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Abstract 

As the global population rapidly gets older, designers are continually seeking means to gaining 

understanding and eliciting true user insights into older people’s design, health and wellbeing 

needs. Comprehensive field studies that are both empathic and sensitive are cited as essential 

in this regard, with ethnographies predominantly heralded for achieving this (Seidel, 2009; 

Newell et al, 2010). However, it has been identified that Ethnography, because of its roots in 

Anthropology, has not been fully elucidated for the purposes of designing, particularly for older 

people (White, 2013). This paper will outline the stages and methods of design ethnography 

required when designing for older people. 
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“ [do not have] a list of written questions. Rather have a repertoire of question- asking strategies from which you 

draw as the moment seems appropriate.... not taking on the formal role of interrogator” (Agar, 1980, p.90).  
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Acting out  
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Figure 1: Fieldwork Data Collection: Observation and Acting out 

Analysing Ethnographic Data for the Purposes of Designing 
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1. Human centricity: Developing and displaying hypothetical users preserves the human centricity of 

the data. Representing them in a true, personal, and humanistic format. 

2. Making sense of complexity: Personas convey complex cultural archetypes with deep idiosyncrasies 

in a succinct manner. 

3. Maintaining focus: To create theory from observations it is important that data is reduced to 

actionable insights. It is important to maintain focus on actual insights and people/end users rather 

than digressing off topic. Goodman et al (2006), suggest that presenting end users as personas 

helps a designer to focus attention directly on end users and thus creates empathy with them.  

4. Transition steps to designing: It is appropriate to see the creation of personas as the first step in the 

act of designing. In a way, ‘designing’ the end user before designing for them.  

5. Validity and Reliability: It is important for the purposes of validity and reliability in analysis to share 

finding and gain other interpretations and points of view from the data. Using personas in this 

regard focus’s other viewers to understand and interpret collected data, this includes older adult 

interpretations.  

6. Confidentiality: Creating fictional personas from data conceals actual individual identities.   
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7. Reuse: Personas can be easily re-used throughout numerous other stages of the design process. 

Personas can be an invaluable source of inspiration and grounding in design phases such as 

ideation, conceptualisation, user testing, and marketing.     
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Figure 2: Colour Coding of data in process 
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Figure 3: Personas of Older adult participants developed from Colour Coding 
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Conclusion 
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