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Ethnography has been a tool to guide or operate the information search 

stage in contexts or groups of people within design projects, but this ac-

tivity has revealed intentions and actions that are far from respecting its 

nature. This text reports the results of a qualitative research that takes 

up the proposal of a model called Ethnodesign for the development of 

design projects focused on the potential relationship with Ethnography. 

The study unfolds through the planning, management and iteration of the 

model in two scenarios: training in Design with undergraduate students, 

and in professional projects with Design consultants. Finally, it presents the 

related projects and the main findings during their development, arranged 

in a series of guidelines to improve ethnographic practices in Design. The 

paper expresses the need to permanently promote a critical approach that 

favors a positive impact, both in the formative and professional stages of 

Design, in terms of its relationship with Ethnography in the development 

of projects, thus distancing itself from the influences present in the devel-

opment of design projects: the anxiety for immediacy, the aspiration of 

results by decree and the subordination to third party interests, which are 

far from respecting the ethnographic nature.

La etnografía ha sido una herramienta que permite orientar u operar la 

etapa de búsqueda de información en contextos o grupos de personas 

dentro de los proyectos de diseño, pero esta actividad ha dado cuenta de 

intenciones y acciones que distan de respetar su naturaleza. Este texto 

reporta los resultados de una investigación cualitativa que retoma la pro-

puesta de un modelo llamado Etnodiseño para el desarrollo de proyectos 

de diseño centrados en la potencial relación con la Etnografía. El estudio 

se despliega a través de la planeación, gestión e iteración del modelo en 

dos escenarios: la formación en Diseño con estudiantes de pregrado, y en 

proyectos profesionales con consultoras de Diseño. Finalmente, presenta 

los proyectos vinculados y los principales hallazgos durante su desarro-

llo, dispuestos en una serie de orientaciones para mejorar las prácticas 

etnográficas en Diseño. El escrito manifiesta la necesidad de fomentar 

permanentemente un enfoque crítico que favorezca un impacto positi-

vo, tanto en la etapa formativa como profesional del Diseño, en tanto su 

relación con la Etnografía en el desarrollo de proyectos, tomando así dis-

tancia de las influencias presentes en el desarrollo de proyectos de diseño: la 

ansiedad por la inmediatez, la aspiracionalidad de resultados por 

decreto y la subordinación a intereses de terceros, que distan de 

respetar la naturaleza etnográfica. 
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Introduction uring the development of design projects, the concept of 
ethnography is discussed directly or indirectly, particularly 
when it is presented in the academic field or discussed in the 

professional field, given that our process demands information about 
others: knowing their environment, their needs, their aspirations, their 
way of life, their language, their relationships, their behaviors, among 
other multiple factors that constitute them as an individual and social 
actor potentially linked to an object or service. Directly, it occurs, for 
example, when it is stated that Ethnography becomes part of the un-
derstanding of concepts such as knowing, understanding, empathizing 
or immersing oneself in contexts; and, indirectly, when only compo-
nents of it are taken up that will be incorporated into the process, such 
as: observation, interviews, experiential scripts, among others. In both 
scenarios, the intention is rooted in presenting, arguing or making vis-
ible that Design is a discipline interested in getting closer to others to 
move towards the construction of arguments. However, given the ac-
celeration system in production and consumption processes, the focus 
rooted in disciplinary area or specialization, and the anxiety to materi-
alize objectives or justify actions have led to Design becoming part of a 
system of pursuit of immediacy. In this scenario, Ethnography emerges 
as an alibi to justify decisions within the design process, where informa-
tion is urgent for materialization, and where its essence is weakened or 
inhibited: knowing and respecting people and their contexts.

Following Veggel (2005), in his propositional critique of how Design fre-
quently tries to adapt Ethnography to its own interests in time, process 
or use of tools, it is understood that there is an atavism, interested or 
ignored, of adapting it to convenience, ignoring the respect and scope it 
deserves. In his account, the author mentions that this is nothing more 
than the origin and the cause why a large number of ethnographers are 
in constant conflict to demonstrate respect for their discipline, trying 
to demonstrate its nature and inviting dialogue to prevent it from being 
subjected to the interests of third parties.

Accordingly, Wasson and Metcalf (2013) speak of a Design whose final 
purpose seems to be exclusively the material object, that is, that exhib-
its a clear orientation towards the specific search for information about 
the desired interaction between the person and the object in ques  the 
fractional observation of aspects that correspond to justify the devel-
opment. Martín-Juez (2002), as well as Charlotte and Gislev (2015), 
essentially agree that the relationship between Ethnography and De-
sign ends up showing a directionality focused on finding arguments 
for the development of products oriented to particular interests. That 
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is to say, an orientation manifested by the name of Design (industrial, 
graphic, textile, etc.), or its specialization (corporate identity, packaging, 
interaction, setting, usability, etc.), with that which attracts Ethnography 
depending on the interest at particular moments (observation tools, in-
terviews, construction of experiential scripts, the concept of empathy, 
among others), even reaching the point of adjusting them in a significant 
or arbitrary way to the times and processes that suit Design.

However, it seems that Design remains, in its generality, anchored to 
the tendency that marks that all those disciplines that seek to under-
stand people and social groups, faced with the demand for time and 
the great amount of information that can be generated from it, end up 
using Ethnography as a pretext to take only that information that al-
lows it to argue or seek the coherence of the whole (Sahlins, 1997). The 
above, using an adaptation to convenience to provide information that 
validates particular objects within a continuous production system, and 
thus adding to the development of products that are only looking to 
stimulate temporary wonder and curiosity, promoting materializations 
of the immediate future, but which can quickly become superficial pasts 
(Suchman, 2011).

According to Lindley and Sharma (2014), this shows a position where 
Design uses Ethnography mainly to satisfy the demand of environments 
with anxiety of immediacy, promoting that the resulting products or 
services adapt in some way to the lives of people (in the generality of 
the processes, called “customers”), and promoting mercantile systems 
or temporary notoriety. Thus, Design ends up both evidencing a con-
stant inability to transcend people’s lives in the long term, and being a 
practice considered trivial, since by understanding people exclusively as 
recipients of a product developed by others, it ends up reducing social 
contexts to an environment of mere consumerism (Ladner, 2012) and 
showing a predisposed incorporation to make the environments and 
practices of real life somehow accessible to them (Charlotte and Gis-
lev, 2015). In this way, “knowing”, the basic principle of Ethnography, is 
distorted (Spradley, 1979); since it can and should not only be used 
with the intention of understanding, describing and materializing 
products, but it suggests a process of immersion and work whose 
objective cannot be directed to calm the anxiety of generating infor-
mation to build arguments for the material configuration of objects 
(Otto and Charlotte, 2013). 

Therefore, in the field of Design, the justification for intervention, the 
idealized object, or the search to redesign a particular object, should not 
condition the approach (Button, 2000); that is, what is seen should never 
be what one wants to see or what one senses needs to see. A design, 
then, that does not deviate from the above, will continue to show its in-
ability to understand that the objective of relating to Ethnography should 
never have the intention of projecting the designer’s own interests, as an 
individual or professional, into the lives of others (Crabtree et al., 2012).
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State to be 
amended

The atavism of practices such as the above is considered a scenario that 
invites to propose discourses to favor respect for nature and a scope 
of both Ethnography and the proposal of a design with an interested 
approach to people and their contexts. Following Garfinkel (1984) in 
his approach to the concept of ethnomethodology, it favors a critical 
reflection on the position in which the outsider (in this case the de-
signer) sees or places the social actor in order to approach him during 
his actions. The proposal allows us to identify a series of practices that 
any discipline that incorporates ethnographic aspects should avoid: 1) 
operating by looking for general descriptions, 2) looking for what is 
isolatable, typical or uniform (self-regulated vision at convenience), 3) 
operating under the usual way of looking, 4) developing at the lowest 
level of demand: as anyone could see, 5) putting personal biographies 
before what is observed, generating a closed perspective anchored to 
assumptions, and 6) assigning appearances or imputing the observer’s 
own biography. These points favor in principle the identification of adul-
terated ethnographic exercises that seek immediacy through trivial in-
formation, and that do not require a significant investment of time or 
skill to be worked on.

In this context, Wolff and Robles (2006) identify the following errors 
that are manifest in a recurrent manner in the immersion in social 
contexts within disciplinary processes outside of Ethnography: the 
selective treatment of information to accommodate what is seen to 
the phenomenon of study; The failure to integrate members of the 
context as experts; the idiotization of the field of study by abstaining 
from any a priori consideration of what is happening; forcing reality to 
correspond to the concepts of design; being sensitive only to the most 
visible points and not to the structures; trivializing any case of count-
er-evidence; developing linear or falsified reports to suit the logic being 
pursued; prioritizing results; the opportunistic change of putting what is 
accessible before what one does not know how to obtain; and, finally, 
making exclusively illustrative use of the data obtained and not as a sol-
id argument for development. 

This work then takes up the Ethnodesign model proposed by López-
Macías et al. (2020), an approach that the authors project to recover the 
essence of Ethnography and enhance its relationship with Design. The 
model, created through a nodal interrelation of key aspects of both Eth-
nography (nodes of destination, member and risk) and Design (nodes 
of understanding, projection, development and materialization), favors 
a system for the development of projects aimed at conserving nature 
and relating both disciplines.

Based on these nodes, a system of interrelations is proposed that de-
ploys four matrices as an instrumental projection; these expose both 
the conceptual definition of each relationship (reference), as well as the 
priority actions to be put into practice (guidelines) and a series of rele-
vant tools as a reference (work proposal) (see figure 1).
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Figure 1. Visualization of the Ethnodesign model. 
Source: Own elaboration.

The model also establishes three imperative principles throughout the 
process: 1) incorporate holistic behavior at all times, and encourage the 
active and constant participation of all those involved; 2) examine and 
choose the techniques to be applied according to their relevance, re-
flecting on why, how, when and where they will be applied; 3) eradicate 
any assault behavior (arriving and stealing the information you want), 
parachuting (appearing and disappearing without warning taking the 
data that is considered “sufficient”), and extractivist (extracting from 
people what the third party is interested in and leaving).

In this way, the work presented here is aligned with the objective of 
promoting a change in the way of exercising and understanding the 
potential of the Ethnography-Design relationship, by incorporating an 
approach that in itself invites reflection on how the Design discipline 
has been making use of Ethnography, and encouraging Design to move 
away from a system that pursues quick answers: immediacy. The devel-
opment, then, moves from the conceptual and instrumental proposal 
of the model to its iteration in two scenarios: training in Design in the 
undergraduate academic field, and the development of design projects 
in the professional field.
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This section presents the planning and experience of iterating the Eth-
nodesign model in two scenarios, with the objective of assessing its be-
havior in its instrumental dimension and conceptual scope in projects as a 
reinforcement tool to create and operate development in favor of people 
and their contexts. It is worth contextualizing that the city of Aguascali-
entes, the territory where this research is carried out, has a population 
of more than one million four hundred thousand inhabitants, located in 
the central area of Mexico, and where design actively participates in the 
economic, social and cultural context, being a profession of continuous 
supply and demand.

Scenario 1. Design Training: Graphic Design students in their final 
semester at the Autonomous University of Aguascalientes (UAA), within 
the Strategic Design course.

The relevance of implementation within the Center for Design and Con-
struction Sciences (CCDC) of the UAA is based on a solid teaching expe-
rience of 13 years in said center. The CCDC offers seven undergraduate 
programs in Design and has more than two thousand active students; 
standing out locally, regionally and nationally for the accreditation of 
its programs at the highest level by the Interinstitutional Committees 
for the Evaluation of Higher Education (CIEES), and for having interna-
tional certifications and links given its academic quality.

This scenario focuses on ninth semester students in the Strategic De-
sign course, a curricular subject that promotes the approach to complex 
projects aligned with current trends in design. Their participation is rel-
evant as they are designers with practically developed academic skills, 
who also have professional experience, through professional internship 
programs or even part-time jobs. Therefore, the iteration of the model 
is projected as a reference tool in the development of complex projects.

Scenario 2. Professional projects: design offices and consultancies in 
Aguascalientes, Mexico.

The implementation is developed in the professional context given the 
direct relationship of more than 10 years in the sector in the develop-
ment of design projects with regional, national and international scope. 
The link with the work teams includes designers in offices, agencies and 
design consultancies; acquiring relevance in a context where there is 
a government initiative to include the state in the global network 
of creative cities and geoparks, highlighting the importance of design 
and creative industries in the region.

It is projected, then, that the design offices and consultancies have a 
focus on micro, small and medium-sized companies in the trade and ser-
vices sector; that they work in multidisciplinary teams made up of areas 
of Design (graphic, interior, industrial, architectural, fashion), Commu-
nication, Advertising, Sociology and Marketing; and that they also have 
a plurality of profiles of national or international postgraduate degrees 

Implementation:
 A model in action
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or specialties in design management, innovation, direction and other 
related disciplines. The implementation is adjusted to projects already 
scheduled in the work spaces, inserting the model naturally as a guiding, 
support and reference tool.

Regarding the period, this implementation is carried out during Au-
gust-December 2021, time available for the development of the research 
and which is aligned with the semester program of the aforementioned 
subject in the academic context, while adapting to the average time of 
project development within offices and consulting firms.

It is considered pertinent to mention that, during the present work, the 
academic and social context continued to be affected by the health con-
tingency due to COVID-19, which resulted in a challenge both to the de-
velopment of this research, as well as to the adaptability and relevance 
of the model to adjust to “restrictions” of mobility, distance learning, 
confinement, among others.

I. Four-point strategy for scenario configuration

To generate a relevant implementation system in terms of the possibili-
ty of observation, analysis and assessment, an iteration system is devel-
oped for both scenarios based on the four-point strategy proposed by 
Robinson (2014), enlarging a relevant sampling to collect information.:

 Definition of the sample universe: necessary inclusion and ex-
clusion attributes, weighing the parameters of homogeneity 
and heterogeneity.

 Decision on the sample size: number necessary for its imple-
mentation, remaining flexible and considering the design, 
duration and allocation of available resources.

 Selection of a sampling strategy: deliberation of the necessary 
particularities.

 Sourcing sample: determination of the context that provides 
participants with a sensitive approach and operation of ethical 
skills to enhance their participation.

Similarly, a congruent implementation is projected between the con-
ceptual model proposal and, following Taylor and Bogdan (1987), the 
guidelines for the qualitative development of research. Therefore, guid-
ing considerations are established to safeguard and favor a non-forced 
or influenced scenario that is congruent in itself with an ethnographic 
exercise: facilitate the development of projects in the environment, 
take advantage of the potential of the platforms and record the co-
operative work, guarantee easy access to the work developed, es-
tablish a permanent relationship of trust, use descriptive terms instead 
of evaluative ones, implement a continuous registration system, adopt 
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Professional Projects: Design offices with a work system oriented 
towards consulting and the development of strategic projects for public 
and private institutions (see figure 3).

Figure 2. Four-point strategy for design training. 
Source: Own elaboration.

Figura 3. Estrategia de cuatro puntos para proyectos profesionales. 
Fuente: Elaboración propia.
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a non-offensive social dialogue approach, and encourage the creation of 
various spaces for dialogue that facilitate the comparison of results and 
experiences among participants.

The scenarios are then formed as follows: Design training: 30 students 
from the Strategic Design subject group (21 women and nine men). 
Their distribution is configured based on the analysis of information in 
three key aspects: professional profile, immediate social context and expe-
rience around confinement (see figure 2).
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II. Implementation system and calendar

In both scenarios, implementation takes place in the naturalness of the 
work system. In the first, during the course sessions on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays from 3 to 6 p.m. through virtual meetings and work on the 
Miro platform. For the second, in weekly meetings of at least one hour 
with the team in charge of the projects through Zoom or Miro, or in 
person. All sessions occur according to the time available for research 
and under a balanced projection for the comprehensive approach to 
the model.Sesión 1. Planteamiento general de la implementación (tres 
horas): socialización de la propuesta de participación del grupo en la 
fase de la investigación.

The work with the students is developed in 16 sessions deployed as follows:

Session 1. General approach to implementation (three hours): 
dissemination of the proposal for group participation in the re-
search phase.

Session 2. Comprehensive dissemination of the model (three 
hours): dialogue on the components of the model, its concep-
tual construction and, in particular, the structure of the matrices 
for its instrumental application for the development of projects.

Sessions 3 to 12. Teamwork (three hours each): the work sys-
tem proposes that the consideration of the matrices begins on 
Thursdays and that progress be presented on Tuesdays, thus al-
lowing more time for their development.

Session 13. Project presentations (three hours): the space gives 
each team the opportunity to present the development and 
scope of the projects, sharing their work system, the integration 
of the model, the landing of the proposals, their development 
experience, as well as the scope and assessment of the model 
as a guide.

Sessions 14 to 16. Individual interviews (thirty minutes each): 
interview sessions with at least three members of each team in-
dividually, with the aim of investigating their experiences; thus 
providing a space to confirm and reflect on ideas previously 
expressed as a group, as well as to learn about those individual 
perceptions related to the scope of the model, the vision of Eth-
nodesign and the experience in general (see figure 4).
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Figure 4. Implementation schedule for training in Design.
Source: Own elaboration.

The work with the offices and consultants is carried out in nine sessions 
as follows:

 Session 1. General approach to implementation (two hours): 
socialization with the teams responsible for the projects regard-
ing the link with research.

 Session 2. Comprehensive socialization of the model (three 
hours): presentation and dialogue on the components from 
their conceptual construction to the particularities of the 
matrices; these, finally delivered as guiding tools for the devel-
opment of their projects, respect the integrity of the teams’ 
own work model.

 Sessions 3 to 7. Work sessions (minimum of two hours each): 
development of spaces for dialogue on the status and succession 
of the development of the projects, allowing a flexible exchange of 
experiences, progress and concerns.

 Session 8. Project presentations (three hours each): face-to-
face visits to the work spaces where the teams openly present 
the status and scope of their projects as their exercise of linking 
with the model.

 Session 9. Individual interviews (thirty minutes each): develop-
ment of one-on-one interviews with at least three members of 
each team to learn about their experiences and confirm, com-
plement or reveal aspects not made visible in the previous 
sessions (see figure 5).
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Comprehensive presentation of the model Project presentations

General approach to implementation

1       2       3       4       5       6       7      8       9       10       11       12       13        14       15       16Sessions

Teamwork
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Figure 5. Implementation schedule for personal projects. 
Source: Own elaboration

I. Projects resulting from training in Design

Below is an overview of the five projects carried out by the students using 
the model as a reference:

1. Dinostress: initiative focused on improving family dynamics through 
a playful and empathetic communication system between the mem-
bers of a household as a strategic response to friction, the demand for 
reorganizing living spaces and the new dynamics due to confinement 
conditions. The project proposes that each member designs an “indi-
vidual dino-diary” and a “family dino-diary” is developed together; in 
it, through language and graphics, each member promotes a “positive 
dino-spirit” and an “efficient dino-work”, making visible the proposal of 
pertinent co-delimitation of the environments and promoting empathy 
towards how the other experiences the cohabited environment. The 
application of the model allows to positively impact, through a playful 
system, family coexistence during confinement.

2. ADN-tro: intervention based on the concept of synchronicity, in-
fluencing empathic thinking and behavior among family members re-
garding what they feel, think and do during confinement. The model 
becomes the key tool to identify areas of intervention and articulate 
actions through design, materializing a system of notes made by house-
hold members that are placed in strategic spaces to empathetically 
break into the environment, making visible emotions and ideas that 
can hardly be transmitted verbally or directly given the emotional sen-
sitivity, affected by the considerable increase in the interaction time be-
tween each member of the household. The project highlights a positive 
impact on emotional and behavioral “synchronicity”.

Results:
 reflexions and 

orientations

1          2          3          4          5          6          7         8          9       
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3. School by Mural: This is a project that addresses the educational prob-
lem in rural areas through a proposal for an analog interface; this is in 
response to the difficulty of accessing an academic monitoring system 
for primary school students in areas where technological devices prac-
tically do not exist. Therefore, a system is co-designed —with families 
and teachers— where the traditional school wall is transformed into a 
communication interface; in it, teachers periodically post the activities 
that students must develop in a week, so that, later, parents can collect 
said material to give it to their children during the trip to their home or 
work. At the end of the week, they return to post it on the wall so that 
the teacher can take it and return it later with feedback, attaching at the 
same time the new activities of the week.

The model, then, guides the reflection on the implications of distance 
education and proposes a tangible solution based on Design that shows 
both the natural integration of the proposal in the community, as well 
as the commitment of parents and teachers.

4. Coping with the contingency: initiative focused on improving coexis-
tence in work spaces during confinement through an interactive manual. 
The proposal co-designs a digital bulletin shared on social networks by 
the work groups, where, based on an empathetic graphic, supported 
by characters and colloquial language, the “official” information on mo-
bility restrictions shared by the mass media is summarized, exposing in 
the form of tips those specific practices that promote an improvement 
in coexistence, relationships and the work environment, safeguarding 
health and empathy among members.

Thus, Ethnodesign, in the words of the members, invites understanding 
of individual behavior among the different actors, given their specific 
conditions as people, highlighting that, despite the initial difficulties of 
resistance to consulting the material, the work groups found fun infor-
mation that reflected the implications of their own behaviors, promot-
ing a positive impact for dialogue and adjusting collective activities.

5. Love Bullets: co-design project of an emotional interaction system for 
university students affected by distance learning. Initiative where the 
model serves as a guide to overcome individual paradigms and achieve 
a people-centered design through a diary-type instrument, at a proto-
type level, which facilitates planning, time organization, the link with 
positive thoughts, empathy towards resilience within the individual 
conditions in which academic confinement is experienced, as well as 
constant emotional empowerment, based on understanding oneself 
first as a person and then as a student. The project ends up generat-
ing a notable interest among around 100 students who carry it out, 
where the team members emphasize the relevance of adaptability and 
the ability to generate people-centered solutions, favoring a positive 
impact by committing to challenges that integrate empathy and social 
responsibility as fundamental pillars.
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II. Design Training. Reflections on its implementation

The development of the sessions flowed smoothly: the Tuesday and 
Thursday sessions exceeded the scheduled time (a favorable aspect 
to guarantee the flexibility and scope of the information obtained), 
and it is noteworthy that the teams invested on average three more 
hours of daily work between sessions. Meanwhile, for the project 
presentations and individual interviews, the willingness and in-
volvement of the members in general allowed a critical, natural and 
open approach to the individual, group and collective experience, 
also exceeding the scheduled time.

Based on the implementation of Ethnodesign in this scenario, a se-
ries of reflections are then presented based on both comments from 
the participants themselves, as well as on the analysis of the general 
experience of iteration; the objective is to prospect commitments 
presented as integrative guidelines, as designers with intentions of 
linking with Ethnography.: 

Fostering distance from traditional challenges
The initial insecurity and anxiety of participants is common when 
moving away from traditional design practices, where predefined 
objectives and results are given to them at the beginning, and which 
end up conditioning the development of the project towards the 
achievement of idealized results. The proposed implementation con-
text places them in front of the freedom and responsibility that the 
development of a project without a predefined direction demands, 
where they address a context, and where they define their work sys-
tem only with the guidance of the model.

“We saw and understood the idea of several of the points, but we 
have a hard time knowing how to do it or we are a little afraid of 
knowing if we are doing it well.”

“It generates a little anxiety for us not to see a concrete work plan, 
although we read the matrices and understand where we have to go.”

“It is strange not to see the step by step with deliverables”.

Promote a change of focus in the approach
Participants mention that the model leads them to change their tradi-
tional approach to approaching people, who are traditionally classified 
in workshops as users, public or clients, and where occasional, unique, 
accelerated approaches and attention to predefined questions predom-
inate. They assure that they now tend towards an understanding of the 
requirement and relevance of a constant and deeper contact with people.
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“The truth is, when we approached users we did it only once and 
with very specific questions.”

“I think that we are rarely asked or have the time to really get to 
know people.”

“We are not used to being given the freedom to make the decision 
of the way and the time that we are going to invest to approach people.”

Provoke learning in the reality of the context
Participants emphasize the importance of continually interacting with 
people and not just at the beginning of a project, recognizing that they 
often base their analysis or decisions on assumptions and that the model 
allows them to approach unknown and previously unconsidered aspects.

“From the first matrix we realized that we often work with assump-
tions and that’s how we go and make decisions.”

“We know the importance of certain things in the matrix, but we 
are not used to interacting with people constantly and at that level, 
but we have seen how important it is and that it makes sense.”

“We thought something and suddenly, talking to people two or 
three times, we realized that it wasn’t that!”

“It was very powerful to know more closely what my relatives 
thought and felt, the truth is that I ignored some things that are 
important to them.”
 
“It is different to think about people than to live them”.

Promote flexibility and adaptation
The projects demonstrate the flexibility of the model by not imposing 
time frames, allowing teams to adapt to the demands of the contexts in 
which they work. The enthusiasm and empathy generated by the close-
ness to people and the possibility of positively impacting their context 
are also highlighted.

“It’s great that we and the people we understand participate in our 
project and make the decision of what is best for everyone, it is 
something we have hardly done in our careers.”

“The truth is that in all projects we either assume what people are 
like, or we force the information to fit with what we know we have 
to deliver.”
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“We realized that one thing is what I think and another is what peo-
ple say and why they say it.”

“The truth is, this is forcing us to invest more time than we thought 
because we don’t want to assume things”.

Promote the appropriation of concepts
It is observed how the participants internalize the concepts of the mod-
el in terms of their connection with Ethnography, incorporating them 
naturally into their vocabulary. This shows a successful appropriation of 
the vision and structure of Ethnodesign.

“At many times it was motivating to find information that we surely 
would not have reached if we developed something as we normally 
do, but it was a challenge because we reached points where we did 
not know what to do or how to continue, thanks to the recommen-
dations we saw in the matrices.”

“The truth is that it is not very complicated to understand the mod-
el, it helps a lot that the matrices explain to you in some way what 
to do, only in some terms we had to reinforce what they meant on 
the Internet or with the teacher”.

Dilute anxiety about specific projects 
Each project ends up addressing different problems, from improving 
family and social communication, or even intervening in emotional syn-
chronicity at home; thus displaying evidence of the scope of the model’s 
proposal to generate solutions focused on people and adapted to par-
ticular and unique contexts.

“It was motivating to find information that we surely would not 
have reached if we developed something as we usually do, but it 
was a challenge because we reached points where we did not know 
what to do or how to continue, but we wanted to continue.”

“It’s great to start seeing that I can contribute something so that 
together we can make everything better here.”

“The truth is, we had used some tools, such as archetypes, building 
profiles or some of those, but we realized that sometimes we con-
tinue making decisions with subjective information and to present 
something like what they initially tell us is the ideal thing to do.”.
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Drive positive impact and engagement
The projects end up making visible favorable impacts in the environments 
in which they are implemented, whether by improving family or social 
coexistence, promoting the emotional stability of a group of people or 
facilitating education in vulnerable contexts. In addition, the ethical com-
mitment of the teams and the responsibility towards the communities 
addressed is an aspect that is considered remarkable.

“We are realizing that, the truth is, we can have a positive impact on 
our families, even when we have gone through complicated situations.”

“We have needed more time, but, the truth is, we do not care be-
cause we know that we can do a project that improves certain 
things.”
“We realize that people need us to do something and we want to do 
it together.”

“People keep calling us to see when we talk and to continue think-
ing about what else we can do.”

“We fell into the reality that many of the projects we have done we do 
not even know how they end up being applied, we just do and launch 
them without worrying about how people receive or reject them.”

“I think that models like this change your vision of Design, seeing 
how your work really impacts people and can either benefit or af-
fect them.”.

Promote reflection on the discipline of Design
Participants express the need to train in projects that go beyond the 
plastic or aesthetic aspects, and that, on the other hand, focus on pro-
moting a positive change in society. Students emphasize the impor-
tance of understanding Design as a discipline focused on working in 
favor of people and its transcendence when seeking that the project is 
developed in conjunction with all the people involved.

“We are usually more interested in the striking or impactful aspects 
of the design, but we must also realize that we can generate a posi-
tive change in society.”

“The truth is, Design requires us to focus more on positive things 
for people than what we regularly do and that has to do with con-
sumption, marketing, advertising and those things that often do not 
have the sense of contributing to people.”

“As designers we usually aspire to generate a product with certain 
characteristics, but we do not stop to think what happens if we gen-
erate another with qualities more oriented to generating a positive 
aspect than aesthetics.”.
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Commit to improvement and continuity
The participants suggest having more time to develop this type of proj-
ect and to approach it at earlier stages of their academic training. In 
addition, they express the need and excitement to participate more fre-
quently in projects with this orientation, considering that they manage 
to generate significant learning due to how they are approached, prior-
itizing empathy, continuous interaction with people and social respon-
sibility in Design.

“We realized, more clearly, that Design must work closely with 
people and not from their individual space.”

“It is strange to see all this at the end of the degree, the truth is, I 
am interested in continuing it, but let’s see how it goes trying to get 
rid of some vices, hopefully they can do it from the first semesters.”

“Although we had all this time, I would have liked to have more, 
especially because it was the first time and because I was afraid to 
start at the beginning.”

“I think it is clear that design projects should have more time, not 
requiring us to adapt everything to very short times”.

III. Related professional projects

Below is a general context of the offices and consultancies, as well as the 
five projects in which the model was incorporated as a support tool:

1. Consulting for the development of a social project: developed within 
a strategic design consultancy made up of 15 people distributed in the 
Management, Design and Administration departments. A work team of 
three designers is appointed, who interview the client and generate a 
document that outlines the needs and projects a six-week work sched-
ule. The demand for work arises from a group of health professionals to 
receive advice to articulate a social impact project aimed at addressing 
the food shortages of a vulnerable sector. The approach to the consul-
tancy seeks to request support in the design of the project name, and to 
land the value proposition, graphic identity, dissemination strategy and 
interior design of facilities and furniture for customer service.

2. Comprehensive brand development for a music company: deployed 
within an agency specializing in design and advertising, made up of a 
team of 30 people divided into the Design, Marketing, Advertising and 
Administration departments. The agency appoints two Design special-
ists, one in Marketing and one in Advertising, for its management and 
development, who meet with the client to establish the project guide-
lines and establish the commitment to deliver the result within a period 
of eight weeks. The company requesting the design service is within the 
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music industry at a national level and requests advice for the develop-
ment of the new brand system on its different platforms: corporate and 
customer service offices, recording studios, social networks, points of 
sale, fairs and exhibitions, promotional and dissemination videos, cloth-
ing and labeling of machinery and equipment.

3. Service design and brand experience for a beverage company: de-
veloped within a design studio made up of 12 people who work under 
a horizontal system, where everyone is involved without having an ab-
solute hierarchy by organizational chart. In this way, part of the team 
holds a series of meetings with the company and shares the information 
with the rest, establishing the guidelines and establishing a delivery pe-
riod of around four weeks. The project is based on the need of a compa-
ny led by two people with a track record and experience within the fruit 
concentrate production industry, to design a new business model based 
on offering fruit-based drinks with a complement of artisanal mezcal 
flavor. Advice is therefore requested to boost and sustain growth given 
the current demand, because according to the words of the business-
men, the design has a more global vision to impact the markets; there-
fore, nothing specific is required and they remain open to listening to 
proposals on the next steps that the brand should take.

4. Consulting for the development of a real estate brand: the project 
is handled by a design consultancy made up of seven people distribut-
ed across the Management and Development departments, and three 
professionals are appointed to take the lead, continually informing and 
inviting the rest of the team. For its development, they establish a deliv-
ery period of nine weeks. The work demand consists of building a brand 
that stands out within the commercial context of real estate investment 
companies at a local and regional level, particularly in their new field: 
adaptation and restoration of housing for sale, focused on interior archi-
tecture with experience in social spaces. The business is led by a group 
of partners, who request advice for the construction of a brand, a service 
model, promotion and the positioning plan on digital platforms.

5. Consulting for the strengthening of an entrepreneurial project: devel-
oped in a design consultancy made up of 35 people distributed across 
the Management, Design, Marketing, Administration and Liaison depart-
ments. Two Design specialists and one Marketing specialist are appointed 
for its development, who meet with the client, generate the guide docu-
ment and establish a delivery period of approximately five weeks. The de-
mand for work comes from a team of young people from different profes-
sions with an entrepreneurial idea, whose objective is to develop teaching 
materials for primary education. Advice is requested to strengthen their 
business model from their value proposition, hoping that the design 
can support them in the development of the material and even in their 
promotion and positioning system; thus requiring support in the entre-
preneurial model specialized in products, advisory service and training 
around mathematical thinking, through tangible teaching resources.
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IV. Professional projects. Reflections on their implementation

The work sessions in this setting allowed us to confirm practices root-
ed in the development of projects regarding the implementation of the 
concept or ethnographic tools, as well as to identify favorable routes 
of respect for this discipline and its potential relationship with Design. 
Although the model ends up being excluded in most of them, the work 
schedule continues its course, promoting conversations aimed at identifying 
the causes and activating a permanent exercise of reflection on the approach 
of the model, its frictions and future opportunities for incorporation.

It should be noted that, although it is true that the exclusion does not 
respond to a difficulty inherent to the instrumental configuration of the 
model, during the nine sessions it is possible to identify aspects that fa-
vor reflection regarding the vision of the relationship between Ethnog-
raphy and Design in the professional field, which are presented below, in the 
form of integrative guidelines and based on comments from the participants:

Promote distance over time as a factor of resistance
The resistance to adopting the model in traditional design practices re-
veals the gap between the learned and established work systems, and 
a proposal that invites us to stop an inertia of meeting deadlines. These 
systems end up pursuing a schedule for delivering results in the shortest 
possible time and a process of continuous improvement for this, above, 
then, a projective reflection on the impact of the project on people’s 
lives. Consultants and offices end up identifying and exposing approach-
es rooted in the search for quick answers for efficiency, which move 
away from a deeper understanding of people’s needs and contexts.

“The truth is, we tried to do it, but when we understood that it 
would take us longer, we decided to leave it aside because clients do 
not expect so much.”

“We believe that we could invest time in it, but we do not know 
how to schedule it and clients are not going to pay for it.”

“The truth is, the times that clients demand do not allow for ex-
tending the development of projects, they get desperate or look for 
other faster options.”

“We have a deep-rooted work methodology that we have perfected 
to respond quickly to market demands”.
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Consider profitability as a guide and generator of tension
In all the projects, the participants refer, both at an early stage and 
permanently during the sessions, that the main tension between the 
model’s approach and its traditional work system is that inherent to a 
commercial environment: profitability. The teams express the dilemma 
of balancing the demands of the clients, their project development pro-
posal and the objectives of a design that requires planning, immersion 
and permanent co-participation. They also recognize that the model’s 
orientations end up being limited by financial and temporal aspects of 
the traditional market for supply and demand of design services.

“Honestly, we believe that we cannot continue because it will not 
be cost effective.”

“We do not know how much time and resources we should invest in 
following the model’s orientations, we do not know how to charge 
for it, nor will the clients pay for it.”

“We are a company and we seek profits, so everything is optimized 
to increase profit margins in the short term.”

“We believe that design is almost always offered and demanded 
based on a price negotiation.”

“Our calendar, honestly, is designed to make time efficient in order to win.”

“The inertia of projects is focused on generating short-term profit-
ability, very few talk about the positive impact they intend to gen-
erate in society or end up justifying it through other means”.

Eliminate subordination to customer decisions
The influence of clients on implementation decisions highlights the ten-
sion between market expectations and the model’s proposal, such that 
teams say they are forced to compromise the principles of Ethnodesign 
to satisfy client demands and guarantee the economic, temporal and 
aspirational viability of the projects by decree. This dynamic ends up 
highlighting the need to strengthen the relationship between client, de-
signer and context, to promote a permanent collaboration that favors 
the recovery of the principles of human-centered design and ethno-
graphic practices, which end up being adapted to suit or disappearing, 
given the instructions of whoever finances the project.

“Honestly, the projects we do are more about satisfying the client 
than positively impacting people, that is why we decided not to 
change the direction.”

“The client is the one who pays, so we have to adjust in some way 
or another to their expectations and instructions.”



www.zincografia.cuaad.udg.mx - Reflection Section || 77

Year 9       Volume 17      April 2025                                  DOI: 10.32870/zcr.v9i17.251                                      ISSN: 2448-8437

“The truth is, the client is the one who has control in general, there-
fore, we do not have much room to propose in that sense.”

“We are used to the client giving the go-ahead at all stages, regard-
less of the arguments, he is the one who approves in the end”.

Promote reflective dialogue around the relationship between Ethnography 
and Design
Despite not continuing with the link between the model in the projects, 
there is a proactive dialogue towards innovation and improvement of the 
relationships between the development of traditional projects and what 
is now understood by the link between Ethnography and Design. Thus, 
despite the difficulties in fully implementing the model, there is a willing-
ness to adapt and explore new ways of working in the medium and long 
term, showing a willingness to move away from its traditional position to 
a potential rescue and vision of the relationship between disciplines.

“We do not have the capacity for certain things that are proposed now, we 
do not know how to do it because we know the basics of Ethnography.”

“We realized that the approach with people is more of a pretext to 
extract information.”

“The tools we use serve more to identify how people can fall in love 
with a brand, sales, above the benefit that this product or service 
brings them regarding their real needs.”

“Thinking about everything proposed by the model was worrying, 
because we reflect on whether we are really doing a good ethno-
graphic practice or just using it for sales arguments.”

“We see that Design can improve its relationship with Ethnogra-
phy, be more powerful, we want to see how we can do it and discuss 
with clients this new vision that can also be incorporated.”

Promote reflection on the social responsibility of Design
The model promotes questioning established practices and the search 
for more ethical and sustainable ways of working; this, by questioning 
the judgment of prioritizing other aspects over social impact. The teams 
recognize the importance of reorienting their practices towards the cre-
ation of value for people and society, which would imply changes in proj-
ect development models, as well as in the mentality and parameters 
that guide decision-making; thus reflecting on the challenge of balanc-
ing or redirecting market needs towards more social objectives.

“We have accustomed clients to a process of asking and giving, and not of 
involving them in projects more towards aspects such as sustainability.”

“We believe that the projects that are requested are rarely oriented 
towards generating a positive social impact, we believe that it is 
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necessary, but they do not ask us for it nor have we found a way to 
make it interesting for everyone.”

“Benefiting people and the market are two things that unfortunate-
ly coexist in the minority of cases.”

“Many of us have a permanent concern about leaving commercial 
interests and client demands behind and working on projects with 
social impact, but the inertia that exists is very strong, and I believe 
that the model helps, at least, to see a possible route for the future”.

Redirect the focus on the practice of Design
The need to reorient design practices is highlighted by the urgency ex-
pressed by professionals to adopt a more human and contextually in-
formed approach. It is stated that Design must move from a custom-
er-centered and merely economic approach to the real needs of people 
and their communities, in such a way that it permanently seeks and im-
plements actions that favor the breaking of paradigms based on com-
mercial and operational interests and short-term efficiency, prioritizing 
the impact on people.

“We believe that this vision is often lost due to the same dynamics 
of supply and demand; we want guidance on how to improve cer-
tain practices that we believed were already well established.”

“The model is helping us to stop and see how much we are doing 
things by inertia and to highlight work as a discipline.”

“We believe that we can generate added value if we work on how 
to land certain components, mainly the vision of working close to 
people at all times.”

“We want to develop at least one short-term project with Etno-
diseño and show that we do projects not only pursuing the com-
mercial, and that it can also be sustainable to have the impact on 
people as an objective”.

The implementation of the model in both scenarios is an innovative tool 
that seeks to enhance the approach, projection and development of de-
sign projects, unlike faster approaches focused on priority aspects for 
the traditional supply and demand system, such as time, profitability 
and material aspiration. Although it initially faces resistance in its iter-
ation, particularly in the professional field, the panorama invites us to 
continue exploring its potential incorporation in consulting firms and 
offices to promote significant changes. This, given the questioning or 
discomfort that is caused around the value and priority given to time 
and economic profitability. Thus, the aim is to promote, almost imme-
diately, a dialogue that goes beyond the usual and that also stimulates 
reflection on existing practices and the intrinsic relationship between 
Design and Ethnography. 

Conclusions
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Following Cross (2001), it is about promoting an understanding that, 
as a discipline linked to the above, probably continues to reinforce a 
thinking oriented primarily towards solutions (solution-based thinking) 
and not so much towards problems (problem-based thinking). And that, 
therefore, must move towards more sustainable collaboration and inno-
vation approaches (Thackara, 2020), which demand the understand-
ing of people within increasingly complex systems (Buchanan, 2015). 
Therefore, the understanding of the discipline should move away ex-
clusively from the focus on the tangible to explore the intangible (Sosa, 
2020), that is, what gives rise to needs, problems or areas of opportuni-
ty for people in various contexts.

Likewise, the experience of the work carried out makes visible the need 
to continue exploring paths and proposals that foster empathy regard-
ing this approach, and that promote the responsibility of Design, given 
its natural link with people from different contexts. Particularly, taking 
into account what has happened in the academic field, the need for an 
earlier insertion of the model in the training stage is foreseen, which 
would allow for the cultivation of a Design rooted in the co-participa-
tion of clients, society and designers. In this way, the reorientation of 
practices towards a Design that is more responsible with society would 
be encouraged, which advocates for projects that genuinely benefit peo-
ple and their contexts. In this way, understanding and not emergence, 
description and not intervention, and proximity over distance would be 
sought (Charlotte and Gislev, 2015).

It is also highlighted that the model manages to act as a catalyst to 
improve practices both in academic training and in the development 
of professional projects, by promoting a deeper understanding of the 
context and an awareness of the realities of people; thus encouraging 
designers to move away from quick solutions to focus on understanding 
the values and beliefs of these people at a greater level of depth. 

In this sense, Ethnodesign succeeds in presenting itself as a valuable 
tool to promote a Design practice that is more aware of its potential re-
lationship with Ethnography and, following Fulton (2011) and Kilbourn 
(2013), also to reflect on how Design constantly skews its observations 
of the world towards what it calls “design opportunities”, leaving behind 
the complex system of values and meanings that surround social life.

It is essential to recognize that models such as the one implemented in 
this research should not be taken as an absolute solution, but rather as 
a continuous process of strengthening and improvement; thus encour-
aging designers to come closer to recognizing their relationship with 
social complexity, and promoting an action that breaks away from par-
adigms that make use of Ethnography at their convenience and that 
move away from the commitment to orient their practice towards the 
actions, aspirations, needs and contexts of people. In this way, the it-
eration of the model encourages the detachment of paradigms, since, 
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finally, it will be necessary to notice that a paradigm privileges certain 
logical relationships to the detriment of others and, therefore, can 
continue to control the logic of a discourse that was distorted from 
the start (Morin, 1994).

In conclusion, the implementation of the model in the academic and 
professional setting emerges as a space for dialogue and reflection in the 
field of Design, by promoting a new way of conceiving and practicing 
the relationship with Ethnography, and awakening a series of reflections 
and orientations that challenge conventional practices, pointing, con-
sequently, towards a more human, ethical Design focused on the real 
needs of people.

The exposed iteration accounts for situations, frictions and visions that 
represent an opportunity to transform the way in which Design is concei-
ved and developed, since the historical anxiety as a discipline to cover the 
stage of approaching and obtaining information about people, through 
the ethnographic approach or tools, has ended up transforming it into 
an input for extracting information for the construction of arguments 
in decision-making when talking about clients, public or users. The lat-
ter, linked to the permanent and accelerated search for information to 
justify the development and the result of a design based on immediacy, 
ends up showing a violation of the premises of Ethnography (Murphy 
and Marcus, 2013).
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