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Democratization and Research: Can Ethnography
Save Itself?

NADINE LEVIN, San Francisco Digital and Data Services

With a strategic analysis of the push to “democratize” research—to open the research practice to
non-researchers—this paper charts a path to shape the future value and practice of ethnography.
While democratization debates often focus on concerns that it will take jobs away from trained
researchers, 1 focus instead on what democratization looks like in practice and why it is appealing to
organizations. I argue that democratization is a window into the changing knowledge practices, value
systems, and organization of labor in modern tech environments. Through this lens, 1 lay ont concrete
ways ethnographers can have more agency and long-tern influence in our evolving organizational and

business contexts.

Confronting the Rise of Democratization

Applied ethnographers have often found themselves in a state of precarity,
forced to contemplate change as their work context has evolved (Baxter, Courage,
and Caine 2015; Mack and Squires 2014). For example, several EPIC papers have
focused on corporate ethnography’s search for “product-market fit” relative to
changes in the corporate world and the field of user experience research (Madsbjerg
2014; De Paula, Thomas, and Lang 2014; Cefkin 2009; Bandyopadhyay and Buck
2015; Flynn and Lovejoy 2014). Others have focused on applied ethnography’s
preoccupation with distinguishing itself from academic ethnography and
anthropology (Nafus and Anderson 2014). “One of the recurring themes has been
the concerns surrounding how ethnography is defined in organisations and what that
means for ethnography’s significance and relevance to business in the long term”
(Badami and Goodman 2021).

So what are we grappling with in this current moment? The last few years have
seen serious shifts in the state of UX research—and by extension, ethnography.
Concerns about the economy and the rise of artificial intelligence have led to
researcher layoffs and the tightening of design budgets in tech companies,
culminating in what some have named “the UX research reckoning” (Antin 2023), in
which research seems to have been hit particularly hard compared to other
disciplines. This is a stark contrast to the “golden age of UX research” in the mid-
2010s and early 2020s, which saw a rapid increase in research jobs and the hiring of
many former academically trained researchers—many fleeing their own job crises

tied to the decline of tenured positions in academia (Cultural Anthropology 2018).
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As such, the nature and landscape of UX research at many companies is
changing. Smaller research teams are asked to do more—and more quickly—as
companies also ask adjacent disciplines like design and product to conduct research'.
This is driven, in part, by questions about research’s ability to deliver value
proportional to its monetary, labor, and time investments (Belt 2019)—something
which is exacerbated in ethnography because of its longer timelines and hotizons for
impact. According to one survey, “43% of research teams have been asked to justify
resources but despite that, 28% of teams are expected to do more research” (Bien
2022).

Cue calls to “democratize” research: to enable people without “formal” research
training to participate in the research process, with the ultimate goal of increasing an
organization’s capacity to be human-centered”. “Democratizing UX research,”
according to one article, “makes research (collecting, storing, sharing, and accessing)
accessible and possible for anyone within an organization, regardless of their role. It
aims to break down traditional research barriers and hierarchies, allowing cross-
functional teams to contribute to and benefit from user insights” (Ethnio 2023).
Democratization, therefore, can happen at any and all levels of research, from
planning research to analyzing data to using insights to make decisions (Ethnio
2023).

This raises important questions about the various forms democratization takes.
What types and phases of research are democratized, and how much of the practice
is entirely hands-off (Tang 2023)? In democratized environments, how are research
responsibilities distributed differently, and how does this begin to change what
counts as “research” in the first place?

Although the concept and practice of democratized research existed before the
current “UX research reckoning” (Antin 2023), articles summarizing the UX
research trends of 2023 and 2024 make it clear that democratization is now
particularly in vogue (IAM Design Maker 2023). “Research is not just for UX
researchers anymore; it’s a team sport,” says one article (Akhmedov 2023). Others
push this even further, arguing that democratization is a core part of the modern
researcher’s job (Ethnio 2023; Sirjani 2020)°. This trend toward democratization is
undoubtedly tied to the previously noted market forces, which caused companies to
reduce the research function and try to do more with less. But it is also tied to long-
standing perceptions that qualitative research is as simple as “talking to people” and

therefore does not require extensive skill training.
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Democratization, however, is not without its critics. One claim is that
democratization harms the integrity of the discipline and puts jobs at risk (Balboni et
al. 2023). “Researchers spend years studying, developing skills, and understanding the
nuance of their profession, the same way developers and designers do for theirs”
(“Wolstenholm 2023). What might happen to researchers and the research practice,
some ask, if research activities are increasingly done by others? Will researchers lose
their jobs, as appreciation of their expertise and role wanes? “It’s not shocking that
UXRs are being laid off in droves after the whole ‘democratization’ trend kicked off.
If everyone thinks they can do research (and they can’t), then there will be no jobs
for dedicated researchers” (Balboni et al. 2023).

This criticism takes on a particular flavor when it comes to ethnography. While
many ethnographers hail from academic environments, in which they are taught
specific skills, methodologies, theories, and approaches, others learn in deeply
embodied ways, when they are thrown into the field and must learn on the fly. Given
the range of backgrounds and modes of learning associated with ethnography, is this
concern—that democratization harms jobs and disciplinary rigor—Ilegitimate, or
simply a form of disciplinary gate-keeping?

Another claim is that democratization reduces research quality and impact and
increases the burden of education and training (Balboni et al. 2023; Nash 2023).
Conducting research studies is often a complex process, and decisions about
methods and participants can significantly impact insights (de la Nuez 2019).
Mistakes made by non-researchers, some argue, “can lead to confusion, bad
decisions, and even legal problems” (Tang 2023). Training, others argue, is a unique
skill that is separate from craft, and which requires time investment to plan and
implement (Ronsen 2022). Moreover, democratization often assumes that partners
are able and willing to learn research practices, which is not always the case in fast-
paced corporate environments (Ethnio 2023; Soucy 2023).

Given these critiques, this paper approaches the topic of democratization from a
different angle. Instead of focusing on the negative aspects of democratization or
arguing that non-researchers should not be able to do research, I argue that
democratization is a hallmark of important shifts in organizational structures and
values—which should be examined critically and contextually®. How might we stop
seeing the democratization of research as an existential threat or something binarily
good or bad, and instead see it as a window into the changing knowledge practices,
value systems, and organization of labor in modern tech environments?

If we approach democratization as a research question in and of itself (Thomas
and Lang 2014; De Paula, Thomas, and Lang 2014), we might begin to ask: in places

where democratization is the norm, how are certain types of knowledge and impact
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valued? What counts as expertise, and for whom? What kinds of labor, skill, and

training are embodied in democratized research, and what does this mean for the
future of ethnography? How can we imagine a better, more careful future where

others are involved in research and ethnographic work, but in bounded ways?

Using my own team’s practices and experiences as data, I explore how
democratization manifests in a particular civic tech context and highlight the unique
questions and challenges that emerge. First, I argue that ethnographers are uniquely
equipped to use their skills to interrogate the organization’s attempts to democratize
research. By understanding what the organization seeks to achieve with
democratization—and what the term “democratization” means in various contexts—
ethnographers can help research deliver more value and more directly address
organizational problems. In doing so, ethnographers can create feedback loops,
redefining what “research” is and showing how it can have different types of impact.

Second, I argue that ethnographers can articulate new ways of working with and
within organizations by approaching research through the lens of risk. Models of
more “careful” democratization often advocate for drawing boundaries between
tactical and strategic research, where non-researchers do carefully-scoped tactical
research, leaving more strategic research as the domain of trained researchers.
“Tactical evaluative research is the sweet spot for democratization. Every new
feature should at least go through basic usability testing before launch” (Nash 2023).
In this vein, strategic work is often seen as more complex and in keeping with
traditional imaginings of ethnography, while tactical work is seen as a less skillful and
impactful practice.

But this devalues the risk and impact that some tactical research entails. Talk to
any usability expert, for example, and they will tell you how much skill and training is
required to conduct impactful, high-quality usability studies! In this paper, I move
beyond the tactical/strategic divide to show how ethnographers can identify the
types of risk that might arise in various projects. This lens of risk can empower
ethnographers to develop more contextual and varied working models for how and
when to involve non-researchers.

Ultimately, this paper explores how ethnographic skills are needed in this
moment of change and can act as a diagnostic and prognostic tool. How can
ethnographic skills help us understand the root causes of efforts to democratize
research, while also determining ways to intervene and shape what research is and
does in the future? Democratization is happening, and, at least for the foreseeable

future, is here to stay. Ethnography will not survive if we continue to see
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democratization as a threat rather than something that is “good to think with.” We
have to grapple with trends like democratization seriously if ethnography—and the
interpretive and relational value creation it foregrounds—is going to have a role in
future organizations.

This paper asks: How can ethnography rearticulate the value and impact research
brings and, in doing so, shift organizations towards a different model where
democratization does not entail fundamental threats to the research practice and
discipline? How can ethnographers have more agency in imagining their futures,
which might entail different configurations of labor and practice as work

environments themselves evolve?

A (Shortish) History of the Democratization of Research
and the Opening up of Knowledge Practices

Where does this idea about democratizing knowledge come from? And what
does it entail? Is it singularly tied to this moment of destabilization in the UX and
ethnographic community, or is it part of something bigger and broader?

Tracing the history of democratization in organizational research and
anthropology, one could argue it is tied to the emergence and growth of phenomena
like user experience, design thinking, and agile product development over the last
several decades. User experience, which emerged in the early 1990s as a way of
pushing technology companies to think beyond computer interfaces and usability
(Stevens 2019), advocated for involving users in the design process through iterative
feedback.

Similarly, design thinking, which emerged in the early 2000s with an emphasis on
empathy and human-centered problem-solving (Knemeyer 2015), contributed to the
idea that anyone involved in product development could surface and engage with
user needs. Moreover, design thinking opened up a space for research to become its
own function, by driving a need for “insights” to help companies understand how
designs impacted end users.

On the other hand, agile product development, with its focus on cross-functional
collaboration and iterative testing, created a role for tightly-scoped research and
insights to interface with engineering frameworks and timelines. Through its
emphasis on “lean” product development, agile also gave rise to hybrid roles in
which PMs were encouraged to own the entire product lifecycle—including research.

More recently, the push towards democratization has intersected with and been
enabled by a variety of research tools that claim to increase research efficiency and

speed. Such tools open up parts of the research process that have traditionally been
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managed by researchers—Ilike participant recruitment and data analysis—giving
easier access to non-researchers. For example, remote unmoderated testing platforms
provide quick access to participants, while Al data analysis software empowers
anyone to analyze research data. Driven by notions that research (particularly of a
more academic nature) takes too much time and effort, these tools aim to automate
certain aspects of the research process, delivering insights faster and cheaper. But as
these emergent technologies make things that formerly required craft and expertise
available to everyone, they do not necessarily “democratize” the interpretive skills
required to use those technologies in meaningful ways.

One could also argue that the democratization of UX research is part of a
broader movement to make knowledge practices more accessible and open (Levin
and Leonelli 2017; Kelty et al. 2015). Take, for example, the recent open science
movements in the United States and Europe: these aimed to make scientific data and
papers more widely available, to increase the transparency of scientific research
processes, and to make knowledge from publicly funded research available through
open-access publishing. Similarly, the citizen science movement has tried to open up
the very practice of science to non-experts over the last several decades. This has
given rise to many collaborative scientific endeavors (Rosas et al. 2022; Polleri 2020;
Grace-McCaskey et al. 2019), which have also been enabled by the rise of open
technology platforms that enable crowdsourcing and collaboration.

This turn toward “openness” has also extended to the social sciences, as
academics have sought to make research more participatory and to foreground the
experiences of those who are often the “subjects” of research, particularly under the
broad banner of “participatory action research” (Participatory Action Research, n.d.).
Here, communities involved in and affected by research are considered experts and
are encouraged to produce their own insights, foregrounding their own lived
experiences. Take, for example, the EPIC paper “Empowering Communities:
Future-Making through Citizen Ethnography,” which explores how the
democratization of ethnography on a project dealing with high rates of youth suicide
empowered local communities to generate, synthesize, and act upon findings
(Badami and Goodman 2021). Drawing inspiration from feminist and post-modern
studies, with their focus on structural inequality and power relations, these
participatory approaches aim to decolonize knowledge and history. They question
and challenge the power dynamics in more traditional and academic forms of
knowledge production, arguing that these are extractive, giving little back to the

communities from which knowledge is taken.
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The turn to participation takes a particular flavor in design, with the rise of
participatory design and co-design from the 1960s onward. These approaches aim to
involve all stakeholders—employees, partners, customers, citizens, end users—in the
design process, to ensure designs meet user needs and are usable (Wikipedia
contributors 2024). Here, the public is invited to participate throughout the design
process, from problem definition to design exploration (Bodker et al. 2022; Di Russo
2012; Asaro 2000). What stands out is how these movements to open up knowledge
practices place less value on formal training and technical/academic expertise, often
valuing and recognizing lived experience instead. However, in practice, more
participatory approaches do not always break down the divide between stakeholders
and end users; often, they simply end up enlarging the number of stakeholders
exposed to the research and design practice.

Ultimately, democratization is not just about re-organizing how data is collected
and interpreted. It reflects broader shifts in knowledge and value systems and the
organization of labor. When it comes to the democratization of research more
specifically, what does the push to redistribute certain types of power and agency say
about the organization (Tang 2023)? How does the push toward democratization
create different “epistemic cultures” (Cetina 1999) in different organizations? When
research is democratized, what power is shared and what remains? What questions

and outcomes are important, and for whom?

The Problem Space: A Reflection on the State of
Democratized Research in the Authot’s Organization

If we see the democratization of research as a generative moment, as an
invitation to leverage ethnography to look into and interrogate the dynamics of
organizations (Madsbjerg 2014; Flynn and Lovejoy 2014), what does democratization
look like in practice? How does digging into the specifics of how democratization is
enacted—the motives, dynamics, outcomes—rteveal how democratization is varied
and contextual as a practice?

I began working for the County and City of San Francisco in 2021, about a year
before the large tech layoffs I referenced at the opening of this paper began. After
4.5 years at a large social media company, I left a team of 1000 researchers and
joined a team of 1: me. On my new team, San Francisco Digital Services (colloquially
referred to as “SF Digital Services”), I was responsible for leading the research
practice for a team of 50 (made up of a design practice of two researchers including

me, two service designers, and three UX designers). I had to ensure research
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contributed to the team’s mission to scale government digital services across the city
through partnerships, consultations, and the building of new digital tools.

This move was a conscious career decision. I knew that leaving a highly-
resourced environment where I was surrounded by many like-minded colleagues
would involve a good deal of adjustment. To this end, one of my core
responsibilities was building an inclusive research practice; however, my new role
came with a limited number of templates, resources, research tools, and no dedicated
research operations team or person. The researcher who had previously held my role
had created some resources and practices, but these were not widely adopted by the
team and were seen as providing limited value. As a result, I had to personally carry
out (and create processes for) all aspects of the research process, from participant
recruitment to data storage. In summary, the research practice was not set up in a
way to facilitate the scale articulated in the team’s mission.

As I started to set up the research practice, one of the biggest adjustments I
encountered was the push to “democratize” research in the organization. I was told
(or perhaps strongly encouraged) to enable others, not just researchers, to lead and
conduct research. This is a typical setup in civic and government organizations,
which tend to be less well-resourced than private sector. However, this job marked
the first time I had considered the term and concept. In academia, as I pursued a
PhD in anthropology, knowledge was so specialized and resources were so guarded
that the idea a non-academic could conduct research was preposterous. (After all,
academia isn’t called the ivory tower for nothing.) In the private sector, the quality
and rigor of knowledge were highly prized, largely because UX research was fighting
to be taken seriously in a data-driven organization. Moreover, sensitive research had
been leaked to the press, leading to debates about the rigor of conclusions and
ultimately leading to more of a rigorous process around the production of
knowledge. Given my background and previous work experiences, the idea that non-
researchers should participate in research was understandably alien.

As I digested my new team’s democratization mandate, several alarm bells
sounded in my head. Did non-researchers have the skills to navigate complex
problem spaces, scope ambiguous research questions, and produce high-quality
insights? Did they have the conceptual tools to generate impact and influence a
complex organization like the government—a feat that even senior researchers
would struggle to do? Moreover, why was research, not other disciplines, being
pushed to democratize? Was research considered a low-skill activity if anyone could

do it? What did that say about the value placed on research within the organization?
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I was particularly sensitive to this line of thinking for two reasons. First, I had
spent over ten years of my career studying and gaining academic accolades in
ethnographic research. The suggestion that my expertise did not require training and
skill was painful. Second, I had come from a private sector organization where
ethnography and other qualitative research methodologies were often less valued and
respected than quantitative methods (Levin 2019). Because qualitative research
inherently deals with small sample sizes, it was not seen as “rigorous” or “objective”
compared to quantitative methods like surveys or log data analysis. For example,
when I tried to argue that insights from qualitative research could be generalized
through careful sampling and by exploring underlying themes and factors, I received
significant pushback from quantitative experts. They were so enmeshed in a
statistical understanding of “representativeness” that they were affronted by the
suggestion that qualitative research could extrapolate in certain, more inductive ways
(Smith 2018).

I began to wrap my head around the idea of democratization at SF Digital
Services—giving myself space to grapple with questions and concerns. I took stock
of the previous research that had been done, to learn about the questions the team
had asked, the type of impact they wanted to have and the ways they went about
generating insights. A good chunk of the team’s research had been done through a
rolling research program: the researcher before me had set up monthly research
sessions to generate qualitative insights. In this model, the researcher had created
templates and guidelines, but had left non-researchers responsible for everything
from participant recruitment to conducting studies to reporting on insights. In other
wortds, the researcher had empowered non-researchers to do their own research, but
had not provided guidance or oversight on execution and analysis.

As I dug into the decks and presentations that had been created, and as I talked
to teammates who had been involved in the program, I saw how this approach was
problematic. Many of the resulting slide decks and reports contained misrepresented
and imprecise insights. The team had not considered how participant recruitment
and sampling might affect their work. They had reported on qualitative insights in a
way that did not carefully engage with sample size and composition and did not
focus on the “why” of the findings. They approached the data through a falsely
quantitative lens, saying things like “%5 users like X feature”. They also focused on
user preferences instead of user behaviors. Ultimately, the team had not been
coached on what qualitative research could and couldn’t do. Their access to research
templates and tools had not resulted in rigorous work.

These errors and misconceptions are common throughout qualitative research

and were not unique to my team. Less experienced qualitative research practitioners
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frequently try to make quantitative claims with small sample sizes, but because
qualitative research does not try to and can never be statistically representative, such
claims are not possible. In addition, less experienced qualitative practitioners often
focus on user preferences (“I like design A better than design B”) without digging
into the “why” behind such preferences. This focus on preferences (rather than
behavior) can also create inaccurate data, because what people say and do are often
not the same. Often what matters more in small-scale qualitative data—particularly
in usability studies—is observations about how features do or do not enable people
to complete tasks. In previous roles, I had seen how such errors or misconceptions
had led to bad product decisions: when researchers used small-scale qualitative
research to conclude that one prototype was more appealing than the other, instead
of focusing on how and why certain aspects of each prototype worked well or
pootly.

While the rigor of the qualitative research was certainly a problem, there were
several other reasons the rolling research program was limited in its impact. The
questions had been selected to fill rolling research slots, rather than through the lens
of riskiness or potential for impact, and therefore focused on small and non-urgent
questions. The insights were scoped only to singular features, rather than overall
patterns and behaviors. The solutions focused on organizational pain points rather
than user needs. As a result, non-robust research data had potentially led to poor
product decisions and outcomes, making it harder to “surface and
evangelize...accurate and fact-based about user needs, expectations, and behaviors”
(Carey 2019).

It is common, especially in less mature teams, for people to lack coaching on the
importance of examining the tradeoffs with doing research. This is problematic for
research for a number of reasons: requests can outpace capacity (raising questions
about whether research is a good use of the team’s time), and research effort may not
always lead to impact. Moreover, research becomes a crutch for decision-making—
something that teams turn to if they are unsure about the right path for a given
product or project. In these cases, it can be beneficial to empower teams to say no to
primary research and coach them instead on the range of approaches they can take
to gain research-like insights, such as literature reviews, competitive/heuristic
assessments, and stakeholder interviews.

I carried these questions and observations into my new research role, paying
attention to how my colleagues talked about the importance of research and

approached the craft of qualitative methods. Over time, as I carried out and
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supported several research studies, I realized that the push to open up research to
non-researchers glossed over critical skills that researchers brought, which could
ultimately influence key decisions in the organization. Firstly, researchers cultivate
the skills to frame problem spaces and wade through complexity and ambiguity
through discovery and research design. We are taught the importance of finding
hypotheses to test, and identifying where there is the greatest ratio of effort to
impact. This is often done by treating research requests as research projects in and of
themselves; spending extra time at the beginning of projects to ask clarifying
questions often yields research that is more tightly scoped and more precise on the
intended impact.

For example, several team members approached me for help scoping a research
project on why editors of city websites weren’t adhering to guidelines and rules
around content best practices when they produced new pages in a content
management system. The question was a good one, but I sensed that it was
scratching the surface of the problem, and that we would have better insights and
more impact if we framed the problem differently. I asked my team members to
elaborate on why they thought editors were behaving in certain ways; this revealed
that problems that manifested in the creation of content in a content management
system were influenced by many upstream things, like onboarding and training. As a
result, we expanded the scope of the research to explore the major challenges and
pain points editors were experiencing throughout their editing journey. As a result,
the team realized that compliance was not really the issue, and that a misalignment
between editor skills and values was creating conflict instead.

Another skill researchers bring, which often goes unremarked upon, is the ability
to carefully select and tailor approaches and insights. Researchers use multiple
inputs—questions to be answered, resources and time available, potential for
impact—to gauge which method works best for a given project. Once the project is
going, researchers are trained to recognize and respond to various types of bias, such
as the selection of certain participants or the disconnect between what people say
and what they do. After data has been collected, researchers use their knowledge of
stakeholders and the organization to frame insights as a response to key questions
and to showcase a strong point of view, which ultimately helps the research resonate
and have more impact. Having tools available does not lead to insights (Mitra 2020),
because “Anyone can collect data—it’s knowing how to collect it, what to do with
that data, and synthesizing the results into valuable actions that’s the hard part”
(Carey 2019).

For example, when our team was just beginning to think about a visual refresh

for SF.gov, I started a research project to explore what makes a city website feel like
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a city. This research asked participants to compare their experience across several
municipal websites, to reflect on what elements of each website reminded them of
the city and enhanced or detracted from their overall experience. One path forward
would have been to present the results in a straightforward way, outlining what was
good and bad about each website and why. However, I knew the team needed other
help and impact. They needed to understand what role aesthetics played in the
overall experience of using a government website. For example, was usability more
important than the look and feel of a website, and if so, what did that mean for
future designs? Moreover, in the early stages of a redesign, the team needed high-
level guidance about design values rather than insights at the feature level. Because 1
had the research skills not just to collect data, but to frame the insights in response

to issues the organization was facing, the research had widespread impact.

Using Ethnography to Understand the Needs and Values
Underlying Democratization

Given my concerns and fears, I initially resisted democratization. I doubled down
on research quality and process, creating intake and review processes, as well as an 8-
week “research curriculum” to teach non-researchers fundamental qualitative
research concepts. But my resistance to democratization was met with resistance
itself. My efforts to bring a focus on rigor and quality were met with skepticism and
frustration. Team members didn’t see problems with what had been done before;
instead, they saw me as a gatekeeper of research, as someone who was preventing the
team from connecting and empathizing with users. As a result, my team members
didn’t view me as a trusted expert. They felt forced to jump through seemingly
unnecessary hoops when their process worked fine.

Pretty soon, I knew my approach—resisting democratization by pushing my
team members to adopt my own standards and values around research rigor and
quality—was not working. The overall volume of research decreased, and
stakeholders stopped coming to me with questions. So I did what any researcher
would do: I approached the phenomenon as a mini research project, using
ethnography as a way to understand the root causes and themes, and to explore the
historical and current research practice (Nash 2023; Knoll 2023; De Paula, Thomas,
and Lang 2014; Thomas and Lang 2014; Bandyopadhyay and Buck 2015). What was

the organization trying to achieve with democratization? What did it need and value?
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What was it optimizing for? How had research been conceptualized and leveraged in
the past? What was the culture of decision-making like?

I began with informal interviews with key members of the team, making sure to
speak to people from a variety of backgrounds. I wanted to know about their past
experience was with research, and how it had been shaped by the context in which
they had worked. One teammate, who came from another established civic tech
organization, explained how research had been a “team sport.” For them, weekly
team meetings had included video clips of user research, and widespread
participation in research had increased the organization’s connection to its end users.
Another teammate from a small tech startup explained that gathering quick feedback
on early-stage features had been standard practice for product managers because
researchers were not present on the team.

All of this pushed me to ask important questions. What did my colleagues’
desires around democratization reveal about their own needs, and the needs of the
organization, when it came to research? My team wasn’t an academic institution or a
large tech company, so did it matter if a teammate produced a sub-par research
report, or none at all? Turning my questions inward, how had my past experiences
shaped my views? What other compromises was I willing or needing to make? What
expectations were reasonable to place on others, when it came to following process
and reporting on insights?

As a start, I explored how the needs around democratization were different in
my current organization compared to the private sector. My new team was not
focused on increasing speed and efficiency, at least not at the outset. The desire to
democratize research was not driven by a need for faster insights; rather, it was born
from a recognition that one researcher would struggle to support a team of 50, much
less an entire city government. If the team’s overall mission was one of scale, to
provide internal tools and processes to level up city staff, how could one person
support that? (There is also something meta here, in that the team’s overall mission is
one of democratization in and of itself: SF Digital Services saw itself as providing the
tools and frameworks to help other city staff deliver digital services themselves.
Perhaps this contributed to the idea that knowledge production could and should be
participatory.)

Similar to the needs around democratization, the team’s capacity for and
approach to research was highly contextual and different from the private sector. In
my previous role, stakeholders were often too busy to participate in (or did not place
value on participating in) research studies. It was difficult to “bring people along”
with the research, as I was constantly vying for their time and attention. On my team,

because the pace of work was slower and more deliberate, stakeholders had more
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time to engage with and even conduct research. They respected that researchers were
as busy as other team members, and did not expect researchers to always carry out
studies. However, I noticed that when non-researchers came up with and initiated
research projects, they tended to focus more on methods than questions. In other
words, they more intrinsically saw the value in talking to users of their products
(compared to the private sector, where research is often an afterthought compared to
A/B testing), but didn’t necessatily know how to conduct or initiate research in an
impactful way.

Another thing that emerged in informal interviews with colleagues was that not
everyone had the same definition of “research.” For example, tensions arose when a
product manager wanted to do research with users to explore reactions to an eatly-
stage prototype of a new content management system’. Was this research? Who were
they talking to, what hypothesis and problem were they exploring, and what changes
would be made? In this case, overlapping roles and terminology made the definition
of research murky. In another example, a content strategist and researcher both
wanted to use a card-sorting tool, which is often construed as a “research tool,” but
for different reasons. The researcher planned to use the tool to explore residents’
mental models around groups of city services, while the content strategist planned to
use the tool to get buy-in from city staff. Tensions arose when both the researcher
and content strategist presented the outcome as “findings.” Different levels of rigor
had been applied to the methods and framing of the two projects, which created
confusion around how each set of “insights” should be leveraged and used to make
decisions.

“Research,” I realized, was thought of and used much more broadly than I or my
research peers would have intended (Carey 2019). It was synonymous with gathering
quick input or feedback, generating empathy, building consensus, and doing
community engagement (Democratic Society 2023). This took the shape of
comments like, “I got feedback from some colleagues about X or “We did some
quick research to validate Y”” or “We need to hear from our users more.”

This is not to say that things like customer feedback aren’t useful or valuable
activities; they are “great for building empathy, sparking product ideas, and providing
real-world examples of product usage... [but are not| representative or rigorous”
(Nash 2023; Mateljan 2022). But as Jen Pahlka artfully describes, user research and
things like “public input” are not the same (Pahlka 2024). Feedback is often
unconcerned with bias around sampling and self-described behavior, and is focused

on “listening” rather than exploring problems or proving hypotheses.
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Opver several years, what I learned was: construing research with these activities
created confusion over goals and outcomes. Missing from these so-called “research”
activities was a focus on testing hypotheses, methodically and rigorously approaching
problems rather than solutions, and centering the pain points of users over the
organization. But for my colleagues, these considerations were not important,
because the activities they called “research” ultimately had different goals, like
building consensus and generating empathy. For my colleagues, it wasn’t important
to be rigorous or to focus on quality, and as a result, my own emphasis on quality
and rigor landed on deaf ears.

This was a pivotal moment for me. I realized that the organization didn’t just
need more clarity on who should do research. It was at a state of maturity
(Bandyopadhyay and Buck 2015; Metzler 2020) where it needed help with knowing
how to make decisions and create clear priorities—for which research is one of
several valuable tools (Mazur 2023; Blom 2023; Dombrowski 2021; Yost 2016). As a
result, I needed to redefine and clarify what “research” was and how this research
vision could better serve the organization's problems, needs, and goals. And even
more importantly, I needed to help the organization increase its capacity to make
informed and careful decisions, while showing that research was one tool among
many. Ultimately, my role transformed into one of organizational change, where I
was attempting to exert influence on and change multiple levels of the organization,

as a way to carve out a different role and set of practices around research.

Using the Lens of Risk to Deliver Impact with Care

As I engaged with this challenge—helping the organization improve its
decision-making skills while also showing how research should and shouldn’t play a
role—I decided to use the lens of risk. I have drawn on this concept throughout my
career, as I have struggled to handle high volumes of research requests. Seen through
the lens of risk, the question becomes not “Should we do this research?” but rather
“What is the risk of doing or not doing this research?” (Cuciurean-Zapan and
Hammel 2019; Lalley 2019; UX Guys 2016).

This reframes the conversation around tradeoffs and encourages people to
project into the future, to consider the possible outcomes that research (or a lack
thereof) can lead to. By opening up the logic around research decisions, stakeholders
are empowered to become better decision-makers across the board, using risk as an
input alongside impact and effort. Instead of feeling compelled to conduct research

on features before launch, out of worry or a need for validation, stakeholders can

2024 EPIC Proceedings 929



assess the risk of decisions and courses of action, while also considering the various
tools that are available to them to mitigate those risks (Belt 2019).

In this paper, I advocate for researchers and ethnographers to use the concept of
risk not only to determine whether research should be done, but also how it should
be done and by whom. The focus is on how opening up research can create different
types of risk at various levels of the organization. This creates a clear set of
considerations for researchers to guide how they include non-researchers in and
scope research projects.

Below, I outline the various risks that opening up research to non-researchers

can create, and provide examples of how this manifested in specific projects.

Risk to the Product and End Users

If research is a crucial aspect of product decision-making, what happens if
insights aren’t robust and lead to poor product decisions? If qualitative data is not
interpreted with care, or if personal experiences and anecdotal observations are
encoded as research, the wrong features might be selected and invested in. This may
have adverse effects on end users, inadvertently making features harder to use, or
creating features that do not solve actual user problems (and overall decreasing the
value products provide to end users).

For example, in my previous role, I conducted research on settings for a social
media app. At the time, it was customary for us to select a “random sample” of
participants, which often included a mixture of age, gender, income, and occupation.
This research often led to conclusions that participants wanted more control over
their settings, which led the product team to create granular controls for various
aspects of the settings experience. However, I prompted the team to think more
carefully about sampling, and to consider how participants with lower digital skills
could provide pivotal insights into the settings experience. When we included these
participants in the research, we learned that granular settings created serious
problems for people with lower digital skills. Participants had little awareness,
knowledge, and experience with settings, and as a result, felt fearful and
unempowered by granular controls, because these placed an increased burden on
participants to learn about and manage complex user experiences—often through

the language and framing of internal features.
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Risk to the Research Practice

Given research teams are often small and understaffed, saying yes to one project
almost invariably involves saying no to another. If non-researchers are not
encouraged to use a rigorous process to determine whether research should proceed,
they risk taking researchers’ time away from other more impactful projects. Over
time, the research practice risks having less impact and becoming narrower and less
foundational—focused on answering specific questions rather than driving
strategy—unless non-researchers are trained and encouraged to look beyond tactical,
evaluative work. Moreover, there is a risk that research becomes a panacea for
everything, diminishing broader problem-solving skills that can leverage other forms
of expertise and approaches to decision-making.

For example, a team member approached me with a research project to evaluate
changes to the page where editors would log into the content management system
for SF.gov. The team wanted to “make sure” that the changes were not going to
have a negative impact, so they assumed research could help answer that question.
However, when I took them through research intake, I encouraged them to think
about how significant the change was, and what bad outcomes they thought might
arise. As we talked, they realized the change was not large enough to significantly
disrupt the page's user experience. In the end, they decided not to do research, which

freed up my time and their time to do other work.

Risk to Participants

A foundational part of training to be a researcher is learning about participant
safety and ethics. This leads to practices like ongoing consent, verbal informed
consent, anticipating questions that could bring up trauma, carefully asking about
highly personal experiences, deleting data after a certain period of time, and more.
We are often taught to put the safety and experience of the participant first, above all
else, but what happens if we allow others without this training to do research with
these populations? What potential harm can this cause to participants, and how
might that reflect poorly on the team and the product?

Example: When our team began working with a Department that administered a
permit for street vending, we decided to research the user experience of the permit
form, because we knew that the people who needed the permit were from
marginalized communities—according to the city partners and community
organizations who helped applicants fill out the form, this group of people did not
speak English, had lower rates of literacy, and also had lower digital skills. However,

neither I nor the other researcher on the team were fluent in Spanish, so we had to
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figure out who would conduct the research. A non-researcher on the team was fluent
in Spanish, so she assumed she would conduct the interviews. However, as
researchers we were highly concerned about participant safety: was it ethical or
appropriate for someone without training in research ethics or trauma-informed
research to work with marginalized communities? What would happen if the
participant disclosed something highly personal or if a question brought up past
trauma—would the non-researcher know to pause the recording or switch from

questioning to comforting?

Risk to the Organization

When we do research that spans a wide range of topics and scopes, there is
always the potential that we will conduct research on things that are political or
sensitive—and which might lead to negative press, lawsuits, or government inquiry.
This might entail recruiting participants to interact with a form for a competitive
grant application before the application is available to the broader public. It might
also entail researching something that carries legal risk to the organization, where if
that research was leaked, the organization could be subject to lawsuits or other public
inquiry. This type of risk is often less visible to individual contributors, given their

more limited view of the organization, but it is still important.

Putting it all Together: Leveraging Risk in Decision Making

So how do we as researchers navigate these risks to make decisions about how to
support our teams with research? On some teams, researchers advocate for
guardrails, and for reducing the scope of work by non-researchers to tactical
research. But on my team, I created frameworks and processes that opened up the
decision-making process to non-researchers and taught them how to assess tradeoffs
around risk, impact, and effort.

Through a process of research intake, we asked non-researchers questions like:
“What would happen if we didn’t do the research?” and “Will you be working with
any sensitive populations?” and “What will change as a result?” We also assessed the
positionality of non-researchers, exploring their past experiences with research and
interviewing, their willingness and availability to learn, and their familiarity with and
expertise in the problem space. This took the shape of a guided conversation, where
non-researchers were asked to think through questions on their own, and then were

encouraged to discuss them in the open later.
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This encouraged the team to spend more time at the beginning of a research
project than they otherwise would have, as an investment into thinking through
potential positive and negative outcomes. It also increased their decision-making
skills and empowered them to assess the best course of action—increasing the
organization’s overall skills. Over time, I saw my teammates’ frustrations with what
they had formerly perceived as gate-keeping fade, as they were exposed to the logic
that led to nuanced decisions. Conversations shifted from “no you can’t do this” to
“here’s what could happen if you do this.” I also saw my teammates start to
understand and empathize with the decision to have trained researchers conduct
studies with marginalized populations or highly ambiguous problem spaces. Through
the process of intake, they were exposed to the importance of experiences with
ethics and trauma-informed research—and the potential harm that could come to
participants. They were also exposed to the complexity of scoping and prioritizing
impact for nebulous, ill-defined projects.

Ultimately, the process of research intake, and the surrounding conversations it

generated, made clear the decisions about:

® Whether the research should proceed, or whether we should leverage other
decision-making tools, like relying on external research or doing an expert
evaluation

® Who should lead the research, and how closely the researcher should
collaborate on various aspects of the work

e How narrowly or broadly the research should be scoped

® Any precautions that need to be taken or check-ins we need to have to go

over specific topics or practices.

This is not a perfect approach, but it has allowed us to open up the research
practice in a way that helps the organization increase its ability to make decisions
while mitigating various types of risks. What this requires of us as researchers,
however, is an investment in being present through the entire research process, not
just at the beginning—as both players and coaches. We must learn to say no in a way
that resonates and provides other options, and we must invest in continued
relationship building with team members (often outside of the research realm, by
embedding ourselves in teams), which buys us the goodwill to shape the outcomes of

projects we do not always own.
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Conclusion: Can Ethnography Save Itself?

As ethnographic practitioners, we are inherently familiar with the concept of
democratization. Through the very act of doing ethnography, we accept that our
expertise is complementary and often secondary to the expertise of participants,
whose lifeworld we seck to elevate. Less familiar, however, is the attempt to
democratize our own expertise. We reject (often in a knee-jerk sort of way) the idea
that our stakeholders have equal experience and expertise with research ideas,
methods, and practices.

So what happens, then, when we turn this phenomenon—this insistence that
anyone can do research—into an object of fascination and inquiry? Ethnography is
uniquely suited to this task. How might our skills help us navigate this moment of
institutional and disciplinary precarity?

Ethnography isn’t going anywhere. The title above is surely sensationalist. But
my point is: simply pushing back on democratization, by insisting on the primacy of
our own expertise, is self-defeating. Doing so does not address why democratization
is often so appealing. As such, this paper encourages ethnographers to put aside our
pride, to push against our urge to protect our discipline, and to instead see ourselves
as organizational change leaders. The goal of this paper is not to argue for or against
democratization, but rather to use the push for democratization as a way to
interrogate an organization’s needs and figure out ways for research to have more
impact by satisfying those needs. “Research has been done, and will continue to be
done, by people who don’t have “researcher” in their title. It’s imperative that we
improve the quality of their work, rather than pretend that it doesn’t exist” (Sirjani
2020).

Why does this matter? Why should we bother? The stakes here are bigger than
our job security. If we do not insert ourselves into the democratization debate,
shaping how it plays out in practice, research will have less impact. Poor decisions
will be made. People might be harmed. What counts as research will not be shaped
by those who have the most power to make sure research is impactfully and carefully
done. How might we turn our fear into (guarded) curiosity by leveraging our
ethnographic skills to ask questions like: how is “research” getting redefined and
why? What counts as training and expertise, and why? What problems are truly being
solved here, and why?

So what does “good” democratized research look like? Where is the most impact
to be had as a researcher, and how—when considering how to intervene in

democratized contexts? Through the lens of risk, researchers can make better
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decisions about where to invest their time and energy and where to push back
against stakeholder notions of research topics and practice. Researchers should be
empowered to define democratization on their own terms, based on what the
organization and end users need. As such, this paper is an invitation to consider how
to leverage ethnography to intentionally shift and redistribute power throughout the

research practice and process.
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Notes

Many thanks to Kate Zykowski, Matthew Bernius, Cyd Harrell, Taylor Nelms, Jennifer Ng, and
Andrew Symington for their thoughtful feedback and insights on this papet!

1. A turn which is, in some ways, reminiscent of how research was done in organizations before the

rofessionalization” of user research.
“professionalization” of h

2. The term “human-centered” refers to the idea that people (customers, users, etc.) are at the center
of business and creative processes. With a human-centered approach, teams are empowered to
“design products, services, systems, and experiences that address the core needs of those who

experience a problem” (DC Design 2017).

3. According to one survey, over two-thirds of designers and half of PMs do research, with that

research skewing toward evaluative and qualitative work (Akhmedov 2023).

4. Here, I follow a similar approach as this paper (Cefkin, Anya, and Moore 2014), which takes the
rise of more open and distributed work, and questions the conditions which give rise to it as well as

the impact it has on work relations.
5. This product manager had come from a company where their responsibilities were porous—

something that is common in smaller, less well-resourced organizations, where people must function

as “jack-of-all-trades.”

2024 EPIC Proceedings 105



References Cited

Akhmedov, Nurkhon. 2023. “Top-3 UX Research Trends in 2023: What UX Designers and Product
Managers Can’t Ignore.” Bootcamp. September 16, 2023. https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/top-3-ux-

research-trends-in-2023-what-ux-designers-and-product-managers-cant-ienore-2a910bb7f7dc.

Antin, Judd. 2023. “The UX Research Reckoning Is Here.” One Big Thought. May 4, 2023.

https://medium.com/onebigthought/the-ux-research-reckoning-is-here-c63710ea4084.

Asaro, Peter. 2000. “Transforming Society by Transforming Technology: The Science and Politics of
Participatory Design.” Accounting, Management, and Information Technologies 10 (4): 257-90.

Badami, Sumant, and Sophie Goodman. 2021. “Empowering Communities: Future-making through
Citizen Ethnography.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2021 (1): 282-302.

Bandyopadhyay, Kirsten, and Rebecca Buck. 2015. “From UI to UX: Building Ethnographic Praxis in
a Usability Engineering Culture.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2015 (1): 156—143.

Baxter, Kathy, Catherine Courage, and Kelly Caine. 2015. “Evolution of User Experience Research.”
EPIC Perspectives. November 10, 2015. https://www.epicpeople.org/evolution-of-user-experience-

research/.

Belt, Sara. 2019. “Accelerating User Research: How We Structure Insights for Speed at Spotify.”
EPIC Perspectives. October 28, 2019. https://www.epicpeople.org/accelerating-user-research/.

Bien, Heather. 2022. “Top 2023 UX Research Trends: Continuous Discovery, Democratization,
Enable Increased Customet Focus.” Spring blog. December 13, 2022. https://sptig.com/blog/ux-

trends.

Blom, Ilse. 2023. “UX Research Prioritisation: Avoiding Low Impact Projects.” UX Insight. January

23, 2023. https://uxinsight.org/ux-research-prioritisation-avoiding-low-impact-projects/.

Bodker, Susanne, Christian Dindler, Ole S. Iversen, and Rachel C. Smith. 2022. “What Can We Learn
from the History of Participatory Design?” In Participatory Design, edited by Susanne Bodker, Christian
Dindler, Ole S. Iversen, and Rachel C. Smith, 15-29. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Carey, Ellen S. 2019. “Not Just Anybody Should Do User Research.” UX Booth. August 14, 2019.

https://uxbooth.com/articles/not-just-anvbody-should-do-uset-research /.

Cefkin, Melissa. 2009. Ethnography and the Corporate Encounter. Berghahn Books.

Cefkin, Melissa, Obinna Anya, and Robert Moore. 2014. “A Perfect Storm? Reimagining Work in the
Era of the End of the Job.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2014 (1): 3-19.

2024 EPIC Proceedings 106


https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/top-3-ux-research-trends-in-2023-what-ux-designers-and-product-managers-cant-ignore-2a910bb7f7dc
https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/top-3-ux-research-trends-in-2023-what-ux-designers-and-product-managers-cant-ignore-2a910bb7f7dc
https://medium.com/onebigthought/the-ux-research-reckoning-is-here-c63710ea4084
https://www.epicpeople.org/evolution-of-user-experience-research/
https://www.epicpeople.org/evolution-of-user-experience-research/
https://www.epicpeople.org/accelerating-user-research/
https://uxinsight.org/ux-research-prioritisation-avoiding-low-impact-projects/
https://uxbooth.com/articles/not-just-anybody-should-do-user-research/

Cetina, Karin Knorr. 1999. Epistemic Cultures: How the Sciences Make Knowledge. Harvard University Press.

Cuciurean-Zapan, Marta, and Victoria Hammel. 2019. “Designing Good Jobs: Participatory
Ethnography and Prototyping in Service-oriented Work Ecosystems.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry
Conference Proceedings 2019 (1): 514-32. https://www.epicpeople.org/designing-good-jobs-

participatory-ethnography-prototyping-service-oriented-work-ecosystems/.

Cultural Anthropology. 2018. “Academic Precarity in American Anthropology: A Forum.” Member
Voices, Fieldsites. May 18, 2018. https://culanth.org/fieldsights/seties /academic-precarity-in-

american-anthropology-a-forum.

DC Des1gn 2017. “What Is Human-Centered Design?” DC Desggﬂ August 14, 2017.

Democratic Society. 2023. “On a Journey to Democratising Research.” Democratic Society. February 12,
-to-democratising-research-23d70acfal9.

2023. https://medium.com/@demsoc/on-a-journe

De Paula, Rogério, Suzanne L. Thomas, and Xueming Lang. 2009. “Taking the Driver’s Seat:
Sustaining Critical Enquiry While Becoming a Legitimate Corporate Decision-Maker.” Ethnographic
Praxis in Industry Conference Proveedmgx 2009 (1), pp. 2-16. https:/ /www.epicpeople.org/taking-the-

Di Russo, Stefanie. 2012. “A Brief History of Design Thinking: How Design Thinking Came to ‘be.”
2012. I Think, I Design. June 8, 2012. https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.com/2012/06/08/a-brief-

Dombrowski, Roberta. 2021. “A Framework for Decision Driven Research.” User Interviews blog.
October 18, 2021. https:

a-framework-for-decision-driven-research.

Ethnio. 2023. “UX Research Democratization in 2023.” June 18, 2023.
https://web.archive.oreg/web/20231108161239 /https:/ /ethn.io /blog/ux-research-democratization.

Flynn, Donna K., and Tracey Lovejoy. 2008. “Tracing the Arc of Ethnographic Impact: Success and
(In)visibility of Our Work and Identities.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2008, pp.
238-250. https://www.epicpeople.org/tracing-the-arc-of-ethnographic-impact-success-and-

invisibilitv-of-our-work-and-identities /.

Grace-McCaskey, Cynthia A., Briana Iatarola, Alex K. Manda, and J. Randall Etheridge. 2019. “Eco-
Ethnography and Citizen Science: Lessons from Within.”” Society ¢ Natural Resources 32 (10): 1123-38.

IAM Design Maker. 2023. “Decoding the Future: Top Trends in UX Research Methods.” LAM
Design. December 19, 2023. https://medium.com/(@iam.design/decoding-the-future-top-trends-in-
ux-research-methods-a799c871df44.

Balboni, Katryna, Morgan Mullen, Olivia Whitworth, and Holly Holden. 2023. “The State of User

Research 2023.” User Interviews. 2023. https://www.userinterviews.com/state-of-user-research-
2023-report.

2024 EPIC Proceedings 107


https://www.epicpeople.org/designing-good-jobs-participatory-ethnography-prototyping-service-oriented-work-ecosystems/
https://www.epicpeople.org/designing-good-jobs-participatory-ethnography-prototyping-service-oriented-work-ecosystems/
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/academic-precarity-in-american-anthropology-a-forum
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/academic-precarity-in-american-anthropology-a-forum
https://medium.com/dc-design/what-is-human-centered-design-6711c09e2779
https://medium.com/@demsoc/on-a-journey-to-democratising-research-23d70acfa19
https://www.epicpeople.org/taking-the-drivers-seat-sustaining-critical-enquiry-while-becoming-a-legitimate-corporate-decision-maker/
https://www.epicpeople.org/taking-the-drivers-seat-sustaining-critical-enquiry-while-becoming-a-legitimate-corporate-decision-maker/
https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.com/2012/06/08/a-brief-history-of-design-thinking-how-design-thinking-came-to-be/
https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.com/2012/06/08/a-brief-history-of-design-thinking-how-design-thinking-came-to-be/
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/a-framework-for-decision-driven-research
https://web.archive.org/web/20231108161239/https:/ethn.io/blog/ux-research-democratization
https://www.epicpeople.org/tracing-the-arc-of-ethnographic-impact-success-and-invisibility-of-our-work-and-identities/
https://www.epicpeople.org/tracing-the-arc-of-ethnographic-impact-success-and-invisibility-of-our-work-and-identities/
https://medium.com/@iam.design/decoding-the-future-top-trends-in-ux-research-methods-a799c871df44
https://medium.com/@iam.design/decoding-the-future-top-trends-in-ux-research-methods-a799c871df44
https://www.userinterviews.com/state-of-user-research-2023-report
https://www.userinterviews.com/state-of-user-research-2023-report

Kelty, Christopher, Aaron Panofsky, Morgan Curtie, Roderic Crooks, Seth Erickson, Patricia Garcia,
Michael Wartenbe, and Stacy Wood. 2015. “Seven Dimensions of Contemporary Patticipation
Disentangled.” Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology 66 (3): 474-88.

Knemeyer, Dirk. 2015. “Design Thinking and UX: Two Sides of the Same Coin.” Interactions XXI1.5

September-October 2015: 66. https://interactions.acm.org/archive /view/september-october-

2015/design-thinking-and-ux.

Knoll, Alexander. 2023. “Research Democratization: Reframing the Conversation—from Training to
Decision-Making.” Condens blog. March 28, 2023. https://condens.io/blog/research-

democratization-from-training-to-decision-making/.

Lalley, Joe. 2019. “What’s the Worst That Could Happen? Reducing Risk through User Research.”
UX Collective. May 23, 2019. https:/ /uxdesign.cc/whats-the-worst-that-could-happen-reducing-risk-
through-user-research-8ebe7fbe2d57.

Levin, Nadine. 2019. “Ethnographic Agency in a Data Driven World.” Ezhnographic Praxis in Industry
Conference Proceedings 2019 (1): 591-604.

Levin, Nadine, and Sabina Leonelli. 2017. “How Does One ‘Open’ Science? Questions of Value in
Biological Research.” Science, Technology & Human 1 alues 42 (2): 280—-305.

Mack, Alexandra, and Susan Squires. 2011. “Evolving Ethnographic Practitioners and Their Impact

on Ethnograph1c Praxis.” Fz‘bnogmpbn Praxis in Iﬂdmz‘g/ Coﬂfereme Proceedmgy 2011, pp. 18-28.

Madsbjerg, Christian. 2014. “Happy Birthday, Now Grow up.” Keynote Address, Ethnographic

Praxis in Industry Conference. https://www.epicpeople.org/happy-birthday-now-grow-up/.

Mateljan, Simon. 2022. “Talking with Users, Isn’t Always User Research.” Bootamp. April 10, 2022.

https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/talking-with-users-isnt-alwavs-user-research-f812dcfa5b6b.

Mazur, Nikki Anderson-Stanier Nicky. 2023. “When Should You Skip Doing User Research?”
Dscout, People Nerds Ideas. January 31, 2023. https://dscout.com/people-nerds/when-skip-doing-

user-research.

Metzler, Brigette. 2020. “Leveling up Your Research and Research Operations: Strategies for Scale.”
Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2020 (1): 203—17.

Mitra, Saswati Saha. 2020. “Undemocratising User Research.” UX Collective. April 21, 2020.

https://uxdesign.cc/undemocratising-user-research-6897e6f4cf72.

Nafus, Dawn, and Ken Anderson. 2006. “The Real Problem: Rhetorics of Knowing in Corporate
Ethnographic Research.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2006 (1), pp. 244-258.

2024 EPIC Proceedings 108


https://interactions.acm.org/archive/view/september-october-2015/design-thinking-and-ux
https://interactions.acm.org/archive/view/september-october-2015/design-thinking-and-ux
https://condens.io/blog/research-democratization-from-training-to-decision-making/
https://condens.io/blog/research-democratization-from-training-to-decision-making/
https://uxdesign.cc/whats-the-worst-that-could-happen-reducing-risk-through-user-research-8ebe7fbe2d57
https://uxdesign.cc/whats-the-worst-that-could-happen-reducing-risk-through-user-research-8ebe7fbe2d57
https://www.epicpeople.org/evolving-ethnographic-practitioners-and-their-impact-on-ethnographic-praxis/
https://www.epicpeople.org/evolving-ethnographic-practitioners-and-their-impact-on-ethnographic-praxis/
https://www.epicpeople.org/happy-birthday-now-grow-up/
ttps://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/talking-with-users-isnt-always-user-research-f812dcfa5b6b
https://dscout.com/people-nerds/when-skip-doing-user-research
https://dscout.com/people-nerds/when-skip-doing-user-research
https://uxdesign.cc/undemocratising-user-research-6897e6f4cf72

https://www.epicpeople.org/the-real-problem-rhetorics-of-knowing-in-corporate-ethnographic-

research/.

Nash, Christopher. 2023. “The Do’s and Don’ts of Democratization.” Conversation hosted by Rally.
April 13, 2023. https://www.rallyuxr.com/event/christopher-nash-on-the-dos-and-donts-of-

democratization.

Nuez, Alfonso de la. 2019. “Democratization of UX Insights: What Does This Really Mean?” UX
Matters. 2019. https:
what-does-this-really-mean.php.

Pahlka, Jennifer. 2024. “Public Input Is Not User Research.” Eating Policy. May 17, 2024.
https://eatingpolicy.substack.com/p/public-input-is-not-user-research.

Participatory Action Research. n.d. “Participatory Action Research: Resources for Researchers,
Practitioners, Organizers, and Communities.” Accessed May 25, 2024.

https:/ /patticipatoryactionreseatch.sites.catleton.edu/about-pat/.

Ronsen, Michele. 2022. “Is ‘Research Democratization’ Good? Who Benefits and What Should Be
Consideredr” Curiosity Tank blog. August 25, 2022. https://www.curiositytank.com/blog/is-

research-democratization-good-who-benefits-and-what-should-be-considered.

Rosas, Lisa G., Patricia Rodriguez Espinosa, Felipe Montes Jimenez, and Abby C. King. 2022. “The
Role of Citizen Science in Promoting Health Equity.” Annual Review of Public Health 43 (April):215-34.

Polleri, Maxime. 2020. “Being Clear-Eyed about Citizen Science in the Age of COVID-19.”
SAPIENS. July 15, 2020. https://www.sapiens.org/culture /fukushima-citizen-science/.

Sitjani, Behzod. 2020. “Democratization Is Our Job.” Yet Another Studio blog. July 22, 2020.

https://yetanother.studio /blog/democratization-is-our-job.

Smith, Brett. 2018. “Generalizability in Qualitative Research: Misunderstandings, Opportunities and
Recommendations for the Sport and Exercise Sciences.” Qualitative Research in Sport, Excercise and Health
10 (1): 137-49.

Soucy, Kyle. 2023. “The Problem with Research Democratization That People Aren’t Talking about.”
Bootcamp. June 6, 2023. https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/the-problem-with-research-democratization-

that-people-arent-talking-about-827831c5ee38.

Stevens, Emily. 2019. “What Is the History of UX Design? A Brief Timeline.” CareerFoundry (blog).
July 12, 2019. https://careetfoundtry.com/en/blog/ux-design/the-fascinating-histoty-of-ux-design-a-

definitive-timeline/.

Tang, David. 2023. “Democratization Won’t Save Research.” UX Collective. June 19, 2023.

https://uxdesign.cc/democratization-wont-save-research-d438b7b590b8.

2024 EPIC Proceedings 109


https://www.epicpeople.org/the-real-problem-rhetorics-of-knowing-in-corporate-ethnographic-research/
https://www.epicpeople.org/the-real-problem-rhetorics-of-knowing-in-corporate-ethnographic-research/
https://www.rallyuxr.com/event/christopher-nash-on-the-dos-and-donts-of-democratization
https://www.rallyuxr.com/event/christopher-nash-on-the-dos-and-donts-of-democratization
https://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2019/08/democratization-of-ux-insights-what-does-this-really-mean.php
https://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2019/08/democratization-of-ux-insights-what-does-this-really-mean.php
https://eatingpolicy.substack.com/p/public-input-is-not-user-research
https://www.curiositytank.com/blog/is-research-democratization-good-who-benefits-and-what-should-be-considered
https://www.curiositytank.com/blog/is-research-democratization-good-who-benefits-and-what-should-be-considered
https://www.sapiens.org/culture/fukushima-citizen-science/
https://yetanother.studio/blog/democratization-is-our-job
https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/the-problem-with-research-democratization-that-people-arent-talking-about-827831c5ee38
https://bootcamp.uxdesign.cc/the-problem-with-research-democratization-that-people-arent-talking-about-827831c5ee38
https://careerfoundry.com/en/blog/ux-design/the-fascinating-history-of-ux-design-a-definitive-timeline/
https://careerfoundry.com/en/blog/ux-design/the-fascinating-history-of-ux-design-a-definitive-timeline/
https://uxdesign.cc/democratization-wont-save-research-d438b7b590b8

Thomas, Suzanne L., and Xueming Lang. 2007. “From Field to Office: The Politics of Corporate
Ethnography.” Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings 2007 (1), pp. 78-90.

https:/ /www.epicpeople.org/from-field-to-office-the-politics-of-corporate-ethnography/.

UX Guys. 2016. “De-Risking Decisions: User Research as Strategic Partner.” User Experience and

Product Design Advice from UX Guys. November 30, 2016. https://medium.com/user-experience-
product-design-advice-from-ux-guys /user-research-as-strategic-partner-de-risking-decisions-
46738719fa66.

Wikipedia Contributors. 2024. “Participatory Design.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. May 22,
2024. https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.phprtitle=Participatory design&oldid=1225173221.

Wolstenholm, Jack. 2023. “Democratization by Researcher, Not of Research.” Great Question (blog).
February 27, 2023. https://greatquestion.co/blog/democratization-led-by-researcher.

Yost, Gina. 2016. “Make Design Decisions with a Purpose.” UX Boozh. January 19, 2016.

https://uxbooth.com/articles /make-design-decisions-with-a-purpose/.

2024 EPIC Proceedings 110


https://www.epicpeople.org/from-field-to-office-the-politics-of-corporate-ethnography/
https://medium.com/user-experience-product-design-advice-from-ux-guys/user-research-as-strategic-partner-de-risking-decisions-46738719fa66
https://medium.com/user-experience-product-design-advice-from-ux-guys/user-research-as-strategic-partner-de-risking-decisions-46738719fa66
https://medium.com/user-experience-product-design-advice-from-ux-guys/user-research-as-strategic-partner-de-risking-decisions-46738719fa66
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Participatory_design&oldid=1225173221
https://greatquestion.co/blog/democratization-led-by-researcher
https://uxbooth.com/articles/make-design-decisions-with-a-purpose/

	About EPIC
	Contents
	Papers
	Case Studies
	PechaKucha Abstracts

	Frontmatter
	Committees
	Sponsors
	Papers
	Case Studies
	PechaKucha
	Peer Review Manager
	Artistic Interventions
	Interactive Experiences
	Salons
	Graduate Colloquium
	Student Volunteers
	Accessibility
	Local
	Editorial Assistance

	Theme

	Papers
	AI Mental Models & Trust: The Promises and Perils of Interaction Design
	1. How Mental Models of AI Are Formed
	1.1 Cultural Narratives
	1.2 Prior Tech Experiences
	1.3 Social Cues

	2. Why Trust Matters for Mental Models of AI
	2.1 Predictability Is Necessary for Human-AI Trust, But It’s No Longer Sufficient
	2.2 Interaction Design Alone Can’t Bridge the Accountability Gap – We Need Real Costs

	Note
	References Cited

	Cybersafety in Conversation: Unifying People  and Policy
	Introduction
	Shifting Foundations: Evolving Concepts of Cybercrime
	Research Methodology for the Study of Digital Violence
	Finding 1: Platforms Are Failing to Regulate Hate Speech, and People Can Tell
	Finding 2: Retreating is Not the Answer
	Foundations at Risk: The Healthy Internet

	Why Violence Happens: Leader Conceptualizations of Security and Safety
	Research Methodology for Study of Cybersecurity Leaders
	Failures of Generation: The Very Narrow Definition of Safety and Security
	Myopias of Cyber Safety and Security Governance
	Frustrated Leaders: An Opportunity for Displacement and Generation

	Conclusion: Using Ethnography to Displace the Old “Cybersecurity” and “Cybersafety”
	Ethnographers Should Explore the Concept of “Value” in Online Security and Safety Policy Making
	Ethnographers should use their tools to help policymakers create a comprehensive, dynamic map of their ecosystem
	Organizations Should Define Value by Observing How It Gets Created in the Ecosystem
	The Ecosystem Approach to Cyber Safety in Practice

	Final Note: Ethnographers Deserve a Seat at Policy Tables
	About the Authors
	References Cited

	Decolonizing LLMs: An Ethnographic Framework for AI in African Contexts
	Introduction
	A Global and African Overview of Cultural Awareness in LLM Research
	Paper Organization

	Africa’s Techno-linguistic Terrain, Agency, and Innovation with LLMs
	(De)colonizing Language
	Beyond Big Knowledge: Local Insights from Africa
	Research Example 1: Kiswahili Language Localization (2023)
	Research Example 2: isiZulu Language Localization (2023/2024)
	Research Example 3: Survey of African UX Researchers’ Perspectives on LLMs (2024)
	Untranslated words
	Incorrect translations
	Kiswahili Performance

	Research Takeaways

	Framework for Ethnographic LLM Research in Africa
	Research Planning
	1. Identify Assumptions and Research Team Positionality
	2. Co-Design to Empower Local Voices
	3. Recruiting & Informing Participants

	Research Execution
	4. Grounded Input (Data Collection), Grounded Output (Synthesis)
	5. Create Research Artifacts, Socialize Them, and Drive Impact


	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Democratization and Research: Can Ethnography Save Itself?
	Confronting the Rise of Democratization
	A (Shortish) History of the Democratization of Research and the Opening up of Knowledge Practices
	The Problem Space: A Reflection on the State of Democratized Research in the Author’s Organization
	Using Ethnography to Understand the Needs and Values Underlying Democratization
	Using the Lens of Risk to Deliver Impact with Care
	Risk to the Product and End Users
	Risk to the Research Practice
	Risk to Participants
	Risk to the Organization
	Putting it all Together: Leveraging Risk in Decision Making

	Conclusion: Can Ethnography Save Itself?
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Designing AI to Think with Us, Not for Us
	Introduction
	Why GenAI Needs Ethnography
	Designing GenAI Systems: Current Approaches and Challenges
	Foundational Challenge: Problem-first Versus Solution-first Framing
	New Foundations: The Problem-Solution Symbiosis Framework
	Tool 1: Build Intuition About GenAI System Capabilities
	Tool 2: Stakeholder Ecosystem Mapping to Understand Problem Space
	Tool 3: The Cognitive Offloading Matrix to Identify Which – If Any – Tasks to Offload to GenAI

	General Discussion
	Conclusion
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Displacing the Mind to the Body: Combining Methodologies to Address Socio-Ecological Crises
	1. Introduction
	2. Conceptual Foundations of the Combined Methodology
	3. Applying the Combined Methodology
	4. Applying the Combined Methodology—A Success Story
	6. Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Note
	References

	Estimating the Return on Ethnographic Investment: Finding More Human(e) Ways to Measure Our Impact
	Introduction
	Reflection on Habitat Charlotte Communities
	Why Traditional ROI Doesn’t Work
	Myth 1: Outcomes Can Be Measured in Dollars and Cents
	Myth 2: Impact Can Be Seen Fairly Quickly
	Myth 3: Insights are Directly Correlated to Business Outcomes

	The Value of Investing in Ethnography
	Foundation: Webs of Significance
	Foundation: Time Is about More than Length of Engagement
	Foundation: Liminality and Transformation

	Framework for Evaluating Ethnographic Impact
	Conclusion
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Ethnographers as Intermediaries: Plurality as a Double-Edged Sword in Web3
	Introduction
	Plurality but out of Focus
	Plurality of Projects and Products
	Plurality of Tokenomic Designs
	Tokenomics: Novel Assets and a Driving Force for Plurality
	Tokenomics Enables Plurality
	Plurality of Tokenomic Designs

	Plurality of Communities and Ecosystems

	The User in Focus
	Separating Noise from Impact
	Conclusions
	About the Authors
	Notes

	Ethnographic Perspectives on AI Chatbots in Customer Support
	1. Introduction
	1.1 Customer Service as a Study Site for Organizational Ethnography

	2. Study Design
	2.1. Using Mixed Methods to Set a Baseline
	2.2. Interviews & Observation

	3. Guiding Principles
	3.1. Support Engineer Privacy
	3.2. Transparency
	3.3. Reduce Bias

	4. Outcomes
	4.1 Efficiency
	4.2. Empathy
	4.3. Beyond Interviews

	About the Authors
	Notes

	Experts in the Loop: Why Humans Will Not Be Displaced by Machines when there Is “No Right Answer”
	“No Right Answers” as the Contested Space for Displacement
	A Multidisciplinary Approach to Understanding Expertise
	New Foundations for Human Expertise
	Curating Knowledge
	Curating Knowledge: Implications for AI Systems
	Personalizing Interactions
	Personalizing Interactions: Implications for AI Systems
	Offering a Perspective
	Offering a Perspective: Implications for AI Systems
	Generalizing the Framework to Other Domains: Implications for Design and Engineering
	Knowledge: Deliver “Personalized Information” Not “Personal Insights”
	Interaction: Provide “Infinite Iteration” Not “Meaningful Conversation”
	Perspective: Share “Aggregated Opinions” Not “Authentic Beliefs”

	Conclusion: Exploring the Space between “Autonomous Agent” and “Extended Self”
	About the Authors
	References Cited

	“I Pick My Poison”: Agency and Addiction in the Age of Subscriptions
	The Subscription Economy
	The Three Phases in the Subscription Economy
	The New Business Model
	The Agencement Model of the Market
	The Problem of (E)Valuation: Framing and Overflowing
	Subscriber Fatigue or a New Form of Customer Agency?

	Methodology
	The Problem with Willingness-to-Pay
	Subscriptions as Complex Attachments
	Subscriptions Are Recognised as Business Models That Leverage Customers’ Passivity
	The 4 Factors
	1. Desired effects
	2. Temporality
	3. Affordability
	4. Engagement

	Evaluating Subscriptions Requires Calculative Agencies and Calculative Tools
	Pick Your Poison

	Adopt and Adapt: Reframing Willingness to Pay
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Quit Playing Language Games with My Heart; or, Conversational AI and Knowledge Sharing
	1. Introduction
	2. From Rigid Rules to Dynamic Conversations
	3. Learning a Language Via Two Varieties of Knowledge
	4. Language Games at The Heart of Our Intentions
	5. Designing AI Chatbots to Deepen Conversation
	References Cited

	Seeing It from Other Eyes: How First-Person Data Reshapes the Role of the Applied Ethnographer
	Introduction: The Potential of First-Person Data
	There are Four Objectives to This Paper
	Overview of Wearables and First-Person Data in Research
	Precursors and Parallels to First-Person Data as Ethnographic Data: Experimentation with Positioning, Point of View, and Media Across Anthropological Practice
	Fieldwork’s Inauguration Was about ‘Being There’ to Collect a New Form of Data about Human Experience—and the Role of the Ethnographer was Partly to Provide a First-Person Point of View
	Despite Text’s Predominance for Presenting Ethnographic Findings, Emerging Media Technologies Have Been Vital Tools for Capturing Ethnographic Data and Experimenting with Perspective
	From Ethnomusicology to Anthropology Composed of Sounds, Sensory Data Beyond the Visual Has Been a Powerful Medium for Tapping into and Capturing Emotions, Affect, and Memory

	Seeing the World from Someone Else’s Perspective: Overview of First-Person Data Collection and Analysis
	Study: Internal States during Goal-Oriented Tasks
	Study: Detecting and Encoding Personal History Information That People Find Most Meaningful
	What First-Person Data Looks and Feels Like
	Core Tenets for an Ethnographic Approach to First-Person Data
	Tenet 1: Collect and Triangulate First-Person Data with Traditional Ethnographic Methods
	Foundational interview
	Rapport-Building Embedded with Tech Support
	Digital & Physical Tours and Artifacts
	Fieldnotes

	Tenet 2: Encourage participant self-reflection at different timescales
	Self-Narration
	Diaries

	Tenet 3: Co-interpret first-person data alongside the participant
	Co-Summarization


	Benefits of First-Person Data Capture
	Benefit 1: Access to Aspects of Participants’ Lives Unobservable through Traditional Methods
	Benefit 2: Gaining Longitudinal Insights by Seeing Lives Unfold in Real Time
	Benefit 3: More Participatory Research
	Benefit 4: Centering and Attuning Researchers to Participants’ Contexts
	Benefit 5: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Data at Scale
	Summary of Benefits

	Risks of First-Person Data Capture
	Risk 1: Potential for Perceived Objectivity and Reification of Participants’ Lives
	Risk 2: Defaulting to an Individualistic View of the World
	Risk 3: Privacy and Consent Concerns

	A New Role for the Applied Ethnographer: First-Person Data Allows Access to New Aspects of Human Experience, but Embracing It Means Ethnographic Practices and Roles Will Require Change
	Expanding Ethnographic Tool Kits to Get at Previously Inaccessible Dimensions of Human Experience
	Reconfiguring Anthropology’s Role Relative to the Social and Behavioral Sciences
	Elevating Applied Ethnographers’ Role Relative to Data Science and Engineering
	This Requires Revamping the Applied Ethnographer’s Skills, Learning New Tools, and Reorienting to Their Subjects of Study

	Conclusion
	Redefining What Applied Ethnography Can Be
	Expanding the Role of the Applied Ethnographer
	Broader Challenges and the Need for Critical Engagement
	Call to Action

	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	What’s Going on with Strategic Research in Big Tech?
	Introduction
	Section 1: What Is Going on in the Market Landscape?
	From Startups to Incumbents
	High Interest Rates and Reduced Cash for Investments
	Financial Pressures of Shareholders
	The Rise of Data Science

	Section 2: How Has Our Discipline Responded?
	Section 3: What Is Strategy?
	Section 4: The Challenges to Success
	Organizational Barriers
	An Orientation toward Humans before Business

	Section 5: A Strategy for Strategic Ethnographic Research
	1. What Should Our Winning Aspiration Be?
	2. Where Should We Play?
	Where to Play if You Are in a Position to Choose Your Team
	Where To Play If You Are in a Mature Product Organization

	3. How Will We Win?
	Integrate Many Types of Data to Connect the Dots
	Turn Your Ethnographic Sensibilities inward, toward the Organization

	4. What capabilities must be in place?
	Commercial Acumen
	Understanding of User Engagement Metrics
	Ethnographic Sensibility


	Section 6: The Promise of Strategic Ethnographic Research
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Why Don’t We Post (Like We Used To)?: Multidimensional Context Collapse and Teenagers’ Generative Responses to the Original Paradigm of Social Media
	Introduction
	The Evolution of Social Media
	Social Networking’s Early Years: New and Extended Forms of Social Connectivity (2004–2009)
	From Social Networking to Social Media: Mobile, Ubiquitous Access to Visual Content Creation and Distribution (2010–2014)
	Algorithmic Social Media: Personalized Feeds and the Rise of Influencer Culture (2015–2019)
	Viral Social Media: Remixing Drives New Forms of Visibility and Influencer Practice (2020–Present)

	An Ethnographic Study of The Emerging Paradigm of Social Media for Today’s Generation of Teen Participants
	Methodology
	A Framework for Multidimensional Context Collapse
	Context Collapse Dimension #1: Flattening of Audiences
	The Flattening of Audiences Online Leads Teen Participants to Manage Audiences
	Context Collapse Dimension #2: Distortion of Time
	The Distortion of Time Leads Teen Participants to Hack Time
	Context Collapse Dimension #3: Instability of Meaning
	The Instability of Meaning Leads Teen Participants to Play with Meaning
	Context Collapse Dimension #4: Conflicting Purposes of Platforms
	The Conflicting Purposes of Platforms Leads Teen Participants to Engage Intentionally with Platforms

	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited


	Case Studies
	Collaborative Generation: Making Sense of Today’s Stories to Catalyze a Thriving Tomorrow for All
	Introduction
	Context
	Methods
	The Our Tomorrows Project
	Story Collection
	Analysis and Community Sensemaking
	Community Action

	Impact
	Lessons Learned
	Challenges and Fails
	Conditions for Success
	Replication
	Lessons Learned

	How the Project Has Evolved
	About the Authors
	Note
	References Cited

	Foundations of Practice: An Ethnographic Exploration of Software Documentation and its Cultural Implications for an Agile Startup
	Transforming Culture: Remesh’s Journey to Comprehensive Software Documentation Practices
	Building Structured Documentation Practices

	Software Documentation: A Scan of the Literature
	Exploring Documentation Practices at Remesh through Ethnographic Methods: Insights from Participant-Observation and Interviews
	Findings
	Value: Collaboration and Inclusivity
	Value: Learning and Development
	Value: Continuous Improvement and Adaptability
	Value: Responsibility and Accountability
	Value: Technical Excellence and Precision

	Recommendations
	Start with Clear, High-Level Documentation
	Use Design Review as a Standard Practice
	Tailor Documentation to the Audience
	Maintain and Update Documentation Regularly
	Document Test Plans and Processes
	Formalize Onboarding and Knowledge Sharing
	Leverage Post-Mortems and Retrospectives
	Encourage Collaborative Documentation Practices
	Prioritize Critical and Complex Areas for Documentation
	Eliminate Ineffective Documentation and Address Friction Points

	About the Authors
	References Cited

	Mother Tongue: The Role of Vernacular Knowledge in Chronic Illness and Healthcare
	Introduction
	Study Overview
	Disease Context
	Study Objective and Methodology

	Study Results: Negotiated Foundations
	Foundation 1: The Know-It-All Doctor Trope
	Foundation 2: Rigid Hierarchy of Evidence
	Foundation 3: Exclusive Information Channels

	Discussion
	About the Author
	References Cited

	The People Say: How We Built a Groundbreaking Public Research Platform to Catalyze Human-Centered Policymaking
	Introduction
	Project Context and Goals
	Current Challenges
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Focus on Priority Populations
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Capture the Lived Experiences of Older Adults
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Address the Urgent Need to Engage in System and Policy Changes Now


	Project Components
	Project Goals
	More Meaningful Input from Older Adults
	Thicker Data Analysis and Storytelling
	Broader Reach and Influence

	Project Activities
	Preparing for Research
	Sample Size
	Sample Selection
	Research Locations
	Inquiry Areas
	Research Recruiting

	Conducting Research
	Semi-Structured Interviews
	Cultural Probes
	Project Materials Reviews
	Research Compensation

	Building the Platform
	Taxonomy and Tagging
	Development and Testing

	Lessons Learned
	Unanticipated Challenges
	Recruitment Partners Could Not Substitute for Team Recruiting in-Person
	Data Collection Overwhelmed Data Processing
	Translation Was an Enormous Effort – and Robots Created Problems
	Habits From Non-Filmed Research Created Problems in Filmed Data
	Film Quality Undershot Our Aspirations
	The Ethics of Public Data Creates New Requirements
	As Always, Human Alignment Is the Most Challenging Work Product

	Unexpected Successes
	Outputs Blossomed Past Original Intentions
	Rich Media Is Super Compelling
	Listening Is Transformative

	What’s Next
	Longitudinal and Expanded Research with Older Adults
	Public Civic Research with Other Populations
	Extending the Platform to Other Civic Researchers

	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Acknowledgments
	References Cited

	The Transformative Potential of Participatory Research in International Development Programming
	The Transformative Potential of Participatory Research in International Development Programming
	Context
	Conducting Formative Research on Social and Gender Norms with and for Adolescent Girls

	Background: The Influence of Social and Gender Norms on the Education of Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria
	Research Motivation
	Research Design and Methodology
	Capturing the Narratives of Adolescent Girls from Their Perspectives Using a Participatory Research Approach
	Facilitating Co-creation Workshops to Build SBC Strategy Drafts

	Findings
	Perspectives on Education from Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria
	Do You Think It’s Important for Girls to Go to School?
	Why Do You Think School Is Not Important for Girls?

	Perspectives of Community Stakeholders in Northern Nigeria on Education for Adolescent Girls
	Improving Education Access and Retention for Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria: The Girls’ Perspective

	Developing Intervention Strategies
	Prioritizing “How Might We” Questions for Brainstorming
	Enhancing Access to Education for Adolescent Girls: Interventions Suggested by the Girls
	1. Advocate the Importance of Educating Daughters Specifically to Fathers
	2. Ensure Access to Free Education

	Developing Social Behavioural Change (SBC) Strategy Drafts

	General Learnings from a Participatory Approach
	Experience and Learnings from the Field
	Planning Logistics Ahead of Time
	Involving Local Female Guides
	More Elaborate Consent Training for the Young Women on the Research Team

	Choosing When to Employ a Participatory Approach
	Considerations When Employing a Participatory Approach
	Provide Elaborate Training to the Stakeholders
	Avoid the Perception of “Tokenism”


	Moving Forward: The Impact
	About the Author
	Notes
	References


	Unveiling the Human Experience of Medicaid Renewals: Using a Data-Driven and Human Centered Design Approach to Improve Public Service Delivery
	Unveiling the Human Experience of Medicaid Renewals: Using a Data-Driven and Human Centered Design Approach to Improve Public Service Delivery
	Introduction
	Project Context
	The Impact of COVID on Medicaid
	Program History and Foundational Policies
	Framing the Problem: Policy, Meet Implementation
	Hypothesis

	Framing the Project Approach
	Examining Structural Foundations of Government Service Delivery
	An Introduction to USDS Values and Process
	Focusing on Addressing Administrative Burden
	Transitioning from Executive Order to Implementation


	Research Design and Methodology
	State Selection Criteria
	Rapid Response Framework
	Implementation through Hands-on Technical Assistance
	Creating Evidence-Driven Prioritization through Data Visualization

	Service Design Methodology
	Secondary Research and Heuristic Analyses
	Qualitative Research
	Synthesis and Service Design Mapping
	Facilitation and Group Convenings
	Implementation Support: Project Management, Applied Design, and More

	Impact of Direct Technical Assistance
	Common Manual Renewal Challenges
	Automatic Renewal Impact Numbers


	Discussion
	Changing Federal Foundations and Shifting Mental Paradigms
	Improving State Coordination with Community Organizations
	Leveraging Technical Expertise to Shift Paradigms and Change Mental Models
	Institutionalizing Implementation for Long Term Impact


	Conclusion
	Notes
	About the Authors
	References Cited



	PechaKucha Abstracts
	An Apprenticeship in Attention for a Time Between Worlds
	Forget Nature, Forget Humans: Redefining Our Approach toward Biodiversity
	Glitch in the Matrix: What Broken Screens Reveal About Digital Matter
	A History of EPIC in 20 Unwritten Proposals
	“How Can I Help You?” Exploring Empathy Work in Customer Support
	How to Avoid Path Dependency: Learnings from Neuroscience, Physics and Organizational Theory
	“If Today’s Problems Are So Urgent, Why Are We So Stuck?”
	Kites Rise Against the Wind: 20 Years of Research
	Sankofa; Look Back, Side-eye the Future
	Saving (Tattoo) Clients from Themselves


