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Set in an architectural design educational context, this paper
contributes to tackling the current weak spot of grasping and in-
cluding future users' socio-spatial experiences in the early design
stages by tailoring ethnography to this particular field of archi-
tectural design. To capture below-the-surface experiences, we
bring together ethnographic research methods and architectural
design, steered by the Design-Based Research (DBR) theoretical
framework (Euler, 2014), fostering an educational learning aim
and providing a handhold for the fuzzy front end of the architec-
tural design process, enabling young designers to collect rich, be-
low-the-surface user data.

We first conducted a literature review in ethnography to explore
how current techniques should be tailored to the specifics of the
architectural design context. Next, we empirically tested these
tailored techniques for three consecutive rounds in the educa-



tional design context of a master seminar. The seminar’s partici-
pating master students in (interior) architecture developed and
executed three ethnographic studies to capture below-the-sur-
face user experiences in three different spatial and social con-
texts, exploring three different design challenges. These itera-
tions led to (i) the design principle of ‘seismographic imaging’, an
approach characterized by applying a well-balanced mix of tai-
lored ethnographic techniques to capture and interpret rich, be-
low-the-surface user experiences. Reflecting on the benefits and
challenges thereof resulted in (ii) the development of a design
tool, the “ethnogram”, which can be introduced in the architec-
tural design studio, to aid design students in developing a well-
balanced mix of tailored ethnographic techniques considering a
specific spatial context, target group and design challenge, and
necessary to render designerly rich user data.

That way, this paper fulfills an identified need for methodologi-
cal educational strategies regarding the collection and integra-
tion of user experiences in the early design stages of an architec-
tural design process in an educational context and contributes to
the theoretical understanding of the possibilities of the DBR
model.
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While rooted in a very human(e) tradition (Salama, 2017), Imrie (2003)
criticized the architectural design process for being ‘depopulated’; ac-
cording to Van der Linden et al. (2018), this hints at the fragile under-
standing of architects regarding the perspectives of their users result-
ing in the implicitness of user experiences as a dimension in the design
process. This can be partially explained by the increasingly complex
design process in which architects have to take into account various
requirements and regulations, causing user experiences to risk getting
overlooked, and in which users are often not the clients that ‘commis-
sion’ the design and realization of a future building, e.g. in school en-
vironments or residential care (see Stevens et al., 2019). On the other
hand, research still points to the difficulty designers have in empathiz-
ing with a possibly distant or heterogeneous target group, e.g. older
people from diverse backgrounds. Paradigms such as Universal Design,
Design for All (Heylighen, 2014) or Design for Human Flourishing (Ste-
vens et al., 2019) place users’ experiential and psychological needs at
the forefront of the design process; however, in many cases these par-
ticular needs still need to be captured via extensively studying the user
groups. Such a research phase could be tackled by ethnographic re-
search methods. These methods hold the power to deeply immerse
designers into the lived experiences of their target group in their nat-
ural environment (Pink et al., 2022), which we argue to be crucial to
understanding not only how end-users behave in their environments
but also to capture what we call "below-the-surface user experiences",
i.e. thoughts and feelings about (using) the environment that are
mostly covert. The latter are crucial to enable designers to shape and
design environments and their spatial characteristics aligned with us-
ers’ particular experiences and needs.

However, such methodology should align with the ways of working of
architectural designers. Looking at this from a design process angle,
the research-based approach will need to complement the intuitive



approach that architectural designers adopt (e.g. Till, 2009; Van der
Linden et al., 2019). While embracing its potential, such an intuitive
approach can be imbued with stereotypes (Buse et al., 2017; McGinley
et al., 2022; Park & Porteus, 2019). Moreover, given the diversity in
target groups of users, designers’ personal views and experiences are
inherently limited (Cranz, 2016). The potential pitfall is ever more pre-
sent among young designers or design students, whose intuition is still
being shaped, but who can learn from practice (Sloane & Krakau,
2021). In that particular case, in the educational setting, we see the
need for a more structured, research-based approach to enrich the
early stages of the design process, while also seeing the potential of
an adapted ethnographic approach to nourish the intuitive potential
of students and steer it towards more profound and genuine under-
standings.

Thus, we assume that a more research-based approach to design ped-
agogy should start by integrating ethnography into design education
to tackle the hiatus of students’ underdeveloped understanding of
user perspectives. To steer our thoughts towards a design principle
and a tool, we apply a Design-Based Research (DBR) process of Euler
(2014) in developing our ideas and formulate the following research
qguestion: How can the use of ethnographic methods foster the collec-
tion of rich and balanced socio-spatial user data in architectural edu-
cation?
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In this paper, parallel to the stages of the DBR process, we aim to:

(1) sharply define our assumptions on what ‘design ethnogra-
phy’ should entail in the field of architectural design education

(2) by developing a design principle and a tool that combines a
mix of tailored ethnographic research methods with the architectural
design process.

In order to do as such, we applied the DBR process and incorporated
an additional loop in the process in addition to the iterations inherent
in the DBR process of developing, testing, and generating (see Figure
1, left). By conducting this sequence three times across three distinct
design challenges we were able to involve different participant popu-
lations in each instance.

In the next stages of this paper, we will conduct a targeted literature
review on ethnography in design education and engage in a design ex-
ercise we repeated three times (see Figure 1). We conclude this paper
by reflecting on these goals to create avenues for ways to include eth-
nography in the design studio of an (interior) architectural educational
program.

To start answering our first research aim, we first need to conceptual-
ize ethnography in design by stating how it should be approached in
this particular context. We state that capturing and interpreting daily
goings and spatial user experiences of the target group(s) could be
conceptualized as a seismogram, which is (in its most literal definition)
a record of seismic waves. A regular seismogram is made by a seismo-
graph, which measures ground motion along three axes, visualizes
these via three complementary lines, and allows to detect frictions at
and below the surface of the earth. Interesting here is the fact that the
seismograph registers all waves that occur simultaneously, whether
small or significant, generating a complete image of movements over
a period of time. While minor ground shakings might seem trivial or
unimportant, the recurrence or combination with other movements
might help the interpreter to conclude potential dangers ahead. The
similarity to a humane approach in design and a focus on user experi-
ences therein is striking. While, talking to people, isolated anecdotes
or seemingly insignificant experiences might seem too personal to be
of use in a design process, combined with other experiences or other
types of information (e.g. a photo taken by a respondent or a drawing)
a broader and more detailed image can be rendered of experiences of
a heterogeneous target group in a particular environment. Concretely,
to generate insights into the nuanced phenomenon of a spatial aspect
that influences the experience of users, we envisioned composing a
seismographic image, via seismographic imaging. In this case, a seis-
mographic image registers not only the human frictions and synergies
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above the surface but also the small frictions and synergies just below
the surface that seem to pass unnoticed to 'the naked eye’ or to one’s
intuition; they seem insignificant when isolated, or are dismissed by
the great majority, but can influence the personal experience. In align-
ment with the first research aim, we propose that ethnography can be
made accessible to design students by framing it as a process of cap-
turing and synthesizing both overt and covert frictions in human be-
havior within a given environment as well as by examining interactions
between individuals and their experiences within that environment —
much like the workings of a classic seismograph, which records subtle
and surface-level movements.

To do so, the regular techniques that have seemed to be inserted in
the educational design context over the years, such as the interview
and observation (e.g. Van der Linden et al., 2018), risk being too lim-
ited in the way these are approached today. We hypothesize that a
combination of techniques could render more in-depth, below-the-
surface insights and thus a holistic image. Moreover, studies (e.g.
Cranz, 2016; Stevens et al., 2021b; Stevens, 2022) have shown that
some social research methods are in need of tailoring or altering to fit
the specific characteristics of the architectural design discipline. Espe-
cially the large scale of architectural design challenges, the greater
costs and longevity of the realizations point to the necessity to explore
the individual but also a broader, more societal potential of ethno-
graphic methods.

To continue and work towards answering aim 1, we drew inspiration
from ethnographic research methods and tailored these to fit and sim-
ultaneously broaden the field of architectural design.

An ethnographic method is “a particular activity in research, such as
an interview, observation, video-recorded walk or other creative mode
of generating knowledge with people” (Pink, 2021). In order to ‘prac-
tice’ seismographic imaging and thus design ethnography in an archi-
tectural context, we argue that some ethnographic research methods
require ‘tailoring’ so that the data they provide become useful in the
architectural design process. Below, we discuss six ethnographic clus-
ters of methods that were tailored to the architectural design disci-
pline.

Eliciting interview techniques

To tailor interview techniques to an architectural context, one should
stimulate the conversation during an interview and draw attention to
the spatial and tectonic aspects (regarding materials and their struc-
ture) surrounding respondents. We advise the use of eliciting aspects
such as photos to nudge towards a more dynamic interview style, in-
corporating moving around and immersing in the surroundings.

Such a tailored technique is a photo-elicited interview, using photo-
graphs or other visuals as stimuli during the in-depth interview. It
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evokes emotions and memories (Copes et al., 2018) and allows re-
searchers to access participants’ experiences, feelings and perceptions
in a particular environment (Coleman et al., 2016). In particular, par-
ticipant-driven photo-elicitation brings participants more in charge of
what will be discussed during the interview, thereby activating and
empowering them (Copes et al., 2018). Another approach in the archi-
tectural context is to give participants a well-described photography
task, and thereby explicitly let them photograph spatial aspects linked
to a certain topic, for instance ‘memories of one’s childhood’. Nudging
participants to make a direct spatial connection in this technique also
offers a handhold during in-depth questioning (Banks, 2001), which
can be especially useful for young, inexperienced design students or
designers. Overall, this elicitation in the interview allows for a deeper
understanding of the experiential counterpart of the physical environ-
ments more than traditional methods that do not use visual stimuli
(Copes et al., 2018).

Another tailored, more dynamic interview technique is the walking in-
terview, in which a researcher accompanies a participant on a walk
around a specific location (Kinney, 2017). The researcher or participant
can choose the walking route and define whether the route is struc-
tured, unstructured, or even undetermined (Evans & Jones, 2011;
Lérinc et al., 2021). This is particularly useful as the environment
serves as a prompt during the interview, generating spontaneous data
concerning spatial practices (Lérinc et al., 2021). Moreover, it allows
insight into participants’ experiences and feelings within a particular
area (Evans & Jones, 2011), spatial practices (Kusenbach, 2003) and
spatial routines (L6rinc et al., 2021). In addition to its value for place-
related research, the walking interview is also valuable in uncovering
the ‘social architecture’ (i.e. social relations and hierarchies in a partic-
ular place) (Kusenbach, 2003).

A third option is a playful interview. Here a playful atmosphere is cre-
ated to serve as a medium in which the interview is conducted. For
instance, with kids in a school context, they are asked to answer ques-
tions by switching seats in the classroom or throwing a ball. The tech-
nique is often applied to a young audience (e.g. Koch, 2019). Applied
to other target groups in design research one should keep in mind to
conduct the interview within the researched setting and to also make
use of that setting during the interview.

Real-life role play

The tailored technique of real-life role play is based on the classic
method of role play. It is often applied in medical sciences to practice
caregiver-client discussions and helps participants to become aware of
others’ experiences. To tailor it to design, we suggest to organize a role
play in the researched setting and include real persons present in that
environment. In that way, the environment serves as a stage that en-
ables and shapes the role play and allows to capture authentic experi-
ences. For researchers, it offers insights into the authentic experiences
in the daily realm of participants. For participants, it offers the oppor-
tunity to reflect on the experience while it is unfolding itself and after-
wards. Thus, this tailored technique increases the understanding and
experience of participants about the design context. Moreover, we be-
lieve that it can generate an embodied and common understanding of
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the developed ideas (Rodriguez et al., 2006), once applied in actual
designing.

Anecdotes: the daily experiential tour

Anecdotes can be defined as “a naturally occurring story” (Kurtz &
Snowden, 2003) or “a short account of an incident, especially a per-
sonal or biographical one, as well as a particular or detached incident
or fact of an interesting nature, a single passage of private life” (Johan-
nes & Neis, 2007). In scientific research, anecdotes are often referred
to as “the weakest element”, but the anecdote can be of great merit
to architectural design research. Tailored to the architectural context,
we stimulate eliciting anecdotes that are supported via objects, which
makes them more evidential (see Gigerenzer, 2015). Additionally, re-
searchers should steer the participant to explicitly share the fully
formed and developed narrative of the spatial context in which the
anecdote took place, to embed it with emotions and meaning and link
it to spatial characteristics (Yip, 2016). Via sense-making exercises, im-
plicit and explicit information on for instance spatial experiences can
be extracted from anecdotes (Yip, 2016).

Interactive boundary objects: Intuitive drawings, mock-up making

Boundary objects are objects that carry “different meanings in differ-
ent social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than
one world to make them recognizable as a means of translation” (Star
& Griesemer, 1989, p. 393). These objects are often used in research
as a stimulus in interviews. Here, we tailored the technique to design
research by using sketches made by or with the participant. Drawing
and sketching are excellent arts-based research methods for idea gen-
eration through their inclusivity, their ability to ‘see’ an object in its
context and to capture how we see and remember the world and
meanwhile leave certain aspects blurry. Henderson (1991), Perry and
Sanderson (1998), and Barley et al. (2012) studied how sketches, CAD
models, and physical prototypes work effectively as boundary objects
to negotiate objective geometry; however, there is potential to also
use it to discuss subjective opinions.

As we go beyond using the sketch as an objective interpretative item,
we experimented with intuitive drawings that aim to capture subjec-
tive experiences. Intuitive drawings are to be used to elicit discussion
on the interpretation of certain spatial characteristics such as size, tex-
ture, etc., and function as boundary objects to link anecdotes to them.
Moreover, they can be used as a research outcome in itself.

Mock-up making is a similar, but even more sensory method in which
participants are challenged to find the physical counterpart of their in-
tuitive, imaginary world while making actual connections between
their fictional ideas and the real, sensory world (Marco et al., 2021).
For instance, how can participants materialize a ‘soft playground’,
what shapes, what textures and colors connote the mental image of
‘softness’? Here, participants attach spatial characteristics to their
proper experiences and emotions, contributing to a sensory ethnogra-

phy.
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Observations

Observation is an immersive method in which the researcher aims to
understand the real-world context and executes a detailed analysis to
discover and describe complexities and shared cultural nuances of the
social world (Jones & Smith, 2017; Manning & Kunkel, 2014). One can
take an overt approach, in which the participants know they are being
observed, or a covert approach, in which the participants are unaware
they are being observed. Moreover, the researcher can take a partici-
pant approach or an observer approach, pointing at the levels of inte-
gration of the researcher (Jones & Smith, 2017). Tailored to design re-
search, a particular focus should be placed on the interaction between
a person and the physical surroundings, and researchers should ap-
proach the environment as an ‘observant’ as well.

At this moment, we have explained how ethnography in design can be
conceptualized, i.e. via seismographic imaging, and we have explained
how, in our view, existing ethnographic (clusters of) methods ought to
be tailored to the discipline of architectural design research. Thereby,
the first research aim is answered. However, we have not yet estab-
lished ideal combinations of tailored techniques. To further develop
seismographic imaging into a design principle, we need to reflect on
how ethnography ought to be applied in a particular design challenge.
This corresponds to the second research aim we posed, which will be
further addressed in discussing our empirical explorations of seismo-
graphic imaging.

Following our theoretical exploration of seismographic imaging and
thus in validation of our initial assumption, the Design-Based Research
(DBR) model (Euler, 2014) advocates empirically exploring this design
principle through an iterative process. In our architectural design con-
text, this iterative process was conducted through a spatial design and
research seminar involving master students in (interior) architecture.
To ensure methodological rigor, we organized a sequence of three re-
search-by-design seminars. During these courses, the iterative steps of
the DBR model of "prototyping and experimenting with ethnographic
methods," "evaluating the combinations", and "articulating and gen-
erating the design principle of seismographic imaging" were systemat-
ically followed and cross-analyzed. This culminated in the final consol-

idation phase, during which the ethnogram tool was developed and
formally presented.

In the next part of our paper, we will report on our findings by first
sketching the context of three master seminar courses in which we ex-
perimented with seismographic imaging, followed by explaining how
combinations of tailored ethnographic techniques were created in
each of the three seminars.
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As our testing ground, we opted for the spatial design and research
seminar ***** for master students in Architecture and Interior Archi-
tecture at the ***** of ***** njversity. The master seminar is a one-
semester course with 8 to 9 ECTS that runs from September until Jan-
uary.

In this seminar’s set-up, students typically study a particular case from
a human-centred design perspective. Students conduct a spatial de-
sign research study in which design is embedded within the research
process and used to gain new insights (Van de Weijer et al., 2014). In
the end, the students deliver their research output and a conceptual
design intervention that can vary in scale and size but needs to include
volumetric and materialization studies. A master jury is organized with
tutors and the stakeholders of the case concerned. To conclude the
seminar, a closing moment is organized which involves the target
group of the particular case in a more active way so that limitations
and avenues for further investigation can be identified.

Three seminar editions between 2020 and 2023 were organized with
specific attention to experimenting with ethnographic techniques for
architects/interior architects to capture user data and integrate this
into a (conceptual) design outcome. Didactically, the applied ethnog-
raphy was designed to ensure a more profound understanding of the
experiences, preferences and needs of the users involved and a deep-
ened spatial understanding of the host site. Tutors relied on their re-
search experience in social science and practical experience in design
science to guide the students towards selecting tailored ethnographic
techniques to connect with the design challenge. In Table 1, more in-
formation on the participants, the host site and the design challenge
is given.

Table 1. An overview of the characteristics of each seminar

Name seminar | Number of participating | Design context Target group Design challenges Seale of intervention
students.
! TAR& 121AR Primary school_pavillion School children 6-12 Spatial interventions to Interior
typology_ rural village years old uplift wellbeing Bullding ensemble
Outdoor environment
. BAR & 101AR Prmary school_U-shaped School chidren 6-12 Outdoor interventlons to | Playground, roof temaces
historical bullding_suburbs years old uplift wellbeing
provincial main town
" TAR & 111AR p , social from 01099 | Rich programmatic Private Interior
neighborhood_outskirts years old, superdiverse Interventions in public Private outdoor
provinial former mining population and private environment | environment
industrial town to bring inhabitant Public outdoor domain
together nelghborhood

In this section, we will detail the composition of tailored ethnographic
techniques used in each seminar study, critically reviewing the insights
gained from each approach and providing recommendations for sub-
sequent seminars. These insights also contributed to the refinement
of the design principle and the development of a tool. The tutors lead-
ing these seminars have backgrounds in psychology, social sciences, or
architectural design research, with substantial experience in applying


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IGIxSO

ethnographic methods to environmental and architectural design re-
search (see Stevens et al., 2019, 2021a, 2021b). The ethnographic
techniques were collaboratively designed by the master’s students
and the seminar tutors.

SEMINAR |_primary school rural setting

In Seminar |, we built insights into the psychological needs of various
pupils that co-exist in school contexts and in what way the spatial en-
vironment acted in this (i.e. as a mediator, instigator or in another
way). A literature review was executed to explore the psychological
needs of the target group in general, and the ethnographic research
mix was developed to understand (1) how the needs of pupils manifest
themselves in this case and (2) in what way these needs strengthen
one another or come into conflict. A mix of three tailored techniques
was proposed: photo-elicitation, playful interview and observations.
During the data collection, the students executed the following tech-
niques:

Photo elicitation:

The design students in the seminar asked the pupils at the school site
to photograph their favorite place, the place to go for comfort, the
place for quiet conversations etc., accompanied by written keywords
explaining their choice, see Figure 2.

Playful interview combined with drawings:

In the playful interview the pupils were presented with a given situa-
tion “Where would you prefer to go to when... (e.g. having to read a
book/have lunch)?” and were challenged to select a favorite spatial
realization out of two possibilities and give arguments for their choice.
Finally, they were asked to draw their ideal classroom based on the
chosen possibilities.

Observations:

The design students executed observations during the playful inter-
view to screen the level of environmental mastery of the pupils and
their behavior in a group.

The rich pallet of collected experiential user data allowed the design
students and tutors to define clear conflicts and synergies (see Figure
3) that occurred in the daily experiences of the pupils at school and the
effects on their needs and values. Further along in the seminar, these
delicate conflicts and synergies were drawn up in an ‘experiential pass-
port’ of the particular environment, concluding the analysis phase of
the design process. Then, via the experiential passport, the students in
the seminar were challenged to extract a design challenge based on
empowering a synergetic situation and obviating an existing conflict
situation (see Stevens et al., 2021b).

Critical review of the mix of tailored ethnographic technigues:

In retrospect, when reflecting on the mix of techniques, it is noticeable
that the techniques used were mostly transformed into research ac-
tions that focused on person-centred data. A spatial focus was present
in linking needs to certain types of spaces. In other words, experiences
were gauged in particular environmental situations, but the level of
spatial characteristics (e.g. sensory qualities, material and volumetric
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aspects, etc.) were not particularly touched upon in the research
phase but were needed to be brought to the table in the design inter-
vention phase.

The mix of collected ethnographic data rendered insights into the so-
cial aspects and personal experiences, but there was still untapped po-
tential in the spatial data that could be collected (e.g., sensory experi-
ences of materials). In other words, more certainty could be gained in
the authenticity of the spatial experience of the protagonists if, within
the mix of techniques, a sharper focus on more spatially centred data
had been included. The latter would help design students to truly con-
nect the psychological needs of the target group to the (re)design of
spatial characteristics. These insights were taken into account when
composing the mix in Seminar Il.

l “They is my favourite place,
because there, yo ‘j‘_u'”)‘ ‘
on the floer, or on the cabinet.”

“I have a better
ocus indoors”

Figure 2. Results of photo elicitation

SRS DETECTED BSED O SPTALRAOW O TERATUR: D

Figure 3. Example of the synergy and conflict detection identified dur-
ing observations

SEMINAR II_primary school urban setting

This seminar focused on understanding what role the spatial charac-
teristics of the environment play in the emotions, behavior and expe-
riences of pupils. In comparison, here the spatial characteristics of the
environment were given more attention in this research phase, an in-
sight that we became aware of after Seminar I. Thus, instead of screen-
ing the environment for frictions and synergies between the protago-
nists, in this seminar, the design students explored frictions between

EDeR Volume9 | issue 2 | 2025 | Article 81 11



the experiences of the pupils and the spatial reality of their school en-
vironment (see Stevens, 2022) in order to find out in what spatial
sphere pupils love to study, read, regulate sad emotions, etc. In total,
our design students developed seven research actions built from three
tailored techniques:

Observations:

With the floor plan of the school as a capture card, the design students
observed the daily goings to capture hourly walking lines of individuals
and to visualize movement patterns of pupils in a detailed manner
throughout the school site (see Figure 4, left). The purpose was to find
out at what spots pupils meet and come together or seclude them-
selves. Additionally, the students executed participant-as-observer,
overt observations on the site to capture how certain typical or atypi-
cal actions take place in in-between spaces to capture this on the
school floor plan as well and added information on the emotions pupils
felt therein. For instance, a pupil secludes himself/herself in the re-
stroom when feeling sad. This allowed the students to link emotions
and behavior to spatial characteristics, for instance, when some chil-
dren tend to use a large tree as a cuddling, comfortable space, while
others see it as a climbing affordance (see Figure 4, right).

Anecdotes combined with intuitive drawings & photo elicitations:

To find out what spaces were depicted as ‘memorable’ and what par-
ticular tectonic and spatial elements contributed to the memorable
experience, the design students collected anecdotes together with a
photograph of the space.

Role play:

Several immersive real-life role play experiments were executed to
generate authentic information on characteristics of spaces which
have the qualities to align with the emotion regulation of pupils, e.g. a
place toisolate in case of sadness or in need for concentration or when
simply seeking a calmer space to have a private conversation with a
friend. Each role play was concluded by a discussion in which pupils
generated drawings, sensory descriptions, and photos of the particular
spatial environment. As a result, by placing the pupils in a real-life sit-
uation, the design students were able to monitor their intuitive actions
rather than asking them to envision themselves in a situation.
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Figure 4. Results of observing walking lines and emotions in the out-
door environment
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Figure 5. Four sets of capture cards from four of the seven research
actions built by combining tailored ethnographic techniques such as in-
terviewing, observing, drawing, photographing

Critical review of the mix of tailored ethnographic technigues:

This mix was based on three different techniques, but in total, these
techniques were incorporated into seven research actions. Construc-
tive alliances between techniques were established: for instance, ob-
servation combined with intuitive drawings made by the design stu-
dents, or anecdote collection while respondents had to photograph
the spatial environment(s) linked to the anecdote (see examples of the
captured data in Figure 5). The seven developed research actions ren-
dered insights into the complementarity of the applied tailored tech-
niques. Assembling techniques in a research action also helped our de-
sign students to pay more attention to linking person-centred infor-
mation to a spatial counterpart. As tutors, we do acknowledge that
due to the limited population and a rather homogeneous target group
(i.e. school children from 6 to 12), it was feasible to execute a greater
number of research actions involving all members of the target group.
In line with the efforts, the seismographic imaging mix applied
throughout this seminar generated more in-depth data and rendered
concrete links between spatial aspects and psychological aspects.

As the first two seminars were organized in the spatial design context
of school environments, we opted to enlarge the scale and break open
the target group for a third and final seminar round. Upscaling could
help us check in what way the mix of tailored techniques had to be
expanded or altered as well. Moreover, this enabled us to test the fea-
sibility of a variety of techniques when operating in a rather large area
with a more diverse audience.

SEMINAR IlII_residential superdiverse social neighborhood

This seminar focused on creating community connection in a ‘super-
diverse neighborhood’ (see Phlix et al., 2023 for a definition) in a semi-
urban context. This design challenge is very broad; it stretches out over
a larger spatial area and involves a more diverse user group than in the
previous seminars. Creating community connection requires interven-
tions that afford diverse activities in which it is crucial to start from the
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socio-spatial user-experiences of the inhabitants, here with the prem-
ise that it would bring various groups closer together (Stevens et al., in
review). To upscale the seismographic imaging in accordance with the
physical upscaling of the design challenge, our design students were
presented with the ‘lessons learned’ from Seminar | and Seminar Il to
base their ethnographic study designs on. Below, the ethnographic mix
of this seminar is discussed.

Walking interview combined with photos:

Considering the scale of the study and its focus on the socio-spatial
experiences in superdiverse public places, one of the methods intro-
duced was the walking interview. The method is especially relevant
considering this seminar’s superdiverse context (see Lérinc et al.,
2021). The unstructured participant-led walking interviews through
*¥*kx%* rendered insights into participants’ daily experiences in the
neighborhood, but also their frustrations and wishes for something to
change. For example, in deciding where to go, a respondent pointed
towards the cemetery, which elicited a conversation on the — personal
— reason for visiting the cemetery (i.e. the loss of her son) and the im-
pact of — spatial — alterations that are currently initiated on her expe-
rience (i.e. she regrets the new complexes that are being built there).

Observations combined with drawings:

Our design students observed various places in the neighborhood via
a participant-as-observer approach (Jones & Smith, 2017) which ren-
dered descriptive data such as counts of vehicles or people passing by
as well as subjective interpretations such as the manner in which peo-
ple were encountered (e.g. rushed, hanging out, purposeful). Here, the
combination of observations and drawings proved valuable as it ena-
bled students to visualize their findings. The observations were useful
in capturing small synergetic or frictional socio-spatial (inter)actions
(e.g. cab drivers getting lost, quarrels in the street) and helped depict
a meta-view of the neighborhood’s functioning, which allowed stu-
dents to position the in-depth, personal experiences from the inter-
views in ‘the bigger picture’, see Figure 6.

Figure 6. Picture of a walking interview and drawings the students
made to capture daily goings and the way the spatial and social envi-
ronment interacts
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Critical review of the mix of tailored ethnographic technigues:

In Seminar I, we selected three tailored techniques with which the de-
sign students together with the tutors created seven research actions.
In Seminar lll, the design students and tutors opted for a ‘less is more’
approach, while dealing with a more diverse and enlarged target group
and a larger design context. Thus, the number of techniques was re-
duced while aiming for the best assemblage when building research
actions. For instance, the walking interview was participant-led and
even though it was the very beginning of the interview, having the
power to decide where to go during the interview as well as having the
surroundings as a stimulus resulted in the participant sharing rich, in-
depth data early on in the interview. Moreover, the constant confron-
tation with the physical reality of ***** while sharing personal details
during the walking interview allowed participants to reflect on their
residential path throughout their lives:

“They are cutting down trees everywhere and... So, | lived there at the
end of the street, on the right. | lived there briefly. First I lived in *****
then this was built.”

Within the walking interview, the respondents were also asked to take
pictures of specific aspects of their environment that could later be
used as a boundary object. A similar take in the observations rendered
various complementary types of output.

Reflecting in retrospect, while toning down the number of techniques,
more variations were sought in the execution of the techniques, and
techniques were adapted to the age and capabilities of the respond-
ents. The seismographic imaging mix of techniques here generated
rich in-depth data, and the various techniques seemed to activate the
target group to truly get in touch with their personal experiences.

Building on the empirical exploration of seismographic imaging as a
design principle (Part 3), we now address the second research aim. To
effectively implement seismographic imaging — capturing below-the-
surface socio-spatial user experiences in early design stages —ethno-
graphic methods must be adapted to architectural practice, strategi-
cally integrated, and responsive to key variables such as target group
diversity and the scale-specific challenges of the design context (Ste-
vens et al., 2021a, 2021b; Stevens, 2022; Phlix et al., 2023; Cranz,
2016).

However, to advance towards practical implementation within the ed-
ucational design context, further development is necessary. Currently,
a systematic framework for determining the types and combinations
of techniques that can best support design students in navigating the
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fuzzy front-end of their design process is lacking, particularly in gath-
ering comprehensive user experiences. To address this gap, we intro-
duce the ‘ethnogram’ — a design tool derived from the three afore-
mentioned studies that categorizes valuable, design-tailored ethno-
graphic techniques for the architectural context. This tool is designed
to guide design students and their tutors in selecting a suitable mix of
ethnographic techniques to capture both overt and more subtle user
information within an architectural design framework. Its application
aims to illuminate the process of creating well-rounded, context-sen-
sitive user insights, as illustrated in Figure 7 below.

Photo elicitation

Walking/playful interview

Intuitive drawing
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Figure 7. The ethnogram including all tailored ethnographic techniques

In designing the tool, we opted for an adapted visual language of an
authentic seismograph.

Firstly, on the vertical axis of an authentic seismogram three lines re-
flect the measurements of north-south, east-west and up-down mo-
tions of the ground. All three lines together generate a full perspective
of motion that occurs. Here, for the ethnogram, we opted to have each
of the tailored ethnographic techniques that ought to be included de-
parting from the vertical axis as well. When assembled together, the
tailored techniques in the ethnogram can make up for a much fuller
perspective of user experiences.

Secondly, the horizontal axis of an authentic seismogram represents
time, so it gives information on the time and frequency of motions that
are detected, which can be read as bulges in the line drawing (i.e. a
line that remains flat when no motions are detected by the seismo-
graph). The horizontal axis of the ethnogram, on the other hand, pro-
vides information on the level of involvement of either design students
and/or the participants in executing the research action corresponding
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to that particular technique. The level of involvement can be charac-
terized over four dimensions, as identified throughout the seminar ex-
periments: immersion, perception, participation, empowering. When
a technique should foremost foster a certain dimension (e.g. immer-
sion of a participant), the flat line drawing bulges when it reaches that
term (i.e. ‘immersion’).

These dimensions can be explained as follows: The first dimension is
‘empowering’, which concerns the level up to which the traditional
top-down power relation between researchers and participants is
challenged, for example by allowing participants to bring forward top-
ics that will be discussed during an interview. The second dimension is
‘immersive’ explaining up to which level the researcher is truly im-
mersed in a research context (i.e. design researcher-centred), and /or
the participant isimmersed (i.e. target group-centred). Indeed, certain
techniques ensure the immersion of participants in a research activity,
for instance by asking them to generate combined data such as visual
material (e.g. photos taken) combined with oral explanations and
drawn additions to the photos or when executing role plays. The third
dimension is ‘perceptive’, which implies a more central role of the de-
sign researcher, with an accompanying, momentary reduction in the
focus on the target group. This way, there is room for researchers to
make their own interpretations and to appeal to their artistic creativ-
ity, in line with our aim of delivering a complementary education ap-
proach. The fourth dimension is ‘participative’ pointing at up to which
level the target group is enabled to participate in research activities,
facilitating contextual understanding by the researchers, e.g. design-
ing, scenario thinking, drawing, photo taking, etc.

Thirdly, in a regular seismogram, the magnitude of the respectively de-
tected motions in the earth is visualized by the amplitude of the
change in the line drawing. In the ethnogram, the amplitude stands for
the level up to which the execution of a technique suits a more person-
centred or spatially centred focus. Indeed, the tailored ethnographic
techniques are not only characterized by the four dimensions of the
level of involvement of design students or participants but also by two
additional dimensions that state that a technique delivers either more
spatially centred data or person-centred data. To enter this in the eth-
nogram’s visual language, the line is divided in two branches. The up-
ward amplitude stands for ‘person-centredness’ and the downward
amplitude for ‘spatially centredness’.

Thus, to conclude, on the vertical axis, a design student can enter the
techniques they aim to use, and on the horizontal axis, they can further
concretize via the amplitudes in the line-drawing the level up to which
the researching design student and/or participants will be involved
and if the design student aims to foster a more person-centred or spa-
tially centred outlook and thus set of data.

Thus, on a meta-level, looking at an ethnogram as a whole, the assem-
blage of amplitudes will render an image of how balanced the tailored
ethnographic mix is.
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Note that out of each tailored technique, various research actions can
be concretized, resulting in visual variation within the amplitudes in
the ethnogram.

The three seminars showed the value of combining multiple ethno-
graphic techniques in the fuzzy front end of the design process, in
which socio-spatial user data should be gathered. Yet, helping design
students find the right balance in such an ethnographic mix of tech-
niques requires further attention. Below, in retrospect, we have drawn
the ethnogram for each of the three seminars:
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From the seminars, we gleaned the following insights related to the
use of the ethnogram, specifically regarding the preconditions for se-
lecting techniques and crafting a well-balanced mix:

Firstly, the methods should fit and contribute to the posed design chal-
lenge or goal. Seminar Il was focused on researching the influence of
spatial aspects on the emotional and behavioral experiences of pupils,
and the ethnographic mix showed a focus on empowering methods
(see Figure 7b), which seemed to fit with the more emotionally ori-
ented design challenge. The ethnographic mix of Seminar Il (see Fig-
ure 7c) contained more participative methods, which resonated with
the design challenge of creating community connection in a super-
diverse neighborhood while acknowledging the diverse socio-spatial
experiences and perspectives.

Next to a fit with the design challenge, the chosen techniques should
also work well within the design context and its target group. Through-
out the three seminars, the design students were active in two differ-
ent contextual design settings (i.e. school and residential environ-
ment), which is reflected in the variation of techniques in the ethno-
graphic mixes. For example, the playful interview worked well in a
school environment with children as the target group, but the tech-
nique was deemed to be less suitable in a residential context with
adults from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds. The walking in-
terview on the other hand worked well with adults, and empowered
the interviewees by giving them control of the way in which they share
their socio-spatial experiences. However, in Seminar Ill, another tech-
nique was tested which did not prove to fit well with the research con-
text and target group. Specific boundary objects such as public signs
with statements and questions about how to preserve greenery or
how to create more social spaces were put up throughout the neigh-
borhood with a marker attached to them to collect data. Unfortu-
nately, instead of marking an answer, the signs were ‘trashed’. Hence,
finding the right combination of ethnographic techniques has also
proven to be a process of trial and error. However, in searching for
combinations via the ethnogram, design students can make a more
thoughtful and funded choice based on the dimensions that character-
ize the methods.

In Seminar |, little overlap between the methods (and thus between
the four levels of involvement and regarding the person-centred and
spatially centred perspective) was realized (see Figure 2a), which re-
sulted in a data set that felt monotonous, and less layered or rich. In
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Seminar Il and lll, more overlap was generated based on the methods’
characteristics (see Figure 2b and 2c), which rendered more layered
and thus rich data. Concretely, by combining (walking) interviews
(gathering personal, in-depth experiences) and observations (gather-
ing a broader view of day-to-day life and interactions with people and
places within the neighborhood), the design students were able to po-
sition and contextualize user experiences of their target group within
the broader socio-spatial context. Here, we broaden existing work that
points to the value of combining various qualitative methods in archi-
tectural research (Fross et al., 2015).

In addition to selecting the appropriate methods, design students
should be attentive to both the quantity and quality of these methods.
For instance, in Seminar |, the mix appeared somewhat unbalanced,
with an overemphasis on person-centered data. In contrast, the mixes
in Seminars Il and Ill demonstrated a more considered and varied ap-
proach to collecting experiential data within the same research con-
text. Furthermore, the mix in Seminar Il was more expansive and com-
prehensive, whereas Seminar Il adopted a 'less-is-more' strategy. To
illustrate this concretely, the ethnographic mix for Seminar Ill con-
sisted of (walking) interviews and observations. However, the (walk-
ing) interviews were considered the main ingredient of the ethno-
graphic mix, in line with the design challenge, which aimed to depart
from the lived socio-spatial experiences of participants. Considering
the research context of Seminar Il (i.e. superdiverse neighborhood)
and the target group (i.e. language barriers, age differences, independ-
ence), it was crucial to complement the (walking) interviews with
other ethnographic techniques such as drawing and taking photos.
Also, the mix was supplemented by more low-threshold methods such
as observations. In doing so, the perspectives of diverse participants
were included in the data collection. Moreover, it again points to the
importance of a good fit between the mix and the research context,
goal and target group. Supported by literature, we know that combin-
ing the strengths of ethnographic observations and interviewing, walk-
ing interviews (Kusenbach, 2003) provide privileged access to explor-
ing place and memory (Evans & Jones, 2011; O’Neill & Roberts, 2019),
neighborhoods and communities (Emmel & Clark, 2009), mobility, and
health and well-being (Carpiano, 2009; Foley et al., 2021).

In this paper, we have meticulously constructed an argument, steered
by the DBR framework, that emphasizes the importance of an ethno-
graphic approach in capturing below-the-surface user experiences
within an architectural context. We began by highlighting challenges:
1) the fuzzy front end of the design process, especially for inexperi-
enced designers, and 2) the risk that traditional research methods lack
specificity to the architectural discipline. To address this, we tailored
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ethnographic methods for capturing and integrating subtle interac-
tions and frictions — both between individuals and between the indi-
vidual and their environment. By focusing on both the observable ele-
ments "above the surface" and the less apparent "below the surface"
nuances that might otherwise be overlooked, we have coined this ap-
proach within the design principle "seismographic imaging”.

Subsequently, we have developed the ‘ethnogram’, a design tool that
unlocks seismographic imaging for design education, see Addendum 1
for a blank working version of the ethnogram tool. Concretely, the eth-
nogram provides insights through characterizing techniques and cre-
ating a balanced mix of tailored ethnographic techniques. Especially in
an educational context this can help students in making well-thought-
out choices via a deeper focus and enables them to capture essential
below-the-surface experiences of users in an architectural setting.

Next, we argue in what way the tool can be integrated into design ed-
ucation and where its value lies. The following advantages can be an-
ticipated for architectural design students and education:

7

To start, in the design studio, using the ethnogram raises students
awareness of the wide range of applicable tailored ethnographic tech-
niques to collect and draw experiential information out of the target
group. Due to their inexperience in ethnography, architectural design
students risk getting lost and risk choosing inadequate methods (e.g.
counting how many persons walk by while actually being interested in
the reasons why people visit a particular place) or applying the meth-
ods in a superficial manner (e.g. interviewing three participants in-
stead of a more representational number). The tailored ethnographic
techniques that can be drawn out and combined via the ethnogram
are characterized through their stance with regard to four dimensions
and a person-centred or spatially centred focus, which urges students
to reflect on and find matches within the characteristics of their re-
spondents, the physical context, and the actual design goal that needs
to be obtained. Via this systematic approach, the design students learn
to position themselves as researchers and select techniques that align
best with the three aforementioned aspects. Then, by drawing their
selected techniques into the framework, they visualize their ethno-
graphic research set-up, or in other words, create their ethnogram,
and generate insights on how well-balanced and complementary their
mix of techniques is. The double reflective process is inherent to the
ethnogram and should ensure a richer and layered data set.

Thus, with regard to the value for design education, using the ethno-
gram can enrich design students’ theoretical knowledge regarding eth-
nographic research and help them cope with design challenges that
become more complex due to diverse user groups and undefined de-
sign questions in a reflective manner. Hence, it can aid design students
to designerly cope with aspects in the fuzzy front-end of the design
process.
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Secondly, we believe that the tool can also be valuable to tutors and
educational management teams. It provides a theoretical and empiri-
cally supported tool that can be introduced in more theoretical
courses such as Design Theory, Design Methodology, etc. The tool can
also be introduced as an overview and building block which students
can use throughout their design and research process in education
and, later on, in their professional work practice. By integrating the
ethnogram in design curricula as a boundary object, it can be used to
connect theoretical courses to the actual design studio. We thereby
hope to entangle ethnography with design work in the curriculum of
the (interior) architectural educational program.

The limitations, challenges, and the avenues for future research of the
ethnogram are mentioned below:

(I) We acknowledge that in the seminars itself, the main focus was on
collecting and interpreting user data, pushing other phases of the de-
sign process to a minimum (i.e. designing, materializing). However, us-
ing the ethnogram also stretches the analysis phase in the design pro-
cess, as a rather large number of qualitative data are generated. For
instance, in Seminar Il the abundance of data urged the tutors and stu-
dents involved in the seminar to develop a novel method of visualizing,
organizing and eventually analyzing the data. The large amount of in-
terviews and observational data became more manageable and con-
crete through the use of personas. Also, experimenting with filtering
out data on a soft atlas map (see Stevens, 2022) led to the develop-
ment of other design methods in Seminar Il that can assist designers
in building and visualizing rich programmatic interventions (see Ste-
vens et al., in review).

This approach increases students’ cultural competency and provides
them with the tools to seek answers to the design questions they en-
counter (Hadjiyanni, 2006); the participating design students indicated
that such an approach allowed them as designer-researchers to reach
deeper insights (i.e. through a seismographic image) which nurtured a
more human-centred design. However, we need to place equal effort
in understanding in what way the phases of the design process that
follow the fuzzy front-end are impacted by the rich data set collected
at the start.

(1) The dynamic conceptualization of ‘seismographic imaging’ implies
that the proposed tool is not exhaustive, as it was creative-based on a
tailoring of a cluster of ethnographic methods. When a crossover with
other design branches is established, other valuable techniques might
surface. Also, other techniques are currently not included in the eth-
nogram, even though they have merit, but were deemed to be more
applicable in the analysis phase, such as the usage of personas. This
technique is particularly useful for teaching (interior) architecture stu-
dents to empathize with the target group. Note that the personas are
introduced at the transition between data collection and analysis. For
instance, in Seminar lll, the design students connected their data and
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analysis to an assigned persona, which helped to concretize students’
many interview and observation experiences.

In addition to the iterations inherent in the Design-Based Research
(DBR) model of developing, testing, and generating (see Figure 1, left),
we incorporated an additional loop in the process by conducting this
sequence three times across three distinct design challenges, involving
different student groups in each instance. Notwithstanding the rigor-
ous approach, the study remains of exploratory nature, and more re-
search needs to be invested in broader testing of the ethnogram both
in more diverse spatial contexts as well as with more diverse popula-
tions of students, bachelor and master level, and in validating its con-
tribution to a more enriched final architectural design.

A more elaborate testing could also include a multi-actor perspective
in which students, teachers and stakeholders who were involved in the
design process (e.g. teachers in school environments, community
workers in a neighborhood) are asked to share their experiences with
the use of the ‘ethnogram’. Questions such as ‘What works well and
what does not work?’ and ‘How do students internalize and master the
use of the ethnogram?’ can be posed.

By engaging in these avenues for future research, we are convinced to
be contributing to the application potential of the DBR framework.

To conclude, (lll) we have shed light on the educational context in
which future architects are trained, and question in what way the ed-
ucational environment in which this process unfolds itself is loaded
with course content regarding grasping, understanding and processing
user perspectives. This delicate question steers us to the already mul-
tidisciplinary character inherent to the architectural domain. Indeed,
during their education, students are trained to become omniscient,
balancing knowledge in structure and building techniques, design
skills, and theoretical understandings of design history and culture,
while the curricula today are bursting at their seams. We need to stay
attentive hereto and focus on developing tools that easily integrate
into the design studio and perhaps other theoretical courses.

On behalf of all authors, the corresponding author states that there is
no conflict of interest.
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