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Use of Ethnography and Activity theory to Improve a Wiki Interface
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New ways to communicate over the Internet are constantly introduced. Wiki is a type of communication
tool that was built about 15 years ago and has been increasing in popularity the last few years. This has
lead to many projects trying to improve the wiki interface to make it more usable. The Spatial
Information Architecture Laboratory (SIAL) at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia has done a lot
of research within the wiki web system and is currently building a new wiki, called the SiaWiki, which
contains the wiki and blog genres working together as one tool.  To explore the new feature of how
genres works together in one space, genre theory was used, and the aim was to see a better
communication within the group.

The dominating approach for HCI has long been cognitive psychology, and recent interest has grown in
applying activity theory to issues of human computer interaction. Activity theory includes notions that
have proven attractive to interface design. These include intentionality, history, mediation, motivation,
understanding, culture and community. 

Ethnographic research methods have also become increasingly popular in the field of human-computer
interaction. The ethnographic method participatory design was used on the group of students that the
SiaWiki was primarily designed for. The aim was to see how the framework could be used in this
project and to improve the interface to get a better fit with the intended users. The participants evaluated
the current SiaWiki prototype and this resulted in a few changes in the interface. 

Activity theory, ethnography, wiki, blog, interface design,activity checklist, genre
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ABSTRACT 

 
New ways to communicate over the Internet are constantly introduced. Wiki is a type 
of communication tool that was built about 15 years ago and has been increasing in 
popularity the last few years. This has lead to many projects trying to improve the 
wiki interface to make it more usable. The Spatial Information Architecture 
Laboratory (SIAL) at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia has done a lot of 
research within the wiki web system and is currently building a new wiki, called the 
SiaWiki, which contains the wiki and blog genres working together as one tool.  To 
explore the new feature of how genres works together in one space, genre theory was 
used, and the aim was to see a better communication within the group. 
 
The dominating approach for HCI has long been cognitive psychology, and recent 
interest has grown in applying activity theory to issues of human computer 
interaction. Activity theory includes notions that have proven attractive to interface 
design. These include intentionality, history, mediation, motivation, understanding, 
culture and community.  
 
Ethnographic research methods have also become increasingly popular in the field of 
human-computer interaction. The ethnographic method participatory design was used 
on the group of students that the SiaWiki was primarily designed for. The aim was to 
see how the framework could be used in this project and to improve the interface to 
get a better fit with the intended users. The participants evaluated the current SiaWiki 
prototype and this resulted in a few changes in the interface.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
New ways to communicate over the Internet are constantly being introduced. Wiki is 
a type of communication tool that was built about 15 years ago and has been 
increasing in popularity in recent years. This has lead to many projects trying to 
improve the wiki interface to make it more usable. 
 
The Spatial Institute Architecture Laboratory (SIAL) at RMIT University in 
Melbourne, Australia has done a lot of research within the wiki web system and is 
currently building a new wiki, called the SiaWiki, which contains a wiki and blog part 
working together as one tool.   
 
There are many different frameworks and theories to consider when designing a user 
interface. The dominating approach for human-computer interaction (HCI) has long 
been cognitive psychology but recent interest has grown in applying activity theory to 
issues of human computer interaction. 
 
This study concerns the use of activity theory and ethnographic methods to improve 
the SiaWiki interface to provide a better fit for the intended users. 
 

�
�  !"#$%&'()�
 
The way user interfaces are designed and the frameworks that support the design 
decisions have changed in the past 30 years. The history of human-computer 
interaction, HCI, shows how the focus has shifted from being system-centred in the 
1970s to user-centred in the 1980s and context-centred in the 1990s. 
 
In the system-centred 70s, computers were too costly to be unusable due to poorly 
designed interfaces, which forced system sponsors to press for an improved quality. 
Guidelines were created to protect systems from dangerous users. The guidelines were 
written by computing specialists and could bring a successful outcome if the right 
users interact with a system in the right way. 
 
In the 1980s as the focus shifted to a user-centred approach. Computers arrived in 
virtually every workplace and poor usability became a crisis that threatened the 
effectiveness of business. HCI was invented by government and business sponsors as 
a result. With far less knowledge than a guidelines author they used naïve terms such 
as “user-friendly”, “intuitive” and “natural”, Computer usage would be smooth and 
pleasant because they would work like people in ways that required no training. 
National HCI programmers were established in the UK, USA and Japan, as well 
within the European ESPIRIT programme.  
 
HCI studies were defined as studies concerned with understanding how people use 
computer systems so that better systems can be designed which more closely meet 
users needs.  
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Experimental studies began as a way to form or choose between guidelines. However, 
formal experimental settings were too expensive for routine use. So discount methods 
were born. However, guidelines still remain even more popular (Cockton, 2004). 
 
In the 1990s computers were everywhere. This lead to changes in the HCI field 
termed the “contextual turn”. The focus of HCI expanded from the actual concrete 
interface to the work setting. As the focus was widened, the original theoretical 
framework of Cognitive Psychology/Science and its scientific assumptions became 
inadequate.  
 
As the focus was widened, researchers especially in the Nordic countries turned to 
other theoretical approaches, such as Ethnography and activity theory. Parts of the 
HCI community now viewed phenomena as something defined by context, and a top-
down approach was used as a design process, with a start from a cultural and 
sociological understanding into a concrete interface design (Jensen & Soorgard, 
2004). 
 

�
� �*+"%,-.,&(�&/��%&01*2 �
 
In literary theory, the concept genre is used as a way to inform the reader about the 
content of the book and therefore be able to meet his/her expectations. Genre can also 
used to understand how people regularly interpret and use texts. This can be very 
useful when developing and designing user-friendly interfaces (Spinuzzi, 2004). The 
two genres that will be used in this thesis are wiki and blog.   
 
Wiki is a piece of server software that allows readers to edit any wiki web page by 
adding or revising content using any web browser. Each page has an EditText link at 
the bottom, which allows the reader to easily change the content of the page. This 
means that every reader can be an author. Wikis are a collaborative hypertext medium 
and each page normally contains a large number of links to other pages (Wikipedia�
2005). 
 
Blogs are described as frequently updated web pages with posts typically in reverse-
chronological order �� �� � � ��� 	 	 
 �� Blog posts mainly consist of text, but can also 
consist of photos and other multimedia content. Most blogs have links to other sites 
on the internet and are interactive since they welcome comments on their contents. 
Blogs vary greatly in content but the majority of blogs are written by individuals on 
personal themes. This has contributed to blogs being referred to as online diaries or 
personal journals ( � �� ��� ��� ����� 	 	 
 �� 
 
Both wiki and blog qualify as Collaborative Hypermedia, but they approach the 
function differently. Wikis treat media as a shared endeavour, or a set of knowledge to 
be built. Blogs treat it as a flow to be discussed and commented upon. However, they 
both lack qualities when it comes to community-building and easy communication. 
 
Blogs are too temporary. It is very difficult to keep a discussion active on a normal 
blog system for longer than a few days, or weeks at best. This is partly due to the 
linear nature of blog content. Information is treated as a flow, which is added to in a 
linear, chronological fashion. 
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Wikis avoid this linearity by being an interconnected web of data. Nothing ever goes 
out of date on a Wiki, and any old post can be refreshed and revived when it becomes 
relevant and interesting again. However, Wikis are possibly even worse at 
encouraging community participation than blogs, because they lack a basic discursive 
nature. People like to go back and forth on things, and there is no a feeling of 
discussion on a wiki, but one of editing and revising what others have said.  
 

�
� �,2 ��
 
The aim is to combine wiki’s ability to create complex nests of knowledge with a 
blog's encouragement of dialogue within an interface that frames the use of these 
complementary genres. The goal is to better support the task of communication within 
a design project. 
 
Ethnographic methods and Activity Theory will be used as a framework to be able to 
improve the user interface. This framework has not been used previously at SIAL. 
The aim will therefore also be to explore how Ethnographic methods and Activity 
Theory actually work when trying to assist in building user interfaces. 

 

�
� �,+-&+,.,&(�&/�.3*�%*-&%.�
 
This study consists of the following chapters 
 

� Introduction 
� Methodology 
� Ethnography 
� Wiki 
� Genre theory 
� Participatory design process 
� Related Work 
� Discussion and conclusion 

 
 
The introduction describes the background of the study, the description of problem 
and the aim. 
 
Chapter 2 consists of the methodology that was chosen for this project. Activity 
theory and the methods criticism as an approach to interface design and activity 
checklist is explained. 
 
Chapter 3 describes ethnography as an approach to designing interfaces. The 
ethnographic method participatory design in explain and how to use it in the field. 
 
Chapter 4 first explains the concept of wiki, and then the SiaWiki is described in 
detail. 
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Chapter 5 consists of a short insight into genre theory, and how the wiki and blog 
genres work together in the SiaWiki 
 
Chapter 6 covers the ethnographic method of participatory design and how it was used 
in the field on a group of students to improve the SiaWiki interface. Interviews and 
observations are presented and how these were used to improve the design. 
 
Chapter 7 contains a short description of other studies that have been made in similar 
areas to this thesis. 
 
Chapter 8 contains the analysis and results that the participatory design process 
generated.  
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2 METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter will describe the chosen methodology, activity theory.�Kaptelinin et al. 
(1999) have built on this theory, developed the activity checklist, which is a guide that 
helps the researcher to understand the context in which a tool will be or is used. 
 
A design framework, Participatory design is chosen from Spinuzzi (2000) who 
compares the three qualitative field methods participatory design, ethnography and 
contextual inquiry. This ethnographic method focuses on iterative improvement of 
prototypes and user participation in the design (see chapter 3). 
 
With Activity Theory as a theoretical framework and Participatory design as a design 
method, it is possible to use a technique recently developed called the interface 
criticism guide. The interface criticism guide by Bertelsen & Søren (2004) aims to 
suggest a design-oriented procedure utilizing an aesthetic perspective on the interface. 
 

�
� �".,4,.5�.3*&%5��
 
The dominating approach for HCI has long been cognitive psychology, and recent 
interest has grown in applying activity theory to issues of human computer interaction 
(Nardi, 1996). 
 
According to Nardi (1996) the main criticism of cognitive psychology is that it is not 
able to penetrate the human side of the interface. It does not provide an appropriate 
conceptual basis for studies of computer use in its social, organizational and authorial 
context, in relation to the goals, plans and values of the user or in context of 
development. 
 
Activity Theory originates in Soviet psychology in the 1920s. It is a philosophical and 
cross-disciplinary framework for describing the structure, development, and context 
of human activity. Activity theory includes notions that have proven attractive to 
interface design. These include intentionality, history, mediation, motivation, 
understanding, culture and community (Nardi, 1996). 

�
�
� �".,4,.,*+��
Many psychological theories use human action as the unit of analysis; this makes it 
hard to analyse real-life situations. The reason is that actions are always situated in a 
context, and they are impossible to understand without that context. The solution 
offered by activity theory is that a minimal meaningful context for individual actions 
must be included in the basic unit of analysis. This unit is called an activity. An 
individual can and usually does participate in several activities simultaneously. 
 
Activities are under continuous change and development. This development is not 
linear or straightforward but uneven and discontinuous. This means that each activity 
also has a history of its own. Parts of older phases of activities often stay embedded in 
them as they develop, and historical analysis of the development is often needed in 
order to understand the current situation. 
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An activity always contains various artefacts (e.g., instruments, signs, procedures, 
machines, methods, laws). An essential feature of these artefacts is that they have a 
mediating role. Relationships between elements of an activity are not direct but 
mediated (Nardi, 1996).  
 

�
�
�
� �.%'".'%*�&/�!(�!".,4,.5�
An activity is undertaken by a subject (individual or subgroup) using tools to achieve 
an object (objective), thus transforming objects into outcomes. Transforming the 
object into an outcome motivates the existence of an activity. The relationship 
between subject and object of activity is mediated by a tool (Uden &Willis, 2001). 
The tool is at the same time both enabling and limiting: it empowers the subject in the 
transformation process with the historical collected experience and skill crystallized to 
it, but it also restricts the interaction to be from the perspective of that particular tool 
or instrument only.  
 
This structure is too simple to fulfil the needs of a consideration of the systematic 
relations between an individual and his or her environment in an activity, so a third 
component, community, has to be added (See Figure 1). Two new relationships are 
then formed: subject-community and community-object. Both of them are also 
mediated. The relationship between subject and object is mediated by tools, the 
relationship between subject and community is mediated by rules and the relationship 
between object and community is mediated by division of labour. 
 
A tool can be anything used in the transformations process, including both material 
tools and tools for thinking. Rules cover both explicit and implicit norms, 
conventions, and social relations within a community. Division of labour refers to the 
explicit and implicit organization of a community as related to the transformation 
process of the object into the outcome (Nardi, 1996). 
 

 
Figure 1: Structure of an activity 

 

�
�
�  !+,"�-%,(",-1*+�&/�!".,4,.5�.3*&%56�
Two basic ideas animate activity theory: 

1. The human mind emerges, exists, and can only be understood within the 
context of human interaction with the world. 

2. And this interaction, that is, activity, is socially and culturally determined. 
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These ideas are elaborated in activity theory into a set of five principles as follows: 
�

��������	
�������� The principle of object-orientedness states that every activity 
is directed toward something that objectively exists in the world, that is, an object. For 
example, a computer program is an object of a programmer’s activity. Human activity 
can be oriented toward two types of objects: things and people. 
 
� 
�	�	��
������	����	��������
�
��� Interaction between human begins and the 
world is organized into functionally subordinated hierarchical levels. According to 
Knutti (1996), activities can be considered as having three architectural levels: 
activity, action and operation, which can be individual or cooperative. They can be 
considered as corresponding to motive, goal and condition. An activity may be 
achieved through a variety of actions. Knutti uses a simple example of these three 
levels to describe the activity of building a house in which fixing the roof and 
transporting bricks by truck are at the action level and hammering and changing gears 
when driving are at the operational level. 
�
����	���
���
�����������	���
���
��: Activity theory emphasizes that internal 
activities cannot be understood if they are analysed separately, in isolation from 
external activities, because it is the constant transformation between external and 
internal that is the very basic of human cognition and activity. 
 
Internalization is the transformation of external activities into internal ones. It 
provides a means for people to try potential interactions with reality without 
performing actual manipulation with real objects (mental simulations, imaginings). 
 
Externalization transforms internal activities into external ones. Externalization is 
often necessary when an internalised action needs to be repaired, or scaled, such when 
a calculation is not coming out right when done mentally or is too large to perform 
without pencil and paper or calculator (or some external artefact). 
�

� ��
��
��� Activity theory emphasizes social factors and on the interaction between 
people and their environments explains why the principle of tool mediation plays a 
central role. First, tools shape the way human being interact with reality. Second, tools 
usually reflect the experience of other people who tried to solve similar problems 
before and invented or modified the tool to make it more efficient and useful. This 
experience is accumulated in: 

1) The structural properties of tools (shape, size, materials) 
2) The knowledge of how the tool should be used.  

Point 2 is critical for activity theory. Activity theory emphasizes that a tool comes 
fully into being when it is used and that knowing how to use it is a crucial part of the 
tool. 
 
������� �����Activity theory requires that human interaction with reality be 
analysed in the context of development. Activity Theory sees all practice as being 
reformed and shaped by historical development. It is important to understand how 
tools are used not in a single instant of trying them out in a laboratory but as usage 
unfolds over time. In that time, development may occur making the tool more useful 
and efficient than might be seen in a single observation (Kaptelinin et al., 1999). 
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�
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To make activity theory more useful, Kaptelinin et al. (1999) have introduced an 
analytical tool, the activity checklist. It is intended to expose the most contextual 
factors of human-computer interaction. It is a guide to the specific areas to which a 
researcher should be paying attention when trying to understand the context in which 
a tool will be or is used. It is meant to be used at early phases of system design or for 
evaluating existing systems. Accordingly, there are two versions of the activity 
checklist, the design version and the evaluation version. Both versions are used as 
organized sets of items covering the contextual factors that can potentially influence 
the use of computer technology in real-life settings. 
 
The checklist covers a large space. It is intended to be used first by examining the 
whole space for areas of interest, then focusing on the identified areas of interest as 
much depth as possible.  
 
The structure of the checklist reflects the five basic principles of activity theory: 
Object-orientedness; hierarchical structure of activity; internalisation and 
externalisation; mediation and development. Since the checklist is intended to be 
applied in analysing how people use (or will use) a computer technology, the principle 
of tool mediation is strongly emphasized. This principle has been applied throughout 
the checklist and systematically combined with the other four principles. It results in 
four sections corresponding to four main perspectives of use of the target technology 
to be evaluated or designed. 
 
!"�� ������������ The extent to which the technology facilitates and constrains 
the attainment of users’ goals and the impact of the technology on provoking or 
resolving conflicts between different goals. 
#"����
����������
��������������������
	�� ���: Integration of target 
technology with requirements, tools, resources, and social rules of the environment. 
$"�%��	�
�&'���&�
�
��'������	�
�����
��� Internal versus external components 
of activity and support of their mutual transformations with target technology. 
("�������� ���� Developmental transformation of the foregoing components as a 
whole. 
 
Taken together, these sections cover various aspects of how the targeted technology 
supports, or is intended to support, human actions. 

�
� 	%,.,",+2 �!+�!(�!--%&!"3�.&�,(.*%/!"*�!*+.3*.,"+�
 
Bertelsen & Søren (2004) recently developed an evaluation method called the 
interface criticism guide. He argues that that human-computer interaction can be 
understood as an aesthetic discipline and that such a new perspective is a possible 
basis for operational interface evaluation methods. Bertelsen & Søren (2004) claims 
that today’s dominating perspective on interactive artefacts focuses almost only on 
technical and cognitive aspects, and consequently the field needs to take a cultural and 
aesthetic level of analysis into account in order to be able to address issues like design 
for unanticipated use of design of cultural interfaces. 
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In the history of HCI the cognitive approaches have been questioned by workers in 
participatory design and similar approaches that have introduced a greater realism by 
emphasizing that analysis, design and evaluation should be performed together with 
real users in a real setting, as an iterative explorative process. According to Bertelsen 
& Søren (2004), we need to take into account the broader cultural context in order to 
understand and design IT-based artefacts today, and we need to introduce perspectives 
on the use situation taking experience rather than cognition as the basic unit of 
analysis.  
 
HCI and interface design need to learn from architectural theory and non-digital 
design in order to broaden the scope and introduce alternative perspectives 
challenging the focus on usability. With digital art, the Internet and computer games, 
cultural interfaces are flourishing, interfaces that are not transparent or functional but 
evident, quixotic, and highly visible. 
 
The introduction of interface criticism aims to enable HCI to draw on insights from 
cultural analysis and contemporary aesthetics. 
 
The interface criticism guide is based on the cognitive walkthrough. And the aim of 
the guide is to suggest a design-oriented procedure utilizing an aesthetic perspective 
on the interface. 

�
�
� �3*(�.&�'+*�.3*�"%,.,",+2 �$',)*�
The interface criticism can take place as soon as the specification has been detailed 
into interface sketches, such as storyboards, and it makes sense to do, as long as there 
is still openness in the design. 

�
�
� ��&7�.&�'+*�.3*�"%,.,",+2 �$',)*�
The perspectives in the interface criticism guide can be treated for the entire interface 
in one step or the interface can be broken into parts. The choice of strategy depends 
highly on the complexity of the interface. In any case it is important to take both the 
perspective on the interface as an integrated whole and a detailed perspective on its 
parts. 

�
�
� �35�'+*�.3*�"%,.,",+2 �$',)*�
The specific insights will provide the designers with an increased understanding of the 
basic use qualities to expect from the interface, in particular an understanding of the 
types of representations in the interface and the openness to and support for 
development in use, and adoption to changing contexts of use. The criticism may feed 
back into the design more specifically by pointing to inconsistencies in the interface 
or between the interface and its surroundings. Finally, the criticisms will give the 
designer and HCI researcher better tools to handle the computer in cultural terms 
 

�
�
� �3*�,(.*%/!"*�"%,.,",+2 �,.*2+�
The interface criticism guide consists of the following items: 
 
����
�
��	���	������
Analyse stylistic references in the interface 



�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������Methodology                     

10 
 

 
All interfaces inherit styles from their predecessors and from the normative guidelines 
in the HCI field. Stylistic references can also be considered with respect to art and 
architectural history, e.g. one can identify baroque deviation from the dominant 
renaissance window style, or perhaps even versions of romanticist idealism unfolding 
on one’s desktop. 
�
������	���
Identify the use of standards and the conformance to tradition 
 
It is relevant to identify standards and discuss whether the interface conforms to these. 
However, one should not automatically conclude that conformance to standards is 
desirable. 
 
� ���	
��
�������	� ��
��
����
Consider the materiality of the interface (e.g. code, algorithms, and pixels) and 
discuss how it is used. 
 
Consider how the interface draws on the materiality of other media (e.g.; text pages, 
photography, cinematic language, control panels) 
 
Discuss immediacy and hypermediacy in the interface 
 
An interface is basically a layered structure with layers of code where the top layers 
are progressively oriented towards the human while the bottom layers address the 
machine. At each layer, and between the layers, the interface translates and negotiates 
between the machine and the human. This translation leaves traces that are perhaps 
most visible when the machine breaks down or when a breakdown of communication 
occurs. Such traces are of course not desirable when designing a user-friendly 
interface. 
 
The users should be aware that they are communicating with a machine in order to 
obtain a good understanding of the possibilities and demands of the interface. 
 
) ��	���
Identify and consider various genres in the interface. 
 
In the same way interface design implied readers or users, who can occupy specific 
roles that are difficult to escape. Already several main interaction genres that define 
roles for the user and his interaction with the interface have occurred, e.g. the 
interface as a system, a tool, a dialogue partner, a medium or a game, and discussions 
of a genre-theoretical approach are developing. 
 
� ��	
�
����
Discuss the interface as a hybrid between the functional (control interface) and the 
cultural interface. 
 
With the current fashion for experience design even the latest versions of the major 
operating systems incorporate values from computer games. As such, it is not correct 
to see the cultural and aesthetic dimensions as subordinated to the functional ones, 
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since an important part of the function of modern interfaces is cultural and aesthetic. 
The computer is an important cultural machine with which people interact and create 
culture and art, and across the arts a digital aesthetic is developed. Even in market 
terms, computer games and other cultural industries are taking the lead. Consequently, 
it becomes important to identify and create well functioning hybrids between the 
cultural and the functional interface.  
�
*��	������
����
Identify representational techniques and analyse how they work (e.g. realistic and 
naturalistic representations vs. symbolic and allegorical representations). 
 
Aesthetic theory can in general contribute to HCI with an awareness of 
representational issues, and with some methods to distinguish and analyse these 
issues. In general there are two kinds of representations: realistic or naturalistic vs. 
more symbolic and allegorical representations. While the former seem to dominate the 
field, the latter are important when it comes to delimiting the borders of the interface. 
 
 
 

�
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3 ETHNOGRAPHY 
 
This chapter describes ethnography as an approach for designing interfaces.  

�
� �3!.�,+��.3(&$%!-358�
 
Ethnography literally means to ‘write (or represent) a culture’. Ethnography is 
traditionally based on long-term engagement in the field of study, or field site. A key 
method is participant observation, where the ethnographer participates in the society 
or culture being studied (i.e. lives amongst these people) yet retains an analytical or 
observational position so that through reflection and analysis the ethnographer can 
describe and interpret the subject of study. An ethnographer looks for patterns; 
describes local relationships, understandings and meanings. 
 
Ethnography takes a ‘holistic’ approach to the subject of study- that is, the 
ethnographer looks at the whole social setting and all social relationships. She/he also 
seeks to contextualize these in a wider context. 
 
The ultimate objective of ethnography is to participate in and observe social situations 
to the extent that in time you learn how that situation works and how people 
understand what is going on. You are able to understand cultures, social situations, 
practices and relationships from the perspective of the people you are researching, yet 
at the same time you are able to maintain enough objectivity to record the details of 
any situation and use them to inform your research. This understanding has been 
called rich or thick description (Hearn et al., 2003). 
 
According to Namioka &Schuler (1993) there are four main principles that guide 
much ethnographic work: 
 
+ ���	������
�&��Ethnography is grounded in fieldwork. That is, there is a 
commitment to study the activities of people in their everyday setting. This requires 
that the research be conducted in a field setting as opposed to a laboratory or 
experimental setting. The underlying assumption here is that to learn about a world 
you do not understand you must encounter it firsthand.�
 
� ��
 ��This emphasis on natural settings derives in part from a belief that particular 
behaviours can only be understood in the everyday context in which they occur. To 
remove a behaviour from the larger social context is to change it in important, 
nontrivial ways. This concern with how particular behaviours fit into the larger whole 
is often referred to as holism.�
 
���	
��
����Based on fieldwork ethnographers develop a descriptive understanding 
of the life of the group studied. Ethnographers describe how people actually behave, 
not how they ought to behave.�
�
� � ��	,���
�������
�- ��Ethnography involves understanding the world from the 
point of view of those studied. With the realization that one can never truly get inside 
the head of another or see the world exactly as another does, research methods are 
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aimed at getting as close to an insider’s view of the situation as possible. With such an 
orientation, ethnographers describe behaviour in terms relevant and meaningful to 
study participants. In general then, ethnography is concerned with understanding other 
people’s behaviour in the context in which it occurs and from the point of view of the 
people studied.�
�

�
� �!%.,",-!.&%5�)*+,$(�
 
Participant observation is the central method of ethnography. It means engaging with 
people in as many different situations as possible. This is important because we are 
looking at what people actually do as well as what they say they do. Participatory 
design has developed from Scandinavian design approaches that were meant to 
balance the concerns of management and labour in the construction of computer 
systems. The main idea of participatory design is that people who are affected by a 
decision or event should have an opportunity to influence it. 
 
Using participative methods ensures that the aims, methods and analysis of research 
arise from, and then feed back into a rich understanding of a particular place and 
project being developed (Hearn et al., 2003). 
 
Participatory design provides a set of methods for bringing users’ knowledge and 
valuations directly into the design of computer applications. Participatory design is 
seen as a set of methods for providing increased direct interaction with the users 
during the design process. Researchers collect data through observations of 
participants’ work, interviews with participants, collaborative design, walkthroughs, 
and cooperative prototyping. 
 

�
�
� �(.*%4,*7,($�
Informal interviewing is a part of most ethnographic research. Early in the fieldwork 
these interviews are intentionally unstructured and open-ended to allow the 
participants to help shape the discourse, the topics being discussed, and the relevant 
ways of taking about them. Through participation in the community activities and 
through informal interviews the ethnographer begins to learn enough about the 
community to conduct more structured, systematic interviews. The motivation to 
begin with informal interviews, as opposed to structured ones, derives from a belief 
that asking highly constrained questions before enough is understood about the 
situation will likely produce poor quality answers.  
 
It should also be noted that interviewing, whether formal or informal, is not a simple 
way of recording objective fact. As mentioned, what people say and what they do is 
not necessarily the same thing. Asking people to describe some activity in which they 
engage will not produce the same insight as one would gain by observing people 
engaged in that activity. 
 

�
�
�
� �(.*%4,*7�1&"!.,&(�
Because ethnography is fieldwork based, interviews most often occur in the local 
setting. There are advantages to interviewing in the respondent’s environment. Not 
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only are the respondents most likely to feel comfortable in familiar surroundings, but 
also they have access to people and objects that may figure into the talk as it unfolds. 
One must be aware of situations where the respondent’s environment does not provide 
the privacy needed to talk about some subject. If other members of the community can 
overhear, respondents may restrict what they are willing to talk about. 

�
�
�
� �'1*+�&/�.3'20�73*(�,(.*%4,*7,($�
It is important to allow respondents to help shape the content and character of the 
interaction. It is generally not advisable to interrupt unnecessarily, to complete a 
respondent’s utterances, or to answer your own questions. While the interviewer may 
be able to anticipate what the respondent is going to say, much more is learned by 
allowing the respondent to answer the question unaided by the interviewer’s 
presuppositions. 
 
The second guideline in ethnographic interviewing is that the relationship with the 
respondent should not be sacrificed to obtain a response. The respondent may choose 
to not answer the question for any number of reasons. Ethnographers rely on being 
able to find new, more appropriate ways of asking questions as they learn more about 
the setting and as the respondent become more familiar with them. 
 
Third, it is important that the interviewer be willing to acknowledge knowing less 
than the respondent. After all, the point of the interview is to learn something about 
what the respondent knows or how the respondent sees the world. Although the 
interviewer may be more knowledgeable about some topic, the objective of the 
interview is not to produce the most accurate or complete understanding of the topic, 
but to gain better understanding of what the respondent knows and thinks about the 
topic (Namioka &Schuler, 1993). 

�
�
�
� �%&'-��(.*%4,*7,($�
Some people will not feel able to express certain views in a group, so you need to use 
the method in conjunction with other methods participant observation and in depth 
interviews. It is not possible to tape group interviews, it is important to take extensive 
notes at the time. Ideally you will have one person facilitating the group interview and 
another one taking notes (Hearn et al., 2003). 

�
�
� �0+*%4!.,&(�
Because ethnographers are interested in understanding human activity in the everyday 
setting in which it occurs, most ethnographic investigations involve some period of 
observation. 
 
Once the decision is made to observe, there are many questions to consider. One must 
decide what to observe, when to observe and where to observe, and when you have 
observed enough. 
 
Observations seldom stand alone and are frequently coupled with interviews and 
informal discussions. Because ethnographers make no assumptions that appropriate 
questions or ways of asking them are known in advance, observations provide 
ethnographers with one way to learn how to ask appropriate questions from the point 
of view of the members of the community under study (Namioka &Schuler, 1993). 
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�
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Ethnography is relevant to design for several reasons. First, since designers often 
create artefacts for work settings they know little about, some understanding of those 
setting is needed so that the technologies suit the situation of their use. 
 
Second, because technologies help shape the work practices of their users, it is 
important that the designer’s worldview not be imposed inappropriately on users. 
 
Third, there are situations where designers create technologies whose possible users 
are unknown. Such situations might be described as technology in search of an 
application. Some understanding of the work in which potential users are engaged can 
help identify possible users and refine the original technology design. 
 
Fourth, since the user’s experience of a technology is influenced by the context of its 
use, gaining a broader perspective on technology use than that arrived at through 
traditional operability testing is important (Namioka &Schuler, 1993). 
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4 WIKI  
 
This chapter is about the wiki system. It covers a short explanation of a wiki system, 
how to use it and in further depth the description of the SiaWiki, the wiki that have 
been used in the participatory design process. 

�
� �3!.�,+�!�7,#,�
 
Wiki is a piece of server software that allows readers to edit any wiki web page by 
adding or revising content using any web browser. Each page has an EditText link, 
which allows the reader to easily change the content of the page. This means that 
every reader can be an author.  
 
Wikis are a collaborative hypertext medium and they contain a number of wiki-pages, 
which are connected with each other through inner links. Each link is identified by the 
use of a wiki name, which are both the anchor text and the name of the target page.  
 
A defining characteristic of wiki technology is the ease with which pages can be 
created and updated. Generally, there is no review before modifications are accepted. 
Most wikis are open to the general public without the need to register any user 
account.  
 
How come the wiki system works, despite its openness and therefore risk of 
vandalism? Wikis tend to be developed around specific subject of interest and each 
takes personal ownership in ensuring accuracy and thoughtful reflection regarding the 
topic at hand. Because a single page can be continually edited and refined, multiple 
persons look out for accuracy and overall content quality. Even in extensive cases of 
intentionally destructive editing, several measures are usually in place to repair the 
damage. Each time a page is edited, a copy of the previous version is saved. An earlier 
version can be easily loaded to replace the damaged version. In some cases, individual 
IP addresses or users have been blocked from contributing (wiki wiki web, 2005). 
 
The creator of the wiki engine Ward Cunningham describes a wiki as the simplest 
online database that could possibly work. A wiki enables documents to be written 
collectively in a simple markup language using a web browser. This makes it a very 
effective way to exchange information through collaborative effort. 
 

�
�
� �,+.&%5�
The first wiki was the Portland Pattern Repository. It was created by Ward 
Cunningham in 1995 and was primarily used to discuss design patterns in software 
development. Today there are at least 1000 public wiki communities and the Portland 
patterns Repository is still one of the biggest wikis. The largest wiki in the world by 
far is the English-language Wikipedia (wikipedia, 2005). 
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�
�
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Wiki browsing can be conducted by three different forms of searches. The participant 
can look through a list of the most recently edited pages, search within the content of 
the pages or search pages that link to the present page, so called back links. 
 

�
�
� �&7�.&�*),.�
Editing pages on a wiki is very simple. The participant clicks on the EditText tab or 
button, depending on what the interface looks like. This brings you to the text box 
where the participant can easily add or delete the content on that wiki page. A wiki 
can use an editor or a simple mark-up syntax language to create different styles and 
fonts similar to html. When the change has been made, you press a save button and 
the wiki renders the page according to the simplified formatting system, and generates 
a hyperlink for each wiki occurrence.  
 

�
�
� �)),($�-!$*+�!()�"%*!.,($�1,(#+�
Two key characteristics of wiki technology is the ease of creating new pages and the 
automatic generation of hyperlinks. 
 
Each wiki page is identified by a wiki-name. When a wiki-name is used, a link to the 
corresponding page is created by the system. If the page has not been created yet, the 
content can be entered through the edit window, on the first time the link is followed. 
 
Links are created using a specific syntax, “link-patterns”. Most wikis used to have 
CamelCase as a link pattern. It is produced by capitalizing words in a phrase and 
removing spaces between them. However, alternative solutions have been developed 
and it is common today to use link patterns such as “free-links”, with single brackets, 
curly brackets, underscores, slashes or other characters as a link pattern.   
 

�
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Wiki engines are today used in many different areas. It can be used for many different 
purposes, as a discussion medium, a repository, a mail system, or a collaboration tool. 
The biggest area is wikis used as a knowledge base, such as electronical 
encyclopaedias. Many companies use wikis as their only collaborative software and as 
a replacement for static intranet. Wikis are now also being used in education 
(Brereton & Viller, 2003). 
 

�
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SiaWiki is a wiki implementation currently being developed at SIAL. It is aimed at 
assisting communication in design projects and is focused on providing a greater 
context for communication. 
 
To explore the use of multiple genres on text in one space, the SiaWiki contains a 
wiki-part and a blog-part. This feature aims to improve communication between 
participants in the SiaWiki. 
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This is the first interface design prototype of the SiaWiki (Figure 2):
 

 
Figur 2: The SiaWiki interface 

 
1) Logo 
The logo is positioned in the top right corner. Clicking on the logo brings you to the 
SIAL homepage. 
 
2) Title 
The title of the wiki-page, which is the wiki-name, is positioned in the top right 
corner. The title is the topic of each wiki page. 
 
3) Breadcrumbs 
The breadcrumbs are positioned underneath the wiki title. The breadcrumbs show the 
optimal search path where the user has been navigating from the first page to the 
current page. This is a function to help the user navigate in the system. 
 
4) Action modes 
The action-modes are represented as tabs, with the option of view, edit, comment and 
add. They are located at the top right of the page. The tab system gives the user an 
easy way to switch between the different modes when adding pages, editing or writing 
comments. 
 
5) Action states 
When the user is in a certain action mode, the action states guide the user in the 
process of performing a task. For example when posting a comment, the action states 
show the user the path of actions that has been taken. 
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6) Wiki document 
The wiki document in placed to the left of the page, to make it easier to read. 
 
7) Blog (comment) part 
The comment part is positioned underneath the wiki part. The comments have a tree 
structure so that a reply to a certain comment will be placed directly under that 
comment. 
 
8) Side panels 
The side panels are placed on the right hand side of the wiki documents. This space is 
meant to have different links and functions to make it easier to navigate within the 
system. 
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SiaWiki browsing can be conducted with a few different searches. The participant can 
use the side-panels, which will include links such as recent changes, bookmarks, or a 
search option. This function have not been inserted yet. Another way to browse the 
SiaWiki is using the breadcrumbs. 
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To edit the content of the wiki text, click on the edit tab and the editor window will 
appear. The editor is very simple and looks similar to the Word editor and works the 
same way. New text can be added with functions like fonts, headlines, bullets and 
wiki-links by using the editor. This gives the advantage of not needing to learn a 
markup language to write text, like in many other wikis, for example Wikipedia. 
When the edit is done just press the release document button (See Figure 3). 
 
 

 
Figur 3: The SiaWiki edit interface
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There are two ways to post a comment to a certain wiki-page. To start a new comment 
thread, press the link start new comment thread, which opens the editor and a new 
comment can be inserted, or go to the comment tab and press the same link there (See 
figure 4). 
 
To reply to a comment, go to the comment tab, which gives the choice of the existing 
comments and select the one you wish to reply to. There is also a direct link from 
each comment that opens the editor window. 
 
The editor window shows the option of preview comment, commit comment, save 
draft or discard draft. To save a draft means that the comment will be saved, and 
shown under the Saved Drafts side panel and can be easy returned to by clicking the 
link. 
 

 
Figur 4: The SiaWiki comment interface 
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To create a new wiki-page, a wiki-link must be inserted to the parent page. To create 
the new page, the user can either click on the link or go to the add tab and select the 
page to be created. Both ways open up the editor to create a new page. After inserting 
the information for the new page, the user can choose to add page, save draft or 
discard draft (see Figure 5). 

 
Figur 5: The SiaWiki add interface 
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5 GENRE THEORY 
 
This chapter will consist of a short insight into genre theory, the genres blog and wiki 
and how they are used to improve communication within the SiaWiki. 
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The word genre comes from the French (and originally Latin) word for 'kind' or 
'class'. Genre is widely used as a classifying statement, especially in the field of arts, 
literature and media. A detective story, a novel, a diary or a newspaper article are each 
regarded as belonging to a different genre. 
  
The growing digitization of communication and the dominance of Internet in the 90's 
have extended the field of study to digital genres. Applying the notion of genre to 
digital communication can generate a better understanding of the functionality that 
electronic documents have within a community of users (Breure, 2001). 
 
Genres tend to be linked or networked together in a way that constitutes a coordinated 
communicative process (e.g. a conference may start with a call for proposals, 
followed by abstracts and concluded with papers). Such a cluster forms a genre 
system and is useful for studying the interaction between people in a community 
(Orlikowski & Yates, 1998). 
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In recent years genre theory has been informed by activity theory. Concepts from 
activity theory that have influenced genre theory are intentionality, tools, mediation, 
activity and meaning inform genre theory. Through this, activity theory’s view on 
activity and tools comes close to rhetoric’s understanding of communication as 
purposeful activity and texts as something humans produce and use intentionally as 
tools in order to change, shape or affect a given state of affairs achieved by persuasive 
or strategic communication (Anderson, 2005). 
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The blog genre has evolved from diaries, logbooks, commentaries, columns and 
editorials into a complex and networked mix of text with widely ranging viewpoints 
and perspectives. Blogs vary greatly in content but the majority of blogs are written 
by individuals on personal themes. One of the most noticeable characteristics of the 
blog genre is its opinionated nature and its timeliness. Blog texts are often ill-edited 
and hastily put together in a language similar to brief notes or short letters rather than 
of essays or newsprint.  
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The wiki genre is more closely patterned on a classic text genre. Wiki texts are written 
and edited by open teams of authors. In contrast to blogs, wikis have high ambitions 
as regards factual correctness, persistence, editorial quality, and trustworthiness. 
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The wiki and blog genres differ in the way they aim to communicate with the users. 
To improve the communication of users, the genres can be used together, to 
complement each other in ways of communicating. The key difference between blogs 
and wiki is that a true wiki is actively collaborative, that is, anyone can edit the 
document at any point in the document, whether it is to insert a comma, strike a 
sentence, or add an additional page. Blogs tend to function more like monologues, or 
pronouncements from the author to which readers may append their own comments 
without the ability to alter the original blog text. 
 
Recently there has been a development of a tool that integrates the features of weblog 
and wiki, called a bliki. A bliki is a blog with wiki support that has the purpose of 
making the blogging experience more interactive and to achieve an improvement in 
the quality and accuracy of the articles posted. 
 
The SiaWiki is mainly a wiki, with blog support and is used mainly for the students to 
share their work and ideas, but also to comment upon each other’s work. The wiki is 
an appropriate genre for building a knowledge base, but the student might feel 
uncomfortable commenting on one-another’s pages if they had to edit the main text 
directly. Brereton et al. (2003) suggests a comment part to the wiki, to achieve an 
improvement on the communication between students in projects. 
 
When people begin to use new collaborative technologies, they are influenced by their 
knowledge of genres they are currently using and by cultural expectations. Users more 
experienced in using blogs might feel more comfortable using the comment section of 
the SiaWiki, and the users more experienced in using the wiki might feel a bit 
uncomfortable posting comments. However, Anderson (2005) proposes that the more 
we know about the communicative activities we are involved in, the more we also 
know how to understand and use the texts produced by these activities. Involving the 
participants in the design process will ensure a better knowledge about the two genres, 
and will therefore assist in increasing the use of the tool and as a result improve the 
communication within the group.
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6 PARTICIPATORY DESIGN PROCESS AT SIAL 
 
This chapter describes how the participatory design process was conducted and how 
this lead to changes in the SiaWiki interface. 
 
To involve the intended users in the design process, a participatory design method 
was chosen, with support from Activity theory to improve the first design prototype. 
 
The participatory design process was performed in three stages: 
Stage 1: A group exercise using the aesthetic interface approach. 
Stage 2: An individual interview session. 
Stage 3: An individual observation and interview session. 
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The group of people that were part of the participatory design study consisted of 
students who were enrolled in the elective ATMOSPHERE2 at RMIT University. The 
elective explores the use of game engines as a dynamic design media supporting new 
forms of representations. Part of the elective is to use a wiki as a collaborative online 
work environment. Students have to make their own page, where they can show their 
work, keep a journal of their progress, share game environment textures and comment 
upon each others work.  
 
Most of the students are architecture students and therefore very involved and 
interested in design. 
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Stage one in the participatory design process was a group interview. A group 
interview was chosen as the first stage because it was a good opportunity to introduce 
the new SiaWiki to the group and to get some first opinions of the design of the 
interface.  

�
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The goal of the session was to give an introduction to the concepts of wiki and blog 
and an explanation of how the SiaWiki works. To get a first impression of how the 
group interpreted the user interface, Bertelsen & Søren’s interface criticism guide was 
used. The interface criticism guide is described in detail in section 2.3. To summarize, 
the guide is used for the designer to gain knowledge about the interface concerning 
the types of representations in the interface and adaption to changing contexts of use. 
The aim of the guide is for the criticism to feed back into the design, more specifically 
by pointing to inconsistencies in the interface or between the interface and its 
surroundings. 
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The session was held in a computer lab at RMIT University, where all the lectures on 
the elective were held. The choice of setting is important for ethnographic research, 
and to get the best result it is best to perform interviews in the participant’s natural 
setting, where the artefact is to be used and where the participants feel comfortable 
with the surroundings. 
 
The students were sitting in front of their computers spread out in the room. I was 
standing in front of the class, showing the group the SiaWiki on a big screen. Andrew 
Burrows, one of the designers of the SiaWiki, was sitting behind the computer taking 
notes and navigating the system. 
 
The number of students was 15 and they were all in the age group 20-30 years old. 
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After the general introduction about wiki and blog, the group was led in to discussing 
their use of the Internet.  It is important to gain knowledge about the history of their 
Internet usage to be able to understand how they will associate their knowledge of 
different communication tools with the SiaWiki user interface. 
 
The group was very quiet and not many wanted to participate in the discussion. It 
seemed that the group wanted to be seen as moderate users, since no one wanted to 
speak about their Internet usage. Participant A confessed that he returned to about a 
dozen regular sites a month, and participant B said that he visited closer to 100 
regularly each month. Participant C said that he visited The Age (a newspaper online) 
everyday to gather information. He was familiar with blogs from the same site but had 
not tried to use it. He was very open to the idea of blogs and thought of it as an 
alternative way to gather information. 
 
The communication tool messenger was popular within the participants; many 
checked their contacts’ online status directly when going online and used it regularly 
to communicate with friends. 
 
Next, the group was shown the wiki wiki web interface. Their first reaction was 
“where do you even start?” The interface was seen as very unfocused and boring and 
no one seemed to care much for the way the edit window was designed.  
 
The SiaWiki was shown to the group and before a description of how the interface 
works, they were asked to comment on their first impressions on the interface design. 
Participant A said that it looked like a document. Participant D was not sure what you 
could do with it. He said that it did not look like you could interact with the interface. 
Participant A expressed an interest in different versions of templates, to be able to 
customise the look according to each person’s wishes. 
 
When discussing the terms hybridity and genre, the interface was identified as a blog, 
mainly because of the type of banner, which includes head controls and the colours 
are like Blogger (popular blog site: www.blogger.com). The participants were worried 
that the blog component would reduce the space for the wiki. 
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When discussing the terms materiality and remediation, Participant C related the 
interface design to a filing system, due to the tabs on top and asked if it was possible 
for the interface to be more graphical. This made more sense to participant C, who 
related the idea to a flash interface he had seen which had an animation modelling the 
turning of pages. He followed up by asking, “Why can’t it look more like a web 
page?” 
 
Stylistic references and standards were discussed briefly and the group saw a clear 
similarity to Microsoft Word, especially when using the editor, which basically works 
the same way. The tab navigation system was seen as a standard and an easy way to 
navigate on sites.  
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The group was a bit confused when they saw the interface for the first time. They did 
not quite know where to start or how to use it. Some of the group had used wiki 
engines and blogs before but they had not seen a combination of a wiki and a blog put 
together in one space. This created a bit of insecurity and made the group a bit scared 
of sharing their thoughts with the group.  
 
The participants were all used to communicating with internet tools, such as 
messenger, email and other chats, etc. This will reflect the way they will use the 
SiaWiki to communicate. Depending on how they feel about the different genres, and 
the knowledge in how to use them, they will be more or less successful in 
communicating in a correct manner. 
 
The group expressed that the interface was not graphical enough compared to the 
many web pages and other communication tools they were used to. This is mainly due 
to the lack of content in the SiaWiki at the time of session. To make it easy for the 
participant to make the SiaWiki more graphical, a gallery view prototype was created. 
(See section 6.2.6) 
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It was very hard to perform the interface critique guide as a group activity and many 
did not participate in the discussion. The setting was also not the best. Since 
everybody was sitting in front of their computers, they got distracted and did not fully 
concentrate on the discussion. Since they actually had not seen the interface before 
and used it, they found it hard to come up with ideas and suggestions. Another reason 
for the lack of comment is that the prototype looks like it was a finished product. To 
get a better response, the prototype should be quite rough so that the participants feel 
like they have more influence in the design. 
 
The positive side of the activity was that the group had to try and see the interface 
from different perspectives and this led to some good comments and ideas.   
 
The group interview showed which participants were best suited to participate in an 
individual interview session. Only four participants seemed interested in the project 
and wanted to contribute to improving the SiaWiki. Since the students were quite 
busy with exams and assessments, it was hard to find participants who wanted to take 
part in an interview. 
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Based on the comments and ideas from the group on the interface critique guide 
session, a few changes have been made to the interface to suit the users needs better. 
�
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A gallery view was added to the interface to give the user more options on how to 
display their work. This also gave the user the option to make a page look more like a 
web page, last requested. To make this happen, the controls were moved as a floating 
part on the side so they would not be in the way, and the side-panels were moved to 
the bottom of the page. This created a bigger space for the content of the page which 
can be displayed in the way the author prefers (see Figure 6). 
 
 

 
Figure 6: the gallery view prototype 
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Stage two in the participatory design process was an individual interview. Participant 
A was very interested in the new SiaWiki and had also used the previous SIAL Zwiki 
during the same elective earlier this year. 
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The goal of the session was to get more specific feedback on what participant A felt 
about the user interface. Also to show him the prototype of the gallery view that was 
created as a result of the previous group session and get feedback on them. 



Participatory design process 
 

 27 

�
�
� �*..,($�
The session was held in the same computer lab at RMIT as the group session. This 
was to make sure the participant was in his work environment where he could feel 
comfortable. Participant A was sitting in front of his computer so he could access the 
user interface during the interview. 
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Participant A was first a bit insecure on how to navigate in the system. He noticed that 
there was not an easy way to get help on how to edit a page or post a comment. He 
wanted a help menu that was easy accessible at all times. At first he did not like the 
position of the action modes. He felt like he was reading the document on one side 
and then had to move his concentration all over to the other side to actually do 
something. But after using the interface for a while he thought that it made sense to 
have all the controls on one side for navigation and the wiki document on the other 
side. 
 
Next he commented on the blog and wiki genres placed in one space. First of all he 
did not like the idea of the comment part at all, especially the fact that the comments 
cannot be edited or deleted. He saw the two different genres as a negative effect on 
communication rather than improving it. He would rather have the two parts separate, 
on different pages. He also mentioned that the tree structure of the comments thread 
was a great idea, but wondered whether there was an alternative way to display the 
comments if there are many in one page. 
 
The participant was showed the new prototypes from the last group session and he 
liked the gallery view a lot. He pointed out that this group is very sensitive on how 
they display their design work, so having options on how to present is it very 
important. If the program were used in another field, then it would not be so 
important, but the artist is very sensitive about how work can be displayed in the field 
of art and design. 
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The participant felt uncomfortable with the comment part of the interface, since he 
had never used the blog genre before. He was used to the openness of a wiki, and was 
not sure how to use the blog genre in combination with the wiki.  
 
The participant felt that the navigation was a bit confusing at first, but got used to it 
very quickly and thought it worked well. A help-page was requested, which could also 
assist in increasing the participant’s motivation to use the comment section. 
 
The gallery view got positive feedback and the participant wanted a focus on options 
for displaying designs. 
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The individual interview gave some good feedback. The participant felt more relaxed 
and free to speak his mind alone rather than in a group situation.  
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Namioka &Schuler’s (1993) rules of thumb (Section 3.2.1.2) in ethnographic 
interviewing were helpful when conducting the interview. First, it is important to try 
to not interrupt the participant or to complete a participant’s utterances, especially 
when being an inexperienced interviewer. Second, be aware that the participant might 
be more knowledgeable in the topic, and the point of the interview is to learn 
something about what the participant knows or how the participant sees the world. 
 
The interviews should be unstructured to all allow the participants to help shape the 
discourse, the topics being discussed, and the relevant ways of talking about them. 
This was very hard, because it takes experience and practice to be able to ask 
questions without leading or controlling the interview too much.  
 
A suggestion would be to have a practice interview and analyse it before conducting 
the “real” interview. 
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Based on the comments and ideas from participant A from the interview, a few 
prototypes have been designed to improve the interface. 
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To be able to get help easily and make the design for the help option consistent with 
the layout, the following prototypes have been developed. 
 
Prototype 1: The help page is accessible by a tab, together with the other controls 
(Figure 7).  
 

 
Figure 7: the first HelpPage prototype 
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Prototype 2: The help page is accessible via a link from the side-panels (Figure 8). 
 
 

 
Figure 8: The second HelpPage prototype 
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An alternative way of displaying comments is needed in the case when a wikipage has 
numerous comments posted on it. To get a better view on what comments are posted, 
the first comment of a comment thread is displayed with the information of topic of 
comment, author, date and number of replies (see Figure 9). This gives the use a more 
visible view of the comments. When clicking on the comment, the full thread is 
displayed and can easily be read by the user. 
 

 
Figure 9: The prototype for alternative display of comments 
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Stage three in the participatory design process was an individual 
interview/observation session with Participant C. 
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The goal of the session was to use the activity checklist as a basis for the interview, to 
be able to understand the context better. The goal was also to observe the participant 
while using the SiaWiki. Observation is especially important in ethnography to follow 
the descriptive principle, that is find out how people actually behave, not how they 
ought to behave. 
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The session was held in a computer lab at RMIT. The participant was sitting in front 
of a computer.  
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Participant C was asked to use the different functions of the SiaWiki and make 
comments as he wished. 
 
The participant was confused over how to browse the SiaWiki. The search functions 
on the side panels had not been implemented in the SiaWiki at this time. But the 
participant thought the idea of different search functions to be positioned in side 
panels was a great idea. He suggested a link that would take the user to the most 
common page. The breadcrumbs are a good way to navigate, but the participant 
wanted to have something more graphical, such as arrows that can take the user up to 
the parent page or sideways to other wiki-pages connected to the parent page. Or to 
wiki pages which are similar in content.  
 
The participant suggested different skins on special pages, such as front page and help 
page, to get some more variation on the design. This could primarily be done by 
colour changes.  
 
The participant found no problems in editing a page. He was especially fond of the 
editor, and said he had found it hard to learn different syntax language for other wikis. 
The biggest issue was how to upload files. This function was not available at the time 
of the session. The participant said that the previous SIAL wiki had a complicated and 
time-consuming function for uploading files and this resulted in reluctance to use the 
system. Images are an important part in design projects and therefore there must be a 
quick and easy way to upload images to the wiki. 
 
When adding a page, the participant wanted to have a help guide to look at first, just 
to make sure that he was doing the right thing. The two prototypes for how to get 
access to the help-page were shown to the participant. The second alternative, where 
the help-page is accessible via a link from the side-panels, was the most attractive 
prototype.  
 
The possibility to save a draft of an unfinished page and then easy go back to the draft 
was much appreciated by the participant. 
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Participant C also liked the prototype of the gallery view. He asked for possibilities to 
choose different table formations, resolution and size of images. 
 
The participant found posting comments fairly easy. He did not think it would be 
widely used in this specific project, because the users were not used to a wiki/blog put 
together in one space. He thought the idea of a wiki/blog was good and, if used, would 
improve the communication in the group. 
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Here are the selected activity checklist items that were used as a base for the interview 
questions. 
 
 

Table 1: The evaluation version of the Activity checklist 
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(Hierarchical 
structure of an 
activity) 
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(Object-
orientedness) 

�����������������
(Externalisation/ 
internalisation) 
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(Development) 

1) People who use 
the target 
technology 
- Students at RMIT 
- Teachers at RMIT 
 
 

1) Role of the target 
technology in 
producing the 
outcomes of target 
actions. 
- Simple and easy 
way for 
collaboration and 
sharing information 

1) Components of 
target actions that 
are to be internalised 
- Use of the editor 
functions 
- Search functions 
- Standardised icons 

1) User’s attitude toward 
target technology and 
changes over time. 
-Big improvement from other 
wikis, mainly because of the 
navigation and ease of 
editing. 
-Not comfortable with the 
comment part, due to lack in 
experience with blog and 
wiki put together. 

2) Goals and sub 
goals of the target 
actions 
Target goal:  
-Share ideas and 
solution to 
problems. 
-Make an own page 
to be able to show 
friends and family 
design work. 
Subgoal:  
-Easy to edit and 
post comments 
-Easy and quick 
way to upload 
images 
-Easy way to get 
help 

2) Tools, other than 
the target 
technology, 
available to users. 
-real engine wiki 
-e-mail 
-chat 

2) Knowledge about 
target technology 
that resides in the 
environment and the 
way this knowledge is 
distributed and 
accessed. 
-Previous use of wiki 
engines. 
- Easy access to help-
page for information 
of use. 

2) Did the users have enough 
experience with the system at 
the time of evaluation? 
- No, the users haven’t had 
the chance to use it yet. 
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3) Criteria for 
success or failure 
of achieving target 
goals. 
- Information 
sharing via wiki’s 
openness for 
everybody to 
collaborate. 
-Own page possible 
via gallery view, 
where the user can 
create a page with 
alternative layout 

3) Rules, norms and 
procedures 
regulating social 
interactions and 
coordination 
related to the use of 
target technology 
- Because of the 
open environment 
in the wiki, the 
participant must 
ensure the quality 
of the content and 
delete incorrect 
information. 

3) Use of target 
technology for 
simulating target 
actions before their 
actual 
implementation. 
-Use of preview 
functions before 
adding or changing 
information 
- The edit interface is 
WYSIWYG interface 
 

3) Did the system require a 
large investment of time and 
effort in learning how to use 
it? 
- No, because of the easy 
navigation and editor and the 
previous use of wiki engines. 
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Participant C primarily thought he would use the SiaWiki for sharing information and 
displaying his art work, for other participants of the elective and for family and 
friends. The participant had previously used different wikis, and he was positive to the 
new development. Even though he was unsure if he would benefit much from the two 
genres in one space, he liked the idea of trying to improve communication within the 
wiki. 
 
Participant C was very fond of the gallery view prototype and he thought the focus for 
this group was to have different possibilities to display their design work. He would 
like to see more alternatives in creating one’s own Wiki-page, rather than concentrate 
on how the two genres work together. 
 
Since the SiaWiki is a web application, the users can do their work from any place 
with an internet connection. However, participant C said he would mainly use the 
SiaWiki at RMIT University. In the computer rooms at RMIT, he had access to all 
other software he needed and a high speed connection to internet. 
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The Activity checklist gives the researcher an idea of how to get a better 
understanding of the context and which areas to look deeper into when performing 
ethnographic studies. The activity checklist can be used in many different ways, and 
how to use it is up to the ethnographer. Kaptelinin et al. (1999) give the guidelines 
that the checklist is intended to be used first by examining the whole space for area of 
interest, then focusing on the identified areas of interest in as much depth as possible. 
However, for a first-time ethnographer, it can be hard to know exactly how to use the 
checklist to get the best possible result. In this case study, it was used only as a basis 
for the interviews and which areas to lead the participants into when discussing the 
interface. 
 
The biggest discovery in this case study was to realise that the participants were not 
particularly interested in multiple genres and how this can improve communication in 
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the wiki. Their biggest area of concern was how to upload and display images in the 
best possible way.  
 
The observation session was good because the participant was able to get a better 
understanding of the system by trying it while talking about it. He came up with many 
ideas for changes that can be made and a lot of positive comments on the different 
functions that already exist.  The observation session would look a bit different with a 
participant who was already used to the system. Since this was his first time, there 
were a lot of spontaneous comments and ideas that the user might not have had after 
becoming familiar with the system. A completely finished system makes the 
participant hesitate on how much he can actually influence. 
 
The observation gave a clear picture on how he actually used the system and whether 
all the functions worked easily and smoothly. The observation gave the opportunity to 
discuss details, such as if the buttons are clear or the sequence of performing tasks 
makes sense and is displayed in best possible way. 
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Based on the comments and ideas from participant C from the observation, a few 
prototypes have been designed to improve the interface 
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As an alternative way to navigate in the wiki, Participant C suggested navigation with 
arrows, which can navigate the user sideways or up in a wiki-level (see Figure 10). So 
for example, the arrow pointing to the left, would link to the wikipages with the same 
parent and the arrow pointing up would link to the parent wikipage. 
 

 
Figure 10: The prototype for navigation arrows 

 
 
�/
����	����
�����&���
To have more variation on the design and to distinguish special pages, such as 
HelpPage, alterations in the designs of those pages were changed. To still keep the 
design homogenous with the rest of the wiki, only small colour changes were made to 
the special pages (See Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: prototype for HelpPage skin 
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A few guidelines for future ethnographic research at SIAL have been formed, based 
on the sessions that were held and the positive and negative aspects of them. 
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If the users are involved from the start, they feel like that have more influence 
in the design, and instead of being fixed at an already finished prototype, they 
can be a part of building up the interface from the beginning. 
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If the interviewer is inexperienced, there is a chance the outcomes of the 
interviews are not satisfying. Therefore conduct a practice interview and 
analyse how it could have been performed better to improve outcomes. 
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To get a good result from a group session, it is necessary to involve the 
participants in some kind of activity. One idea is to divide the group into 
smaller groups, have each group focus on one criticism item from the interface 
criticism guide and then present it for the rest of the group for further 
discussion. 
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Split the group in two and have each spend a short amount of time working 
independently on solutions that address selected scenarios. Sometimes it’s 
easier to come up with design ideas, when you see the design on a paper. 
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Ethnography can be hard to perform when the participants are students, 
because the ethnographer cannot exactly live amongst the students and 
observe them every day. So a discount version of ethnography has to be 
conducted. Students are often busy with many different subjects and they do 
not always have time to participate in a ethnographic study on their spare-time. 
To solve this problem, there should be a scheduled time on the subject outline 
to allow the researcher to perform necessary activities. 
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7 RELATED WORK 
Ethnographic research methods have become increasingly popular in the field of 
human-computer interaction. There is room for improvement and new methods are 
constantly being developed to make ethnography as easy and as effective as possible. 

�
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Rapid Ethnography was developed as a solution to solve the time-problem in 
Ethnographic research.  Ethnographic studies usually demand a long period of time to 
collect field data and then analyse it, but time means a higher cost and all projects 
might not have time or money to spend on this type of research, even if the outcomes 
are valuable. 
 
Millen (2000) defines Rapid ethnography as a method of field methods intended to 
provide a reasonable understanding of users and their activities given significant time 
pressures and limited time in the field. 
 
Rapid ethnography is based on three key ideas: 
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When a researcher spend time looking at the broad landscape, a lot of time and 
energy is invested in useless data instead of focusing the time in the area of 
critical importance to the designer. A sampling strategy can therefore be used 
to overcome this problem. One sampling strategy aims to identify one or more 
informants to serve as research field guides. These guides help the researchers 
know where to look for valuable information and will therefore help reduce 
observation time. 
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Rapid ethnography includes a broad holistic conversation with informants. To 
make the most out of field time and to improve the collection of field data, 
there are a few techniques the researcher can use.  One approach is to have 
multiple researchers in the field at the same time, who can split up and observe 
different activities or groups. The advantage will be a richer understanding of 
the situation. Another approach to maximise learning in a limited time frame is 
to spend time in the field corresponding with the activity peaks. Well thought 
out selection of the time sample can help find the activity peaks. 
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It is no use to save time in collecting field data if the data analysis will be too 
slow. There are two approaches that can help the ethnographer with the 
analysis of field data. Firstly, Computer-assisted analysis, which allows 
exploration of the large amount of qualitative data by encoding, searching, 
sub-setting, and contrasting the data. Secondly, collaborative data analysis, 
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which allows research teams to collaboratively understand their field data by 
using analytical processes. 

�
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8 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
Ethnographic research methods have become increasingly popular in the field of 
human-computer interaction. The aim of this study was to test how this method can 
assist in building user interfaces. 
 
SIAL at RMIT is usually involved in many different design projects. The SiaWiki is 
one of the design projects at SIAL at the moment and it is aimed at improving 
communication in design projects by exploring the use of two genres in one space. 
 
The ethnographic method of participatory design was used on the group of students 
that the SiaWiki was primarily designed for. The goal was to see how the framework 
could be used in this project and to improve the interface to get a better fit with the 
intended users. To explore the new feature of how genres work together in one space, 
genre theory was used and the aim was to see a better communication within the 
group. 
 
The participatory design process included three sessions. The first session was a group 
session, with the aim of introducing the SiaWiki and using the interface criticism 
guide. The session had good and bad aspects. The good aspects were that some 
rewarding ideas for improvements were suggested, that is the gallery view, which 
turned out to be a major feature required for the satisfaction of feeling comfortable to 
display the design work for the participants. Another good aspect was to get to know 
the participants and see who were interested in the project and who it could be useful 
to perform individual interviews with. 
 
The criticism guide itself was a bit hard to actually use. There are no real guidelines 
on how to perform the criticism. The participants did not discuss the criticism guide 
items in an enthusiastic way that would have been required for a good result to be 
achieved. Most of the students didn’t participate in the discussion at all. To improve 
the results of a criticism session, I have suggested a group session with students 
divided into smaller group and each group focus on one criticism item and then 
present it in front of the group for further discussion. This will result in a greater 
involvement in the discussion from all the participants. 
 
The individual interview/observation sessions were rewarding and resulted in many 
improvements in the SiaWiki. The gallery view prototype was well received and new 
prototypes were created based on suggestions from the participants. Two versions on 
how to navigate to a help-page were created, and one was chosen as the better 
alternative. Different skins for special pages, such as HelpPage were developed. An 
alternative view to display comments, in the case of numerous comments posted on a 
wiki page was created. Finally, an alternative, graphical navigation solution to 
navigation in different levels of the wiki was created. 
 
The activity checklist points to areas that should be looked into to be able to get a 
better understanding of the context. However, for a first time ethnographer, it can be 
hard to know exactly how to use the checklist to get the best possible result. In this 
case study, it was used only as a basis for the interviews and which areas to lead the 
participants into when discussing the interface. 
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The participants who were used for the interviews were chosen based on involvement 
in the group discussion and the will to take part in the study. Many students were busy 
with assessments and unfortunately did not have time to be interviewed. The 
interview results were affected by the fact that the interviewer was inexperienced in 
the field. A few practice interviews would have been helpful before the actual, real 
interview. 
 
The aim to combine blog and wiki to improve communication in the elective turned 
out to be hard to test, mainly because the participants’ main goal was not to 
communicate with other participants via the SiaWiki, but more to be able to share 
design work in the best possible way. Due to time limitations, the SiaWiki was not 
fully functional by the end of the semester and the students could not be tested how 
the SiaWiki had improved their communication.  
 
Suggestions for future work include implementing the suggested changes for the 
SiaWiki interface and test how the SiaWiki has improved communication in the 
atmosphere elective compared to previous semesters.  
 
Another suggestion for future work would be to implement a big RMIT wiki/blog for 
the whole University. The wiki would be a good tool for students and teachers to 
discuss different courses, subjects, projects and other topics that could be interesting 
for the University students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



References 
 

 39 

REFERENCES 
 
Anonymous, (2005),Wikipedia, the free encyklopedia, viewed 17 April, 2005, 

     <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WikiWiki  > 
 
Anonymous (2005), Wiki wiki web, viewed 20 April, 2005, 

<http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?WhyWikiWorks> 
 
Bertelsen, O. W. (2004). “The activity walkthrough: An expert review method based 

on activity theory”, In: Proceedings of the third Nordic conference on Human-
computer  interaction, Oct 23-27 2004, ACM Press, New York, NY, USA, pp. 
251– 254.    
 

Bertelsen, O. W. & Søren, P.(2004). “Criticism as an approach to interface 
aesthetics”,  In: Proceedings of the third Nordic conference on Human-
computer  interaction, Oct 23-27 2004, ACM Press, New York, NY, USA, pp. 
23–32. 

 
Blood, J. (2004), “How blogging Software reshapes the online Community”,  
 Communication of the acm, vol. 47, no.12, pp.53-55. 
 
Brereton, M. & Donovan, J. & Viller, S. (2003). ”Talking about watching: Using the 

Video Card Game and wiki-web technology to engage IT students in 
developing observational skills” In: Proceedings Fifth Australasian 
Computing Education Conference, Feb 2003, ACS, Adelaide, Australia, pp. 
197-205. 

 
Breure, L. (2001), Development of the genre concept, University of Utrecht, The 
 Netherlands, viewed 10 October, 2005, 

<http://www.cs.uu.nl/people/leen/GenreDev/GenreDevelopment.htm> 
 
Cockton, G. (2004). “Valued-centred HCI”, In: Proceedings of the third Nordic 

Conference on Human-computer interaction, Oct 23-27 2004, ACM Press   
New York, NY, USA, pp. 149-160. 

 
Hearn, G., Slater, D., Tacchi, J. (2003). Ethnographic Action Research, United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, viewed 02 
July2005, <http://www.unesco.org>. 

 
Jensen, M. & Sogaard, M. (2004). “Refocusing the contextual turn: the forgotten 

construction of meaning at the interface” , In: Proceedings of the third Nordic 
conference on Human-computer interaction, Oct 23-27 2004, ACM Press, 
New York, NY, USA , pp. 185-188. 

 
Kaptelinin, V., Nardi, B. A., Macaulay, C. (1999). “Methods and tools: The 

activity checklist: A tool for representing the "space" of context”, interactions, 
vol. 6, issue 4, pp. 27–39. 

 
 



References 
 

 40 

Kuutti, K. 1996, ‘Activity theory as a potential framework for human-computer 
interaction research’ In B. Nardi Context and consciousness Activity Theory 
and Human- Computer Interaction, The MIT Press Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, London, England. 

 
Millen, D. R. (2000). “Rapid ethnography: Time Deepening Strategies for HCI Field  

research”, In: Proceedings of the conference on Designing interactive systems: 
processes, practices, methods, and techniques, Aug 17-19 2000, ACM Press 
New York, NY, USA, pp 280-286. 

 
Namioka, A. and Schuler, D. (1993) Participatory design - Principles and practices, 
 Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, Hillsdale, New Jersey. 
 
Nardi A. B. (1996), Context and consciousness- Activity Theory and Human-  

Computer Interaction, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts London, 
England 

 
Nardi A.B., Schiano J.D. and Gumbrecht M. (2004) ‘Communities: Blogging as a  

social activity, or, would you let 900 million people read your diary?’, In: 
Proceedings of the 2004 ACM conference on computer supported cooperative 
work, Nov 06-10 2004, ACM Press, New York, NY, USA, pp. 222-231. 

 
Orlikowski W. & Yates, J. (1998) Genre Systems: Structuring Interaction through  

Communicative Norms, Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the Center 
for Coordination Science, viewed 20 November, 2005, 
<http://ccs.mit.edu/papers/CCSWP205/> 

 
Spinuzzi, C. (2004). “Four ways to investigate assemblages of texts: Genre sets,  

systems, repertoires, and ecologies”, In: Proceedings of the 22nd annual 
international conference on Design of communication, Oct 10-13 2004, ACM 
Press, New York, NY, USA,  pp. 110–116. 

 
Spinuzzi, C. (2000). “Investigating the technology-work relationship: A critical  

comparison of three qualitative field methods” ,  In: Proceedings of IEEE 
professional communication society international professional communication 
conference and Proceedings of the 18th annual ACM international conference 
on Computer documentation, Sep 24-27 2000, IEEE Educational Activities 
Department, Piscataway, NJ, USA,  pp. 419–432. 

 
Uden, L. and Willis, N. (2001) “Designing interfaces using actitity theory” In:  

Proceedings of the Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, Jan 
03-06 2001, IEEE Computer Society, Wailea Maui, Hawaii. 

 


