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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 and wellbeing needs. Comprehensive field studies that are 
both empathic and sensitive are cited as essential in this regard, with ethnog-
raphies 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). 

Following the results of a yearlong design ethnographic field study into 
domestic product design requirement, this paper discusses and outlines the 
process of Design Ethnography specific to older people. It will reflect on the 
role of the design ethnographer and inform future practice; detailing the key 
stages and considerations of the process. 

This paper will firstly outline the early stages of design ethnography prior to 
fieldwork; noting ethical considerations required. Further to this it will detail 
how to construct an “information rich” (Patton, 2002, p.242) sample of partici-
pants. Secondly it will describe fieldwork data collection methodologies (Fig. 
1) through Interviewing, Observation, and Participatory Techniques. Thirdly, 
it will outline techniques of analysing Ethnographic data for the purposes of 
designing through colour coding (Fig. 2) and developing personas (Fig. 3). 
Finally the practical output of a design ethnographic study will be discussed, 
illustrating the critical nature of conceptual output.

Figure. 1: Fieldwork Data Collection   Figure. 2: Colour Coding Analysis              Figure. 3: Personas
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