five elements of
UI to be useful as a means of finding the right
‘space to breathe’ for brand experience to
explore, and also to help frame participatory
design sessions. The five elements are:
•
•
•
•
•

Metaphor
Mental models
Navigation
Interaction
Appearance

Brand has traditionally focused attention on
‘appearance’. When we say that brand is
becoming brand experience, it is useful to
think of this within these five elements. What
aspects of the experience is it useful or
appropriate to explore in brand differentiation?
If this approach is combined with
participatory design, we can imagine
customers exploring branded navigational
elements, branded metaphors and so on.
IDEO and Adaptive Path have evidence of
success in utilising participatory design to
integrate and align brand with user
experience to develop and specify
experiences. IDEO have developed a number
of processes (collected in their Methods card
pack) for developing people-centred products
and services. They have used one of these
methods, co-creation or participatory design,
to help position brands within multi-branded
experiences. Adaptive Path also use
co-creation methods to accurately position a
brand within co-branded interaction
experiences. They describe how this method
clearly shows that brand experience
development is more fruitfully discovered,
not ‘forced down on users but rather the
view back up from users’. Exploring how
brands and features fit together was
something that people participating in the
workshops understood and to which they
could actively contribute.
45
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6.6

Cultural sensitivities in brand
experiences

The experiences of Adaptive Path and IDEO
are focused strongly on a content, web and
media-centric client base. Brands in this space
have evolved a cooperative (but still
competitive) model that allows complex
co-branding to coexist within a language that
users understand, and a topology that brand
owners know how to share. What is not so
clear is whether this transfers well to the UK
market, as co-branding in media is extremely
culturally sensitive. The co-branding of media
in the USA is generally different to that in the
UK, so one would expect problems in a
straight transferral of results to the UK market.
In addition to these cultural differences, there
will be issues arising through the transferral
of any developed languages and models from
media and content onto more interactive and
constrained experiences, ie experiences
where screens are smaller, and where highly
active and constrained products are the norm.
It is clear that, though care must be taken in
applying the results, the techniques
themselves, if modified appropriately, should
be transferable successfully.
6.7

Orchestrating multi-branded
experiences to be people centred

Some US companies have useful experience
in developing products they do not control.
Both Microsoft and Intel are adept at
orchestrating multi-branded experiences, and
co-exist their brand experience on products
they do not completely control. Both
organisations have developed tools to assist
them in this complex ecology that they inhabit.
Jenny Lam of Microsoft has discussed the
development of a ‘perfect prototype’. This is a
combined hardware and software experience
that Microsoft uses to evangelise with their
major OEMs (original equipment
manufacturers) for a better final customer
experience. Microsoft is also developing a
46

terse, non-media-centric approach to branding
software. They are choosing carefully the
experiences that they want to own, and want
to focus their experience interventions and
control on the areas where they add the most
value through the use of widgets and
connecting experiences associated with
Microsoft brand values.
Some aspects of the Microsoft brand
experience strategy are very pragmatic. The
‘Start’ key has a name (a symbol on its own
was considered and had the advantage of not
needing translation) because it is easier for
customers to contact a call centre and talk
about clicking on the Start key than try and
describe a graphic. Orchestrating brand in an
uncontrolled product area as a strategy has its
own unique dangers, For example, Microsoft
knows that some web pages attempt to mimic
more trusted parts of the Microsoft operating
system to fool and exploit the customer. On
what look like standard Microsoft buttons,
customers are invited to click, an action that
then behaves unexpectedly or against the core
values of Microsoft. These links do not ‘look’
like Internet links; they look like buttons, and
lead to unexpected costs or unwanted content
for customers. Ironically, this kind of
misbehaving brand experience is built on the
success of the Microsoft experience, and has
forced Microsoft to consider policing its brand
to guard against such behaviours.
Intel is also practised at orchestrating
experiences beyond their complete control,
and have a clear approach to doing so.
Christine Riley, Head of People and Practices
Research (PAPR) group at Intel, speaks of
their success in ‘influencing the ecosystem’.
The phrase shows their understanding of
their important but non-controlling position in
the computing environment. While the ‘Intel
inside’ branding has been around for over ten
years and has been very successful, the
PAPR group are aware this is not enough.
They have to make sure that a deep
understanding of user experiences are
reflected back to the technologists, and
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importantly, influence their commercial
partners to build based on this research. Intel
‘do the research’ for their partners and, in
Christine Riley’s words, ‘develop a body of
knowledge before anyone knows to ask for
it’. This kind of proactive research seems to
be a practice that organisations that
orchestrate multi-branded experiences need
to develop, and ensure they have methods
for sharing effectively with their partners. For
example, Intel are aware that there is a
tendency to transfer the success of the PC
model directly across into the mobile
environment, and spend research effort in
undermining this assumption and passing on
the findings to the OEMs building the
products, because ultimately these products
mean a success or failure for Intel.
6.8

• Challenge brand experiences or principles
to justify their relationship with underlying
customer needs.
• Design a demarcated space for the brand
to inhabit, and continue to differentiate
through user involvement and brand
principle development.

Recommendations

UK businesses that want to develop
differentiated brand experiences that are also
fully people centred, need to:
• Integrate the development of brand
experience into PCD techniques. For
example, adding a brand experience
exploration though participatory design
activities.
• Use Aaron Marcus’ five elements of UI to
demarcate where the brand can focus
differentiation.
• Include in specifications a clear indication
of which parts are brand differentiated
experiences, and which are not.
• Make efforts to understand and act on
customers’ notion of your brand and how it
fits with the underlying experience.
• Understand the relationship between
brand ‘DNA’ and actionable brand
principles. For example, develop interaction
principles based on the brand that
augment underlying usability.
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7

ADAPTATION, PERSONALISATION
AND ‘SELF-CENTRED’ DESIGN
Dan Hill
BBC

7.1

Introduction

With the increasing acceptance of usercentred design (UCD) practice within industry,
some practitioners are beginning to question
its limitations1 2. These criticisms include a
suspected inability to scale to large-scale,
complex, multi-faceted situations (eg the
BBC’s various Internet-based products, or
Microsoft Windows). There is also a high
degree of successful innovation in the social
software space online, from products born of
little or no formal UCD processes. Looking
forward, it’s essential that UK industry is
informed by critiques of UCD process as well
as advocating wholesale acceptance of its
core principles.
7.2

An amateurisation of design –
social software

Adaptive Path’s Jeff Veen explained the
importance of examining/taking seriously
developments in social software. Social
software can be loosely defined as highly
personal social interaction via software
products, generally Internet-based, such as
message boards or instant messaging, but
often making use of ‘network effects’ based
on aggregating behavioural patterns (ie
social networking, music taste-sharing,
photo-sharing, link-sharing etc). Veen
described this practice as an
‘amateurisation’ of design, and pointed to
several examples3, including the
increasingly popular photo-sharing service,
Flickr, and the intriguing social bookmarking
application, Delicious.

immersed in a community for which they
know how to build. They are highly situated
responses, based around open standards and
intense, distanced collaboration, with
constant observation, public critique and
speedy iteration in situ. They may develop
useful, personally meaningful solutions, but
employ very little user-centred design process
– what could be called ‘self-centred design’.
Problems emerge with scaling and quality of
design but there can be little doubt they are
products characterised by innovation,
meaning and usefulness. Problems also
emerge for the practice of design itself,
namely, what is the role of the designer in
this space? Veen argued that there is certainly
a translation role necessary to take these
products and extend and communicate
beyond the ‘early adopter’ market for whom
they currently (largely) cater.
However, apart from Veen’s discussion, there
was little discernible evidence that these
techniques of situated (Shirky 20044), or
adaptive (Moran 20025), or self-centred, or
amateurised design were really being explored
by many of the firms we encountered.

1

‘Beyond Human-Centred Design’ panel at DIS2004:

2

‘Designing for Hackability’ panel at DIS2004:

www.sigchi.org/DIS2004/mid.php?page=Panel+sessions#BeyondHCD
www.sigchi.org/DIS2004/mid.php?page=Panel+sessions#DesigningForHac
kability
3

www.flickr.com; http://del.icio.us; www.upcoming.org. See also
Audioscrobbler (www.audioscrobbler.com), Bleb.org/tv (http://bleb.org/tv),
PublicRadioFan.com (www.publicradiofan.com), Steam

These products are often built rapidly,
deployed and iterated on the web, by
designers and programmers who are

(http://members.cox.net/flixtonsoftware/Steam/index.html), for example.
4

Clay Shirky on Situated Software, 2004:

5

Tom Moran on Adaptive Design, 2002:

www.shirky.com/writings/situated_software.html
www.cityofsound.com/blog/2002/08/tom_moran_on_ev.html
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7.3

Amateurisation means speed

There is no evidence that the developments
in amateurisation are informed by formal
ethnographic user research, and may be selflimiting as a result. However, the pace and
form of development in this area was such
that Veen suggested these inhibitions may be
outweighed by the benefits. For example,
the lead times on research at FXPal and
release cycles at Microsoft were often
months if not years. Compare the pace of
development achieved by a team working on
Flickr6. Flickr can be released, modified and
re-released in situ in a matter of weeks,
enabling instant iteration. The product
develops from within. Similarly, 37Signals,
creators of the popular web-based project
management software Basecamp7, have
written about deliberately not scaling
development teams in order to retain speed
and flexibility8.
7.4

Adaptive design

In the field of informational product design,
there has been much recent focus on social
software, as well as ubiquitous or pervasive
computing, and mobile data products9. All
these advances relate to potentially new
markets and applications, and are increasingly
highly personal:
• in the case of the cellphone, virtually worn
on the body
• in the case of ubicomp, an alwaysconnected life, from RFID tags in their
shopping through to ‘home media hubs’
• in the case of social software, it’s about
representation of self across multiple
facets of your life (conversation, diaries,
photo and music collections etc)

All these spaces feel quite different to
designing a generic cooking utensil for mass
market or building Microsoft Word.
Although there was no discussion around
these implications at our various encounters
in the USA, it could be argued that, in this
social software context, ‘user agency’ is more
relevant than it’s ever been; that the user’s
ability to mould these software spaces in
their distinct image may necessitate a whole
new kind of practice. A participant in these
kinds of markets and spaces will feel the
need to adapt a product to their own image,
their own needs, far more so than previous
software products, which have generally been
based on efficiency obtained through
generality and economies of scale (arguably
hence the effective but generalising tools of
personas and scenarios.)
In the mision seminar in San Francisco, Sara
Beckmann (Hass School of Business), Janice
Becker (Adaptive Path), Dev Patnaik (Jump
Associates), Aaron Marcus and others
contributed to a debate around attempts to
measure the intangibles of meaning, delight
and other such highly personal responses, in
order to extrapolate some metrics for ROI
around UCD, generally with little agreement
on a valid approach. Perhaps an alternative
approach would be to enable users to create
their own returns on their own investment in
the design of the product?

6

Flickr, and the pace of development process:
http://sylloge.com/personal/2004/09/heres-example-of-why-i-love-workso.html

7

www.basecamphq.com

8

37Signals/Basecamp, and not scaling development teams:
www.37signals.com/svn/archives/000881.php

9

‘Where the Action Is: The Foundations of Embodied Interaction’, Paul
Dourish, MIT Press 2001
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At SIG-CHI’s Designing Interactive Systems
conference in 2002 in the UK, IBM’s Tom
Moran presented the concept of ‘adaptive
design’. He described the limitations inherent
with the practice of ‘professional design’:
it can’t predict usefulness; it can’t truly
advocate the users, despite UCD; it’s an
inward-looking community, sometimes
culpable of giving in to the ‘pull’ of overdesigning. In what he described as ‘generic
design’ – where ‘everyone designs’ –
designing is a type of cognitive activity, an
approach (as opposed to, say, diagnosis or
clearer decision making) where design
problems are ill-defined and ill-structured.
Designing here is specifying, stealing
(or rather, reusing domain knowledge!),
collaboration, negotiation and user
participation. There were some echoes here
during the San Francisco seminar. The points
made by Jeff Veen indicated that the role of
the professional designer might now include
the following functions:
• Translating product design for nondesigners
• Being transparent in one’s practice rather
than obscuring the process of design
• Leaving products open for others to
complete
• Nurturing well-designed solutions from
people, rather than attempting to complete
generalised products

7.5

Adaptation and new markets

On the mission, we encountered a fair
amount of talk about new markets beyond
early adopters, of more meaningful sociallyoriented or highly personal design solutions,
and of working with cultural difference.
However, we found occasional evidence of
particularly new techniques such as those
discussed above.
There was some sense that UCD techniques
might not scale, and that getting
ethnographic research would always prove
difficult. For instance, Microsoft were aware
that they’d ideally deploy far more
ethnographers than even they could – joking
that the ideal would be one per user! This is
obviously not tenable, but there didn’t seem
to be extensive consideration that enabling
the user to be their own observer and
‘product-shaper’ was a potential alternative
solution. Few of the companies seemed to
consider stepping back, stimulating or
nurturing the creation of products rather than
creating products themselves.
So there was little real evidence of adaptive
design techniques, but there was some
evidence of a broad scale, if scattered,
movement in that direction.

PRODUCT CONTINUUM

NIKE’S
PERSONALISED
TRAINERS

Exhibit 7.1 Product continuum
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Drawing on the mission visits, we can
identify a continuum in the products
themselves, from basic personalisation
through to adaptation (see Exhibit 7.1). And in
the practice of design, there was evidence of
a continuum from increasingly involving users
in the design process through to
amateurisation of design, which was nurtured
through a transparency of practice.

The role of the professional designers at
Adaptive Path became translating the
language of design for these new users. Evan
Williams, co-founder of Blogger, said:

In terms of the product continuum, Nike have
enabled users to personalise their trainers,
creating designs and patterns within a tightlybounded shoe design. There was an
understanding that 80% of their products are
not used in the context Nike intended, or
designed for, ie their shoes are designed as
high-performance footwear for sports and yet
80% of their use is not for that purpose.
(Nike gave the example of a businesswoman
wearing trainers with her suit, heading to
work.) This appropriation of their products had
led Nike to create a new division – ‘Active
Life’ – focusing on products for this market,
and to consider the role of observing this
‘creative misuse’ of their product design. It
remains to be seen how Nike reconcile
‘creative misuse’ upon the platform of their
branded shoes and apparel.

These could certainly be seen as adaptive
design techniques, or enabling self-centred
design. What’s interesting is the relationship
between the PCD techniques that Adaptive
Path will have deployed and the rapidprototyping style common in the blog world.
This overlapping of techniques, and of
deploying ‘professional design to enable
amateur design’, will be returned to in
conclusion, but this was by far the clearest
example of adaptive design uncovered on
the mission.

At the other end of the product continuum is
social software. Veen specifically discussed
the role that Adaptive Path had played in the
redesign of the Blogger software. Adaptive
Path took a relatively successful but
admittedly unfriendly piece of blogging
software and, using a well-worn ‘self-centred
design’ technique of putting it live and
observing users run all over it, they
discovered where to focus their design
efforts. Their technique involved linking it from
the Google homepage. Blogger’s redesign
was about extending it to a new market,
beyond the early adopters who could forgive
the geeky toolkit. Adaptive Path created an
interface and system for Blogger which didn’t
necessarily extend its functionality, but did
extend the type of users who could use it.

‘Our goal for this redesign was to enable
people who had never even heard of a blog
to be publishing their own blog in less than
five minutes.’ 10

7.6

Evolving adaptive design
principles

The University of California computer
scientist Paul Dourish spoke compellingly of
studying existing patterns of user agency in
informational products, particularly of the
‘embodied interactions’ in ubicomp – and of
communicating the principles of computer
science outside of that discipline11.
Additionally, Phil Van Allen (Art Center College
of Design, Pasadena) refuted the ‘experience
design’ theory which has been prevalent over
the last few years in informational product
design (Shedroff 200112). He suggested that
designing an experience left little ‘productive
interaction’ for the user; that the designer as

10 Adaptive Path, and the Blogger redesign:
www.adaptivepath.com/team/pr/archives/051004
11 ‘Where the Action Is: The Foundations of Embodied Interaction’, Paul
Dourish, MIT Press 2001.
12 ‘Experience Design’, Nathan Shedroff, New Riders 2001.
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PRACTICE CONTINUUM

SONICRIM

SMART DESIGN
et al

INTEL
IDEO

Exhibit 7.2 Practice continuum

author attempting to define the experience
meant that ‘consumption was the goal’ rather
than interaction design, which was about
‘creating meaning’ and allowing ‘the audience
to produce’13. In a similar way, Nirmal Sethia
(Cal State Poly, Pomona) stressed ‘valuescentred design’. His example of working with
poverty in India, looking at Hewlett-Packard’s
efforts to take digital cameras there, indicated
a focus on adaptive design. HP’s strategy had
to take on the implicitly adaptive approach to
technology that the rural poor in India had.
Their business model had to switch to renting
the camera (with solar panel power) rather
than purchasing. Sethia spoke of mobile
phone transmitters run from motorbike
engines relying on the fact that twenty
people in the village would know how to
maintain the motorbike engine. The
advantage of focusing on ‘the poor’, other
than it being a potential market of 1 billion or
so, was as a source of innovation, particularly
regarding sustainability, which has some
overlap with adaptive design (see also
Prahalad 200414).
Overall on the mission we discovered some
evidence of high degrees of participation
being espoused by several companies. Most
companies present at our seminar in San
Francisco discussed how central the user
was to the design process, as in classic UCD
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methodology (cf Smart Design, IDEO,
Adaptive Path, Aaron Marcus Associates,
Swim, IIT etc). SonicRim went further,
discussing techniques of participatory design
and co-creation – providing design strategy
and consulting services for companies based
around highly involved workshops with
consumers – ‘exploring collective creativity’ –
whilst also providing anthropology and other
user research services.
7.7

Encouraging clients to become
designers

We also saw evidence of a shift in several
design firms towards consultancy around
design of strategy, and incorporating design
processes into client companies. For
instance, IDEO had developed their IDEO-U
Innovation Workshops ‘because our clients
asked us to teach them aspects of our
innovation process and methods’15. These
workshops provide clients with a basic toolkit
of design and innovation techniques.

13 http://ojr.org/ojr/technology/1088538463.php and
www.productiveinteraction.com
14 ‘The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through
Profits’, C K Prahalad, Financial Times Prentice Hall 2004.
15 IDEO on IDEO-U: www.ideo.com/about/offerings/info.asp?x=2
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When discussing their intervention into
healthcare markets in the USA, IDEO
suggested that their approach involved
enabling nurses to become ‘junior designers’,
unlocking their ‘latent ideas’16. IDEO’s
technique of ‘teaching ‘em how to fish rather
than selling them a fish’ can also be seen on
this continuum of design practice towards
enabling adaptive or self-centred design.
There is a question mark as to whether this
reduces the market for professional design –
if companies can increasingly do it for
themselves – or simply displaces it.
Cheskin’s interventions suggested similar
sentiments about introducing design as
practice into companies at a senior
management level.
7.8

Transparency and nurturing
design

In terms of stimulating a market in ways
which would seem counter-intuitive from a
traditional business perspective, but would
seem to be aligned in terms of adaptive
design, there are two further interesting
types of activity: at Volvo and Microsoft, and
also at Intel. Volvo’s work in designing safety
features ensures that any innovations in that
field are effectively ‘open sourced’ and shared
with the industry twelve months after Volvo
deploys them. This is a tangential connection
to an adaptive or self-centred design process,
where it could be argued that the designer’s
responsibility is to communicate and share
thinking as much as enact it.
At Microsoft, we saw some evidence of
transparency in the design process, via their
anthropologists deploying the latest blogging
and photo-gallery software to share research
results (see Chapter 4). This was only within
the company at this stage – issues of
personal privacy apply in terms of sharing
ethnographic data. However, elsewhere at
Microsoft, developers have been blogging
about their work to the development
community at large17.

Intel’s approach, as a chipmaker whose
products are embedded in the majority of the
world’s PCs, is to do R&D on behalf of the
industry as a whole. They perform
ethnographic research-led design processes
to uncover new product ideas, which are
often left to the original equipment
manufacturers (OEMs) – such as Dell, Sony
etc – to exploit. This, on the basis that if they
all feature Intel chips, increasing total market
value is as important as increasing market
share – ‘If the tide goes up, all boats rise’.
Herman D’Hooge described this as ‘giving
them Lego bricks’. At a highly ‘macro’ level,
this could be seen as a nurturing, supporting
form of design communication – enabling
others to design and build products, based on
your lead. Note that the objective here isn’t
altruism but business, despite it seemingly
involving ‘giving design away’.
7.9

Conclusion

Whilst it was possible to see some truly
inspiring design work at these companies,
only a few were investigating the possibility
of these alternative movements in adaptive
design to counter the potential limitations of
UCD (scale, user agency, pace of
development etc). But a handful of products
and processes are beginning to intimate at
the possibilities of harnessing an
ethnographically-informed people-centred
process to the rapid prototyping and high
innovation of the ‘self-centred’ or
‘amateurised’ design world in order to create
products which enable adaptive design. The
difference in pace between these two
techniques will require careful integration.
Ethnographic research is deliberately slowmoving and thorough; self-centred design
practice is inherently rapid and iterative.

16 IDEO on their health care example:
www.ideo.com/portfolio/re.asp?x=50185
17 Microsoft‘s Channel9 developer blogs: http://channel9.msdn.com
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Interestingly, these processes were more
commonly accepted amongst small
companies and academics rather than the
larger companies. It may be the circuit of
information and discourse is currently ‘below
the radar’ of the larger design practices. The
language of design itself – always in flux –
may need addressing as a result of this
challenge to design practice. The role of the
designer also shifts towards building products
which people can adapt and shape to their
own purpose; becoming experts in translation
and teaching the practice of design to non(professional)-designers.
However, our challenge seems clear: can we
link grounded ethnographic research to the
freer self-centred design techniques to
effectively take adaptive design products
beyond the early adopter market?

Exhibit 7.3 User research – rapid prototyping
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7.10

Recommendations

• UK companies should observe and learn
from this emerging practice of 'selfcentred design' and use it as a rapid
prototyping methodology in order to enrich
and inform the results from lengthier
research-led design.
• UK design practice – incorporating
education, trade bodies, media and
industry – should identify product areas
most suitable for pursuing adaptive design
techniques – focusing on social software or
social computing, ubiquitous or pervasive
computing, and mobile data products –
and engage in initiatives which produce
pragmatic, transferable research.
• UK design education should critique and
evaluate the principles of adaptive design,
in order to feed them into design-related
training and design discourse.
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8

DIALOGUES WITH ACADEMIC
RESEARCH
Nina Wakeford
University of Surrey

8.1

Introduction

Advanced R&D groups require specialised
knowledge, and this is often sought
externally, sometimes by links to academics
or through collaborations with universities.
Extensive social science research is
generated in non-commercial contexts that
has direct relevance to PCD, and could be
integrated into the innovation process
through PCD. How did US PCD practitioners
draw on such research? How were
dialogues with academic research
generated and maintained? The focus of this
chapter is on techniques for PCD that
originate in the qualitative methodologies of
anthropology, sociology, social psychology
and design.
8.2

Connections to academic
disciplines

In the USA, PCD practitioners have a long
history of applying theoretical frameworks
and methodological techniques originally
generated in academic contexts. Individuals
who were early innovators in the field,
such as Rick Robinson and Jeanette
Blomberg, have maintained strong links
with academic disciplines, in particular
anthropology and design.
PCD techniques have often been adapted
from their academic origins, and many core
assumptions can be traced backed to their
beginnings in specific fields of study. A
significant influence in current user research
in technology firms such as Microsoft and
Intel is the form of ethnography developed at
organisations such as Xerox PARC and E-Lab.

Jeanette Blomberg and her colleagues at
Xerox PARC built a model of innovation that
stressed understanding people’s current
everyday experiences:
‘Innovation = Imagination of what could be,
based in a knowledge of what is’ 1
This model put the stress on user research
that could provide a rich descriptive account of
people’s lives, influenced by the specialised
field of ethnomethodology. Data collection
involved observation in everyday settings,
rather than in a laboratory. As outsiders to the
experience being studied, such ethnographers
were interested in understanding how the
insiders view a situation, even what they view
as ‘technology’. This approach is also based on
explaining user behaviours in terms of wider
contexts, in the same way as Jane Fulton Suri
explained of motorbike riders (see report
Introduction).
In the USA, the concept of ethnography has
often come to influence the field of design
through a field called computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW), which deals
with how people interact with computers
in the workplace2. This has led to the
sharing of methodological approaches
between researchers in universities and
those in industry.
The US companies varied in the extent to
which they made explicit use of frameworks
and methods from academic disciplines.

1

Jeanette Blomberg, Mark Burrell and Greg Guest: ‘An Ethnographic
Approach to Design’ in The Human-Computer Interaction Handbook
(Lawrence Erlbaum, London 2003).

2

For a description, see Christina Wasson: ‘Ethnography in the Field of
Design’, Human Organisation. Vol 59, No 4, 2000.
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PAPR researchers at Intel talk of having
been influenced by the ideas of ‘deep
hanging out’ and ‘multi-sited ethnography’.3
Nirmal Sethia from Cal State University,
Pomona, suggested that US businesses
were just as much, if not more, influenced
by popular business books such as C K
Phahalad’s The Fortune at the Bottom of
the Pyramid.
8.3

Participation in changing research
agendas

Rick Robinson informed us at the LA
seminar: ‘I became an ex-academic through
my involvement with design!’ Despite such
comments, many of the PCD practitioners in
the US companies, including this speaker,
are active members of academic
professional associations
As one might expect, individuals at
research-led facilities such as FXPal,
although not explicitly PCD focused, could
most easily integrate research conference
participation into their working lives. Other
US companies such as Intel saw clear
benefits of encouraging participation in
professional associations and conferences
outside the traditional engineering and
technical arenas. These researchers are
changing research agendas externally, to the
benefit a wider field of PCD. Such activities
were part of ‘influencing the ecology’ (see
Chapter 6).
At Intel, most of the PAPR group have
graduate qualifications, either in anthropology,
psychology or design, and regularly give
papers and run workshops at academic
conferences such as the American
Anthropological Association and related
meetings in technology studies. These
researchers could also clearly articulate how
the issues within internal projects related to,
and indeed advanced, existing research within
their academic field.

8.4

Collaborative projects

Jay Melikan from the Illinois Institute of
Technology Institute of Design spoke to the
San Francisco seminar about the challenges of
developing collaborative projects between
academic and commercial organisations.
These can involve multidisciplinary teams both
at academic institutions and the commercial
sponsor. The On/Off project
(www.id.iit.edu/on-off) was a year-long project
based at the Institute of Design in which
academic researchers aimed to explore and
document social aspects of the use of
communication technologies in the USA,
Brazil, England and China. It was funded by
the Tangible Knowledge Research Consortium
which included Motorola, Steelcase, SBI/Lante
and Zebra Technologies. The research team
included documentary photographers and
filmmakers as well as designers and
researchers, and in keeping with the findings
about translation of findings, the results were
presented partly as a short documentary film.
Academics have been funded for some years
by Intel, which has a formal Research Council
offering grants on a three-year basis. However,
a recent innovation was the establishment of
Intel Research Lablettes in close proximity to
major research universities, and having a
culture of openly sharing research projects –
there are no NDAs – with the affiliated
institution. Eric Paulos from Intel Research,
Berkeley, talked about his work in the lab
closest to San Francisco. Being located close
to the University of California, Berkeley, has
allowed him to develop his work on ‘urban
probes’ and ‘lightweight interventions’ with
the use of affiliated graduate students as well
as interns from other universities.

3

‘Deep hanging out’ was a phrase originally developed by Stanford
anthropologist Renato Rosaldo
(www.stanford.edu/dept/anthroCASA/people/faculty/rosaldo.html).
‘Multi-sited ethnography’ was a term suggested by George Marcus of the
Anthropology Department, Rice University
(www.ruf.rice.edu/~anth/people/faculty/people-marcus.htm).
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8.5

Ad-hoc inspirations

Developments in PCD involving university
research do not always emerge from formal
collaborations funded over many years.
Companies may choose to organise one-off
workshops with a variety of external thinkers
about a topic of interest. Volvo had organised
such a workshop at the University of
California, Santa Barbara. It focused on
scenario planning, and rethinking ideas of
mobility. The Volvo team wanted to ‘make
these ideas tangible for designers to use’.
They also recognised that the workshop
couldn’t just be a traditional seminar. They had
to create experiences for designers.
Other evidence of ad-hoc use of academic
research is evident from the web pages of
some of the companies visited. For example,
SonicRim’s web page includes a ‘Reading
List’ including recent research work from
social psychology on gender differences in
ways of thinking4.
8.6

Developing PCD amongst
students

At Art Center College of Design, many of the
courses are taught by practitioners in local
technology companies, or like Brenda Laurel
who is head of the graduate media design
programme, teachers were early innovators in
the PCD area (see report Introduction for
related publication).
Phil van Allen sees the future of PCD in
‘productive interaction’ (see Chapter 7). This
approach is being encouraged in his courses
at Art Center, and given the high standing of
this educational institution, it is likely to have
impact on the next generation of PCD
practitioners, especially interaction designers.
Phil van Allen also emphasises that design
should be seen as research. One recent
student had developed a project on clothes in
a project investigating sweatshop labour. On
each piece of clothing was printed the actual

cost of fabrication. The research process and
the design process were integrated, yet the
final output – including a book in which the
clothing was pictured – was clearly a design
response (in contrast to a ‘findings’
document). The implication of many of our
meetings with US companies was that
practitioners who could integrate such design
and research skills would be highly desirable
in PCD practice in the future. IDEO speaks of
their ideal employee being a T shape – having
deep knowledge of one discipline, but being
able to work across many areas.
Multidisciplinary teams are used as an
integral part of teaching design research at
Illinois Institute of Technology, as described by
Jay Melikan at the San Francisco seminar.
Local companies have been collaborators in
design projects for student courses.
8.7

Barriers to academic dialogues

Two major barriers to the effective use of
academic research were identified in the
course of the meetings.
The first barrier, shared with PCD as a whole,
was the difficulty of dealing with specialised
terminology and contrasting frameworks for
problem solving. The language of business
teams rarely sits easily with that of
anthropologists or many PCD practitioners
who are committed to innovating from the
point of view of the final user. Jeanette
Blomberg, of IBM Almaden, has noted:
‘Insights from ethnographic studies do not
facilely map directly on to design
specifications or straightforwardly generate
user requirements, but instead must be
actively engaged with design agendas and
activities.’ 5

4

Belenky, M et al: ‘Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self,
Voice and Mind’. Perseus Books, 1997. See other readings at
www.sonicrim.com ‘Who we are’.

5

Blomberg et al, p 984.
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Early entrants into this field such as Rick
Robinson have developed ways of translating
insights from areas such as cultural theory or
organisational studies for clients as part of
‘experience models’ (see Chapter 4). Just as
research generated in the course of a PCD
project needs to be actively involved in a
translation process, research generated from
external academic agendas is also most easily
digested by an active engagement with design
processes. BMW Designworks pointed out:
‘White papers are useless, even when read!’.
To create their own communication tools, they
use their proximity to the Hollywood industry
to develop film as a translation tool. As they
put it: ‘Real Hollywood technology to explain
what real user-centredness is’.
The second barrier is a lack of clarity amongst
US companies about how to measure the
positive ‘value-added’ of academic research,
in particular in comparison to user research
generated by consultancies. Research-led
organisations such as FXPal, or large research
groups such as PAPR at Intel, are the most
advanced in being able to make this
argument. BMW Designworks has a wide
remit which consists of ‘Being the ears and
eyes in the world marketplace for BMW’. As
such, they try to integrate a huge variety of
knowledges, including a project conducted
with Stanford University.
Academic research may itself get caught up in
the dilemmas that PCD faces in being drawn
into debates on ROI. Darrel Rhea’s insistence
on clearly differentiating between the kinds of
ethnographic offerings so that clients
understand specific benefits of extended
versus short-term research is just as relevant
in understanding how to engage with debates
about the value of different forms of academic
research. Paul Dourish of University of
California, Irvine, who is an Intel-sponsored
researcher and author of Embodied
Interaction, points out that one of the issues
is to explain that long-term ethnography can
have generative power, rather than just
providing descriptive accounts.
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8.8

Summary

Many PCD practitioners in the USA have
connections to academic disciplines, both in
terms of early training as well as current
engagements in research agendas. They may
attend professional conferences as well as
write research papers. Some US companies
have developed extensive research funding or
collaboration with those involved in PCD in
US universities. Others show more ad-hoc
use of academic research. Educational
institutions such as Art Center College of
Design are educating a new generation of
PCD professionals with new paradigms for
interaction design. However, barriers to using
academic research remain, particularly in the
area of translating research findings and
talking about the value of different kinds of
academic research.
8.9

Recommendations

• The communication of academic research
should itself be considered a design
challenge which is best tackled by a
multidisciplinary team of researchers
and designers.
• UK academics should consider how they
can actively engage with design agendas;
UK design researchers should consider
how they can actively engage with the
agendas of academic disciplines.
• UK companies should use current funding
mechanisms such as ESRC CASE
studentships to develop collaborative
research projects with UK social scientists.
• UK government should encourage a
funding base, particularly for SMEs, to be
involved in collaborative research with the
UK university sector.
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Dr Nina Wakeford
Director
INCITE
University of Surrey
n.wakeford@soc.surrey.ac.uk
www.soc.surrey.ac.uk/incite
Dr Wakeford is the founder and director of
INCITE. She holds a PhD in Sociology from
the University of Oxford, and is currently a
Reader in Sociology at the University of
Surrey. She has written widely about the
social and cultural studies of technology, and
new social research methodologies.
The mission of INCITE, at the University
of Surrey, is to develop collaborations
between social scientists, designers,
engineers and artists involved in the
production of new technologies.
Large research projects at INCITE have been
sponsored by Sapient and Intel, and three
CASE postgraduate research studentships are
funded by the ESRC. Collaborative projects
have been undertaken with many other
international companies including FXPal, BT
and Orange.
The work of INCITE is described in 'Working
with New Media's Cultural Intermediaries', in
Information, Communication and Society,
Vol 6, No 2, 2003, 229-245.

Gary Mortensen-Barker
Design Programme Manager
BT plc
gary.mortensen-barker@bt.com
www.bt.com
Gary manages a team of user-centred design
(UCD) professionals for BT Design Group.
BT is one of Europe's leading providers of
telecommunications services. Its principal
activities include local, national and
international telecommunications services,
higher-value broadband and internet products
and services, and IT solutions. BT Design
Group apply UCD principles to some of BT's
products and services, focusing mainly on
user interface and interaction design across
platforms including the web, telephones,
mobile devices, PCs and TV.
Prior to this, Gary worked for several dot-com
companies, including ClickMusic and Adhoc,
and was Multimedia Director for YTKO. Earlier
in his career, he managed multimedia
research projects for the Independent
Television Commission, was a prototype
service designer for the Cambridge
Interactive TV Trial, and was the founder of
the Anglia Telematics Research Centre at APU
Cambridge. He has lectured in the field of
communication studies, specialising in
technoculture and hypermedia. He has also
worked as a freelance web designer.
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Andrew McGrath
Orange
andrew.mcgrath@orange.co.uk
www.orange.co.uk
Orange is one of the world’s most advanced
and fastest-growing mobile communications
companies with over 12 million customers in
the UK and over 30 million customers in
20 countries worldwide. Orange is also one
of the world’s strongest and most recognised
brands built round a vision for a brighter
future, where people can communicate
wherever, whenever and however they wish.
Paula Neal
Head of People Centred Insights
PDD Group Ltd
paulaneal@pdd.co.uk
www.pdd.co.uk
PDD is the UK’s leading design consultancy
specialising in product innovation. We
achieve results by harnessing four powerful
sources of inspiration: strategic thinking,
human behaviour, creativity and technical
knowledge. Our vibrant, inventive culture
focuses on the full new-product cycle
from strategic research and visioning,
through to detailed design and complete
engineered products.
PDD’s 70 specialists offer a range of core
skills, including innovation planning,
behavioural research, ergonomics, industrial
design, engineering and model making. With
25 years international experience spanning
the consumer, medical, packaging,
telecoms, commercial and industrial sectors,
we offer a wealth of expertise. Our clients
include AT&T, Sony Ericsson, Levi’s, Clarks,
Hasbro, Tetley, Orange, Nestlé, Electrolux,
Nike and Baxter Healthcare.
Paula has over ten years experience working
in people-centred design (PCD), creating
products and services that are borne out of
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an understanding of human needs rather
than technological advancements. She is the
head of the People Centred Insights team at
PDD, the UK's leading design consultancy.
The PDD research team uses skills in
psychology, ergonomics and social science
to develop methodologies to better
understand people for design innovation.
One of the dominant methodologies used by
the team is observational research to
understand consumer needs during early
design exploration.
Paula joined PDD from the NCR Knowledge
Lab where she was the head of a consumer
research team conducting leading-edge
research into the interrelationship between
people, technology and e-commerce.
Previous to this she worked at BT
Laboratories researching human factor issues
associated with the design and development
of advanced communications products and
services. Paula's main focus for the Design
Mission centres on debating methods that
are used to effectively translate consumer
insights into design decisions.
Rachel Jones
Director of Research and Design
Instrata Ltd
racheljones@instrata.co.uk
www.instrata.co.uk
Instrata is a people-centred strategic
innovation and interactive design
consultancy, developing new ideas for
products and services for major technology
companies. Instrata offers a creative
perspective inspired by putting people at
the centre of the innovation and design
process. Services include: market
innovation, new product development,
customer research, and interactive
solutions. Instrata is an eight-strong team of
designers, anthropologists, technologists
and strategists with over 15 years
experience, operating across Europe.
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Instrata is currently working on several
innovation and design consultancy projects for
Microsoft to identify new opportunities, define
novel concepts and design feasible solutions.
Projects have included: a series of studies of
web usage at work and in the home to
identify and design new features that are
being considered for Internet Explorer; a study
of home media devices and broadcast
services to identify opportunities in the
convergent and ubiquitous spaces; and
identification of opportunities in location-based
services for mobile devices.
The Automation Partnership (TAP) engaged
Instrata to design the user interaction for a
new series of robotic machines, including the
first-ever automated cell culture system for
the pharmaceutical industry. Instrata had to
consider many different ‘people’ issues, such
as: user experience of an automated
process; the perceived loss of control with a
system designed for minimal operator
intervention; and how the user could interact
effectively with the system. In addition to
designing an LCD user interface, Instrata
needed to develop novel representations to
support awareness of experimental
throughput, experimental planning, and
experimental status.
Instrata designed the user interface for
Gizmondo, the most advanced convergent
handheld gaming device to hit the UK market.
It provides cutting-edge gaming utilising GPScapabilities and messaging over GPRS, an
MP3 music player, Mpeg4 movie playing
capability, and a digital camera.
Rachel Jones founded Instrata in 2001. She
has worked at the two foremost pioneers of
customer-centred techniques in design –
Xerox EuroPARC and Sapient (formerly
E-Lab). Rachel has a PhD in Computer
Studies, over 20 international publications,
and has authored 10 patents.

Amy Branton
Co-founder
Skybluepink Ltd
amy@skybluepink.co.uk
www.skybluepink.co.uk
Skybluepink brings a people-centred process
to the creation of business concept
innovations and the development of engaging
and desirable products and services.
Our approach gives our clients a fresh
perspective on their customers by focusing
on the social, cultural and emotional aspects
of people’s lives rather than thinking of them
as ‘users’ of technology. At the heart of our
people-centred process is the design-led
analysis of qualitative research; turning
valuable insights into actionable ideas and
designs for our client’s business.
Skybluepink was founded in 2002 by Amy
Branton and Sarah Morris, who had
previously worked as interaction designers for
leading design, technology and media
companies on both sides of the Atlantic,
including Pixar, Razorfish, Symbian, IDEO and
Ragdoll. They both have Masters degrees
from the Royal College of Art in Computer
Related Design. Recent projects include:
Creating multi-sensory personas from
qualitative research for Orange, giving
project stakeholders a deeper
understanding of and empathy with their
consumers; helping them to design better
customer experiences.
Working in partnership with NestaFuturelab
on the development of a language learning
game for 4 & 5 year old children using
qualitative research methods including
participatory workshops and contextual
observation. This project was recently
selected to receive further funding as
part of NestaFuturelab’s business
development programme.
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Designing user interfaces for medical
products based on qualitative research for
PDD, a product design and innovation
company.
Collaborating with INCITE on a project to
design ICTs for minority populations in the
UK, based on research into a homeless
mothers and babies shelter in West London.
The aim is to enhance the lives of residents
by turning research into actionable ideas for
new technology-based services to improve
interactions between government policy
makers and residents.
Dan Hill
Head of Interactive Technology and Design,
Radio & Music Interactive
BBC
dan.hill@bbc.co.uk
www.bbc.co.uk/radio
www.bbc.co.uk/music
BBC Radio & Music Interactive is a
department set up to position the BBC’s radio
and music brands and content on digital
platforms and ensure that they take best
advantage of the opportunities offered by
each platform.
On the net, the department maintains and
develops websites and services for each of
the BBC radio networks, as well as a music
portal service, programme sites and
learning initiatives built around radio and
music brands and content. These attract
over 6 million users per month. We also are
responsible for the BBC Radio Player, which
brings together over five hundred
programmes from across national and
regional stations along with the World
Service and enables listeners to hear them
on the Internet for up to a week after they
are first broadcast. This receives around
1.5 millions requests for programmes
per week.
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The department also runs the DAB Digital
Radio area for the BBC, working closely with
Strategy, Distribution and Marketing, dealing
with manufacturers, retailers, commercial
radio and other international stakeholders to
promote DAB as a technology as well as
promoting DAB to audiences.
Radio & Music Interactive also runs a
number of digital TV initiatives – over
8 million people in the UK listen to radio via
digital television every week – and was
responsible for bringing Eurovision and
Glastonbury to interactive TV as well as the
interactive TV Proms service.
Finally, the department also positions BBC
Radio and Music’s brands and content on
mobile devices, building incoming and
outgoing SMS and MMS systems, with
offerings such as the Radio 1 10-Hour
Takeover (150,000 incoming texts from
listeners in 10 hours, deciding what
records Radio 1 played) or the Archers text
club, texting out synopses of this radio
drama’s storylines.
Ellie Runcie
Design Council
EllieR@designcouncil.org.uk
www.designcouncil.org
The Design Council enhances prosperity and
wellbeing in the UK by demonstrating and
promoting the vital role of design within a
modern economy.
Ellie Runcie leads the Design Council’s
Technology Campaign. She is responsible
for working with the investment and
technology communities to ensure that they
understand and exploit design as a strategic
business tool.
The strength of Britain’s science base is
world renowned. Unfortunately we are
comparatively poor at converting our
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discoveries into winning business ventures.
If the UK is to compete against the most
dynamic industrial economies, this has
to change.
The goal of the Design Council’s Technology
Campaign is for the UK’s 70,000 technology
businesses – in particular emerging
technology start-ups – to use design skills
and methods from the earliest point of
technological development. Early deployment
of design drives innovation that connects to
needs in future markets, creates a dynamic
culture, develops a compelling brand and
boosts the chances of attracting investment
by reducing risk.
After graduating from the University of
Brighton in 1993 with a BA in the History of
Design, Ellie joined the British Museum’s
Architecture Department where she worked
on the award-winning Great Court scheme.
She went on to manage the sales office for
a fashion start-up business before becoming
a project manager with Bereford’s Design, a
brand communications consultancy.
Ellie joined the Design Council in 1997. Prior
to her work on the Technology Campaign, she
coordinated national programmes for the
design industry and small business sector,
managed the annual 'Design in Business
Week' initiative, and developed a national
innovation network related to new technology
and the role of strategic design.

Sarah Turner
International Technology Promoter
DTI Global Watch Service, Pera
sarah.turner@pera.com
www.globalwatchonline.com/itp
Sarah Turner is the International Technology
Promoter (ITP) for digital media, North
America. The ITP network is sponsored by
the DTI Global Watch Service and managed
by Pera Innovation Ltd. The network facilitates
technology and knowledge transfer into the
UK by brokering partnerships between UK
and overseas companies.
Before becoming an ITP, Sarah was Managing
Director of Wired Sussex, a private agency
working with high technology and media
companies to help them grow and establish
Sussex as an internationally recognised
centre of digital expertise. Sarah was also a
founding director of TIGA, the trade
association for computer games developers
she helped to establish, and prior to Wired
Sussex was Head of Multimedia at Maxim
(now Knowledge Pool), a Brighton-based
digital media production company.

In 2001, as part of an International Design
Learning programme, Ellie visited and
researched a community-based project in
India – ‘The Hole in the Wall’ – a project that
explores how children learn and the social
uses of technology.
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Appendix B
HOST COMPANIES AND SEMINAR PARTICIPANTS

LOS ANGELES, CA
Seminar participants
NOP World
www.nopworld.com
Rick Robinson, Global Director, Observational and Ethnographic Practice
Paul Leinberger, Global Director, NOP World
Cal State University, Pomona
www.csupomona.edu
Nirmal Sethia, Professor of Management & Director of Center for Business and Design
Art Center College of Design, Pasadena
www.artcenter.edu
Philip van Allen, Professor, Interaction Design
Host companies
Volvo Monitoring and Concept Center (VMCC), Camarillo
www.volvocars.us
Lars Erik Lundin,VP, GM VMCC
Benny Sommerfeld, Concept Business Manager
Dirk Koring,Concept Business Manager
Doug Frasher, Strategic Design Chief
Ich Sugioka, Science Officer
John Kinsey, Senior Designer
Kolita Mendis, Structures and Safety Engineering Manager
Matthias Westerlund, Studio Engineer
Tisha Johnson, Senior Designer
BMW Designworks USA
www.bmwusa.com/about/designworksusa.htm
Neil Brooker, VP, Designworks USA
Alec Bernstein, Director, Advanced Communications
Laura Robin, Creative Director, Advanced Communications
Monika Zych, Creative Director, Advanced Communications
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SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA, CA
Seminar participants
SonicRim
www.sonicrim.com
Uday Dandavate, Principal
Intel Research Lab, Berkeley
berkeley.intel-research.net/paulos
www.prop.org
Eric Paulos, Research Scientist
Aaron Marcus and Associates (AM+A)
www.amanda.com
Aaron Marcus, Founder and President
Haas School of Business, UC Berkeley
www.haas.berkeley.edu
Sara Beckman, Senior Lecturer
IBM Almaden Research Center
www.research.ibm.com/almaden
Jeannette Blomberg, Research Scientist
Swim Interaction Design Studios
www.swimstudio.com
Gitta Salomon, Founder
Illinois Institute of Technology
www.id.iit.edu
Jay Melikan, Senior Research Associate
Smart Design USA
www.smartnyc.com
Tom Dair, Co-Founder and President
Abby Godee, VP and Leader of Marketing
Sheila Foley, Director of Design Research
IDEO
www.ideo.com
Kristian Simsarian, Co-Leader, SX (Software Experiences)
Duane Bray, Co-Leader, SX (Software Experiences)
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Adaptive Path
www.adaptivepath.com
Jeff Veen, CEO
Janice Fraser, Founding Partner
Host companies
FXPal
www.fxpal.com
Les Nelson, Senior Research Scientist
Andreas Girgensohn, Senior Research Scientist
Gene Golovchinsky, Senior Research Scientist
IDEO
www.ideo.com
Kristian Simsarian, Co-Leader, SX (Software Experiences)
Duane Bray, Co-Leader, SX (Software Experiences)
Cheskin
www.cheskin.com
Darrel Rhea, Principal
Jump Associates
www.jumpassociates.com
Dev Patnaik, Principal
SEATTLE, WA
Microsoft
www.microsoft.com
Gayna Williams, User Research Manager
Joey Benedek, Usability Lead
Tracey Lovejoy, Ethnographer
Jenny Lam, Creative Lead Branding UX for Windows Client
Sheri Lamont, Usability Engineer
Julie Nowicki, Usability Lead
Donna Flynn, Ethnographer
Tim Brooke, Interaction Designer
Microsoft Research
www.research.microsoft.com
Jonathan Grudin, Senior Researcher, Adaptive Systems and Interaction Group
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PORTLAND, OR
Nike
www.nike.com
Bruce Kilgore
Intel
People and Practices Research Lab (PAPR)
www.intel.com/research/exploratory/papr
Christine Riley, PAPR project leader
Ken Anderson, Manager
Scott Mainwaring, Senior Researcher
Richard Beckwith, Research Psychologist
Tony Salvador, Design Ethnographer
John Sherry, Anthropologist
Michele Chang, Designer
Esam Khattack, Intern
Pro-active Health
www.intel.com/research/prohealth
Eric Dishman, Manager
Margie Morris, Clinical Psychologist
Brad Needham, Lead Software Engineer
Terry Dishongh, Lead Software Engineer
Design Center
developer.intel.com/technology/itj/q42001/hdhooge.htm
Herman D’Hooge, Manager
Technology Group Flex Services
Julie Bennett, Manager, Agency Services
University of California, Irvine
www.isr.uci.edu
Paul Dourish, Associate Professor, Department of Informatics
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Appendix C
PHOTO GALLERY

Exhibit C.1 Nina Wakeford with FXPal researchers

Exhibit C.2 FXPal Plasma Poster

Exhibit C.3 Mission team with Benny Somerfeld (Volvo) and Malcolm McLean (Vice Consul, Science &
Technology, British Consulate General, Los Angeles)
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Exhibit C.4 Mission team with Kristian Simsarian and Duane Bray, IDEO

Exhibit C.5 In San Francisco. Left to right: Sharima Rasanayagam (Consul, Science & Technology),
Sarah Turner, Nina Wakeford and Martin Uden (British Consul General, San Francisco)
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Appendix D
LIST OF EXHIBITS

Exhibit Page Caption
1.1

16

Increasing degrees of innovation

1.2

17

Cultures of innovations

1.3

19

People – prototypes – products

1.4

20

eBay practice

2.1

22

People-centred innovation techniques

2.2

23

Innovation process used at BMW Designworks

2.3

24

Innovation process used at Intel

4.1

33

Extending research involvement in innovation – the translation point

4.2

33

Intel’s demographic visualisation

5.1

40

Research tools

7.1

50

Product continuum

7.2

52

Practice continuum

7.3

54

User research – rapid prototyping

C.1

68

Nina Wakeford with FXPal researchers

C.2

68

FXPal Plasma Poster

C.3

68

Mission team with Benny Somerfeld (Volvo) and Malcolm McLean (Vice
Consul, Science & Technology, British Consulate General, Los Angeles)

C.4

69

Mission team with Kristian Simsarian and Duane Bray, IDEO

C.5

69

In San Francisco. Left to right: Sharima Rasanayagam (Consul, Science &
Technology), Sarah Turner, Nina Wakeford and Martin Uden (British Consul
General, San Francisco)
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Appendix E
GLOSSARY

AHRB
CEO
CSCW
DAB
DMI
DTI
EPSRC
ESRC
GPRS
GPS
HCI
HF
ICT
INCITE
IST
IT
ITP
LCD
MMS
NDA
OEM
PAPR
PC
PCD
R&D
RFID
ROI
SMS
TV
UCD
UI
UK
US(A)
USB
UX

Arts and Humanities Research Board (UK)
Chief Executive Officer
computer-supported cooperative work
digital audio broadcasting
Design Management Institute (USA)
Department of Trade and Industry (UK)
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (UK)
Economic and Social Research Council (UK)
General Packet Radio Service
Global Positioning System
human-computer interaction
human factors
information and communication technology
Incubator for Critical Inquiry into Technology and Ethnography
(University of Surrey, UK)
Innovation Strategy Team (Intel Corp, USA)
information technology
International Technology Promoter (DTI)
liquid crystal display
multimedia messaging service
non-disclosure agreement
original equipment manufacturer
People and Practices Research (team at Intel Corp, USA)
personal computer
people-centred design
research and development
radio frequency identification
return on investment
short message service
television
user-centred design
user interface
United Kingdom
United States (of America)
universal serial bus
user experience
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The DTI’s Global Watch Service provides support dedicated
to helping UK businesses improve their competitiveness
by identifying and accessing innovative technologies and
practices from overseas.
Global Watch Information
Global Watch Online – a unique internetenabled service delivering immediate and
innovative support to UK companies in the
form of fast-breaking worldwide business and
technology information. The website provides
unique coverage of DTI, European and
international research plus business
initiatives, collaborative programmes and
funding sources.
Visit: www.globalwatchonline.com
Global Watch magazine – the website's sister
publication, featuring innovation in action.
Distributed free to over 18,000 UK
organisations, this monthly magazine features
the latest technology developments and
practices gleaned from Global Watch Service
activities around the world now being put into
practice for profit by British businesses.
Contact:
subscriptions@globalwatchonline.com
UKWatch magazine – a quarterly magazine,
published jointly by science and technology
groups of the UK Government. Highlighting
UK innovation and promoting inward
investment opportunities into the UK, the
publication is available free of charge to UK
and overseas subscribers.
Contact: subscriptions@ukwatchonline.com

Global Watch Missions – enabling teams of
UK experts to investigate innovation and its
implementation at first hand. The technology
focused missions allow UK sectors and
individual organisations to gain international
insights to guide their own strategies for
success.
Contact: missions@globalwatchonline.com
Global Watch Secondments – helping small
and medium sized companies to send
employees abroad or receive key people from
another country. Secondments are an
effective way of acquiring the knowledge,
skills, technology and connections essential
to developing a business strategically.
Contact:
secondments@globalwatchonline.com
Global Watch Technology Partnering –
providing free, flexible and direct assistance
from international technology specialists to
raise awareness of, and provide access to,
technology and collaborative opportunities
overseas. Delivered to UK companies by a
network of 16 International Technology
Promoters, with some 6,000 current
contacts, providing support ranging from
information and referrals to more in-depth
assistance with licensing arrangements and
technology transfer.
Contact: itp@globalwatchonline.com
For further information on the Global Watch
Service please visit
www.globalwatchonline.com
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