












internally in The Film Board and externally with 
applicants, directors, and producers from the film and 
video industry. Most of these interviews were audio­
recorded. The audio-recording had the function of "note­
memory", this allowed us to concentrate in participating 
in the dialogue during the interview without taking 
written notes. We then made our notes from these tapes 
without transcribing everything recorded. 

The observations revealed a complex cooperative pattern 
in the life cycle of a production, involving all employees 
in the Editorial Board. In order to obtain a coherent 
picture of the production life cycle, we organized a series 
of what we call "wall-graph sessions". Wall-graphs are 
large pieces of paper where work involving various 
people and competencies is described in a coherent way. 
Coherent in the sense that it described the "flow" of a 
production: from idea to production and premiere, 
distribution, and, finally, until the film or video is 
discharged and removed from the film and video-stock. 
At the wall-graph sessions we gathered different 
participants in the life cycle of the production of a film or 
video (the secretaries, the consultant, the editors, and the 
production manager). We asked them to write down all 
activities and functions and who was in charge of it (on 
the upper part of the wall-graph), and data and 
information needed and/or recorded through the life cycle 
of a production (on the lower part of the wall-graph). 
Everything was written on one piece of paper (lxlO m) 
with the start of the production in one end (an application 
is received), and the end of the production in the other 
(the film or video is discharged and taken out of 
distribution). Each participant used his or her own color 
writing on the wall-graph. The wall-graph sessions were 
important for all to realize the complex cooperative work 
involved in the life span of a production. And it formed a 
coherent picture of the cooperative aspects of their work. 
The wall-graph formed the basis for a later presentation of 
how the design of a production management system could 
support the work with productions, and for discussions 
among all future users involved about "who is responsible 
for what" in an envisioned future work organization. The 
wall-graph hence served as a reference in the succeeding 
discussions concerning possible computer support, thus 
playing an important role in anchoring the vision of the 
design. 

As the design was now revised and refined, we conducted 
two design sessions with the secretaries discussing 
functions and data in the system, screen-layout, etc. This 
was followed by a visit to an institution using a standard 
system supporting journalization and file/project 
management. The employees at this institution had rather 
positive experiences with this system, and since it seemed 
that it could offer much of the functionality the Editorial 
Board needed, this visit was succeeded with a 
demonstration and discussion at the computer company 
which offered the system. 

The president had, during the spring, asked for several 
meetings with us where he quite confidently discussed 
several organizational matters, many of which did not 
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relate to our specific design project At these meetings we 
found ourselves acting in the role of an organizational 
"therapist" where the president needed someone to 
discuss issues concerning ideas for changes in the 
organization. 

Finally, we wrote a design report and had preparatory 
meetings with the president and the production manager 
before we presented the fmal report to the Editorial Board 
and the technology committee at a meeting in June, 1992. 

Results, Second Part 
The results to The Film Board were described in a 30 
page design report, the content of which is indicated 
below. The report was enclosed with a diagram outlining 
the proposed design, the computer-based communication 
within the Editorial Board and between the Editorial 
Board and other departments in The Film Board. 

The report was divided into 7 sections. Section I outlines 
the setting for the project as a joint project between our 
research group and the organization. It also describes the 
current status of the project. Section 2 describes the main 
function of the Editorial Board within The Film Board 
and points out the general areas where computer support 
is relevant. Section 3 describes the various work functions 
within the Editorial Board, grouped by the employees 
with the responsibility for these functions. We argued for 
their respective needs for computer support. In section 4, 
the design proposal is described. A scenario describing 
future work practices, supported by the design, and the 
consequences for the individuals and the organization, is 
given in section 6. Section 5 outlines possible visions for 
the future succeeding the current design in the report. 
Finally, a plan of action for the further development and 
implementation of the proposed design is given in section 
7. 

The technical design recommendations from the report 
are described as follows: 
- A revised version of the originally suggested 

production-management system (a specific standard 
system). 
A revised version of the financial part of the 
production-management system (this was to be 
developed by in-house development with contract­
developed (Grudin, 91) relations to the Central Account 
System in the bookkeeping department). 
Systems for communication (this included standard 
email, contract-developed "triggers," and in-house­
developed lists in a standard system). 
Portable computers for the editors. 
A specified upgrading of the central server. 

Our insight into the editors' work made two impacts on 
these design recommendations: 

1) We realized that there was a difference in how a 
production was perceived by the secretaries and the 
editors: 
- To the secretaries, a production starts when the editor 

decides to fund it (from "negotiate contract", see figure 



2). Besides correspondence, they mainly take care of a 
production from the point where the contract was made. 
That was how we originally were presented with the 
problem of managing productions. 

- To the editors, the main considerations and decisions 
occur before it reaches this status. One editor often did 
not pay much attention to the productions after they had 
been funded, a contract had been made, and the 
secretaries "took over" the administrative follow up on, 
and management of, the production. The revised 
production-management system also supports the very 
early phases, providing direct support for the editors. 

Support for the early phases of a production under 
consideration changed the design to: 
- Support the three "top" activities (idea for production or 

manuscript; consideration by editor; support or refuse 
given in figure 2), where our first design only supported 
from the activity "negotiate contract" and down. 
Involve the office of journalization (the place where 
The Film Board receives mail and files all its stuff), 
allowing the production (or the application as its status 
is at this time) to be recorded when the first mail is 
received. The first design did not involve the office of 
journalization. 
Allow more applications to be recorded with important 
information about their early lifetime. This provided 
direct support for the editors, e.g. allowing a new editor 
to check if a similar application had been considered by 
his or her predecessor. The first design did not consider 
applications refused by the editors. 
Require the design to be portable, as the editors are 
frequently "out of the house." The first design, mainly 
supporting the secretaries, did not take this issue into 
account. 

2) Support of the fmancial side of productions considered 
by the editors turned out to be strictly confidential. 

None of the editors' personal calculations - about which 
productions they were considering to fund and with how 
much - should be public unless made so by the editor 
managing the production. If this important "feature" had 
not been included in the design, the editors simply would 
not have used the system for this complex task, and the 
financial part of the production would then only be 
supported by the system after the final decision to fund it 
had been taken. 

Why was it important to keep the financial side 
confidential? The answer to this has to do with a power­
struggle between the production manager and the editors: 
- The editors are responsible for deciding which projects 

to fund and with how much. But, the production 
manager is responsible for the overall budget -
including considerations about whether the total budget 
for a production looks sound and realistic. 

- The editors are usually not very interested or skilled in 
the economic details of a production. They want as 
many as possible of their preferred applications to 
become productions. 
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- The production manager is concerned about the 
financing of each production and about how many 
productions the organization can handle. The 
production manager wants fewer productions to be 
funded with more money. 

We believe that we could not avoid playing a part in this 
conflict when designing the system supporting the 
financial part: either the system is open to all (and that 
means supporting the production manager, as in our first 
design) or it allows the editors to work with their budget 
in confidence. How we approached this conflict and 
others is dealt with in the section below. 

The example shows how our ethnographic approach or, to 
put it more simply, how our "taking a closer look" in the 
second part of the design project had specific 
consequences for our preliminary design proposal. The 
example demonstrates how multiple viewpoints on work 
practices may be harmonic or problematic in terms of 
consequences for different design options. In addition, we 
gathered experiences in our experimental use of different 
techniques (observations, videorecording, wall-graph 
sessions, etc.) 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Lesson no. 1: Designers may have to observe users while 
they are involved in their everyday activities. 
Observations may be necessary in establishing a mutual 
learning process with users, aiming towards a shared 
understanding of the current work practice and 
developing realistic visions of future use of computers. 

Lesson no. 2: Taking a closer look may unveil users' 
mUltiple viewpoints on the current work as well as on 
future use of computers. Multiple viewpoints might be 
harmonious or problematic in terms of the possibilities of 
integrating them in a coherent system. In case of 
conflicting viewpoints, leading to different design 
solutions, designers should bring up the conflict and its 
consequences in terms of different design proposals. 

In the design project for the Editorial Board, one of our 
goals was to develop an understanding of the conditions 
and effects of applying ethnographically inspired 
approaches. Since we have a background in computer 
science but try to study, adopt, and use ethnographic 
approaches in our own design practice, we use the terms 
taking a closer look and ethnographically inspired 
approach. Also, we did not only use ethnographic 
techniques like interview, observation, and 
videorecording and analysis. In parallel, we conducted 
activities as design sessions, wall-graph sessions, and 
visited other institutions in order to investigate changes of 
current work practices. Hence, the overall approach may 
be described as an intervention and ethnographically 
inspired approach, though the use of ethnographic 
techniques are in focus in this discussion. 

Since our research agenda was to investigate possible 
effects on the design due to our approach, we paid special 
attention to knowledge developed about their current 



work practices, the techniques we had used to develop 
that knowledge, and the effect it had on our visions and 
design proposals. 

The relevance of applying an ethnographic approach to 
systems design has been argued by ... ethnographers and 
sociologists especially (Bentley et al., 93; Gougen and 
Linde, 93; Hughes et al., 92; Luff et al., 93; Sommerville 
et al., 93; Suchman, 87; Suchman and Trigg, 91; Wynn, 
91). Even though an ethnographic approach to systems 
design has proved valuable, especially within highly 
specialized product development and research oriented 
design settings, reports on concrete consequences on a 
specific design due to such an approach seem scarce. 

In the following, we report on what seems to be some 
concrete consequences on the design project in the 
Editorial Board, due to the attempt of being inspired from 
such an approach. Finally, we discuss the effects and 
conditions from using this approach. 

Taking a Closer Look In the Editorial Board 
The first design proposal was a result of achieving 
knowledge about the current work practices, mainly from 
interviews and document analyses, even though we, as 
designers, had only few experiences of the users 
performing their jobs. Hence, we had few possibilities of 
evaluating the relevance as to design of the more or less 
structured presentations of the current situation, that we 
obtained from the users and the written documents 
(Kensing and Munk-Madsen, 1993). 

lbrough a detailed insight into their work, we wanted to 
test whether (also if and how) this would affect our 
preliminary design proposal. It was done mainly by 
observing the editors working and by observing and 
video-recording various meetings that the editors 
attended. Questions and situations which arose from the 
observations were further investigated in a second 
interview round. 

Our insight into the editors work unveiled a different 
view on the life cycle of a production when compared to 
the secretaries and the production manager. To the 
secretaries, a production becomes relevant (in terms of 
being cumbersome/problematic and therefore considered 
a candidate for computer support) after an editor has 
decided to fund it. On the contrary, the editors spend 
more time and energy on productions while still 
considering them for support. The main concern of the 
production manager, who holds a permanent job, was the 
total amount of productions that the organization could 
handle simultaneously, as well as ensuring that each 
production was sufficiently funded from the very 
beginning. Instead the editors, hired for just 2 or 4 years, 
tend to be more interested in getting as many productions 
through the system as possible even to the point of 
becoming quite active in raising external funding. Since 
they are recruited from the film milieu to which they 
usually return, they also had to take into account their 
reputation in that milieu, thus preferring to give many 
producers and directors a possibility to produce films. In 
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informal talks this was referred to in terms like 
"unavoidable incestuous relations," unavoidable due to 
the size of the film and video industry in question. 

Our observations told us that the editors too would benefit 
from computer support. This may be even more 
important: they agreed when we presented our ideas. The 
ideas were aimed at facilitating communication, 
establishing and maintaining an overview of the economy 
and the progress of ongoing projects, and supported fund­
raising. We also suggested portable computers that would 
free them from rewriting a lot of material, if for instance 
while away from their office they reviewed suggestions 
for films. 

The difference in viewpoint between the secretaries and 
the editors was harmonious in the sense that the 
functionality needed for the editors could easily be added 
to those functions needed by the secretaries. Referring to 
figure 2, the editors mainly needed support in the 
beginning of a production (from the application of an idea 
for a production is received to the contract being 
negotiated). The secretaries mainly needed support later 
in the production (from the negotiation of a contract to the 
final premiere of a production). 

On the other hand, the difference between the production 
manager and the editors was more problematic and 
challenged our role as neutral experts. It was not possible 
to allow the editors to keep to themselves the current 
amount of funding for productions under consideration 
and, at the same time, to allow the production manager, 
who had the responsibility for the total budget, to have 
access to the same data. Through interviews, thinking­
aloud experiments, and observing the editors and the 
production manager, (especially when together they 
negotiated contracts with directors and producers) we 
realized that this contradiction was crucial. E.g. one of 
our video tapes shows the production manager, trying to 
ensure that a production in question was sufficiently 
funded, eager to increase the support, while the editor was 
reluctant to do so, because it would make it problematic 
for the editor to support other projects currently under 
consideration. 

The design of the fmancial part of the system could either 
provide public data and thus support the interest of the 
production manager or support the interest of the editors 
by allowing them to keep this data private until they 
deliberately wanted them to be pUblic. We brought up this 
conflict by proposing a redesigned system of the latter 
type. The rules given by Parliament supports this, since it 
states that it is the responsibility of the editors, based 
upon artistic evaluation, to suggest to the governing body 
which films to support and with how much. In our earlier 
design, sketched before our detailed analysis of their 
work, the financial data was considered public. The 
situation was tricky since few of the editors, now and in 
the past, had been good at estimating production costs. 
The job of production manager was created for that 
reason. The current editors agreed to the need for such a 
job, however they expressed concerns that the production 



manager implicitly would take over part of their 
responsibility . 

The system we fmally proposed intended to support the 
editors in budgeting the productions under consideration 
and provided the editors with the power of deciding when 
their personal calculations - about which productions they 
were considering to fund and with how much - should be 
public. This therefor would potentially reduce the 
production manager's influence. The production manager 
ended up agreeing to this proposal. It was however, "a hot 
potato" for some time, which at one point lead the 
production manager to suggest to the president that our 
detailed analysis of their work should be brought to an 
end. 

We are not suggesting that designers should bring up and 
playa part in all types of conflicts that manifest during a 
project. At a meeting with the president, e.g. when he had 
become so used to discussing various matters with us, he 
"invited" us to engage in a conflict he had with a middle 
manager. Since in our interpretation this conflict was 
related to different opinions on management style and 
charge rather than to technical and related organizational 
matters (which was our commission in the design study), 
we chose to stay out of the actual conflict. Instead we 
chose the role of "therapist", challenging the way the 
president dealt with the conflict and discussed alternative 
ways of handling it. The point is not to take the stand of 
those you like best or those you in some sense are depen­
dent on. The point is to make explicit the conflicts you 
see when it involves your responsibilities, i.e. in the case 
that the design of a system either supports one side of the 
involved interests or the other. To bring up a conflict and 
make it explicit, involves describing to the parties how 
the conflicts influence the design choices under 
consideration. Thus, bringing up a conflict and playing a 
part is not equivalent to making the choice. (See also 
Blomberg, Suchman, and Trigg. in this proceedings). 

Effects and Conditions from Taking a Closer Look 
The immediate learning experience from this research 
project was that our "taking a closer look" did result in 
specific changes of our first design proposal. This was, to 
some extent, even a surprising result, as both we and the 
users found the first design proposal very appropriate. 
Thus, it serves as a concrete example of how developing 
knowledge by observation and videorecordings may 
challenge an immediate knowledge achieved mainly 
through interviewing users. (See also B~er and Kensing 
(l994».The first design proposal, mainly based on the 
secretaries descriptions of their present work, did not 
directly support the editors: and the editors did not have 
any ideas as to which kind of IS support they needed. 
Also the public acces to the financial data in the first 
design proposal could have lead to a situation where parts 
of the system would not have been used as intended, as 
the editors would have kept their personal calculations 
private during initial considerations and negotiations. 

Though we have learned that applying ethnographic 
techniques contributed to this result, it is impossible to 
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specify more precisely which techniques gave which kind 
of insight. For instance, we believed for some time that 
we became aware of the importance of keeping financial 
data confident for the editors, when analyzing a 
videorecording from a meeting. Later, though, we found 
that this issue had also been touched upon and discussed 
during interviews performed before we analyzed this 
video. 

The overall insight into the editors work was developed 
by a combination of observations and interviews. Time 
was also an issue. Observations, in general, had the effect 
of generating immediate questions for later interviews 
and provided us with an experience of their work which 
formed a qualitative input to succeeding interviews. The 
point is to be present when things happen and not only to 
have it referred. The observations unveiled and 
illuminated the amount and complexity of the work 
performed by the editors, i.e. before an idea for a 
production reaches the process of negotiation the contract 
and their struggles with fund-raising. Such concrete 
experiences with their work provided a substance and 
richness which developed the interviews from a rather 
questioning form into mutual dialogues and discussions. 
It was through such additional and substantial discussions 
that e.g. the conflict with the production manager was 
conceptualized. The fact that the second part of the design 
project was performed during a period of approximately 
three months is also significant: this gave time for 
developing the insight into the editors work, thinking 
through different design possibilities, and discussing and 
reflecting design proposals against current work practices. 

Since the design was conducted as part of an action 
research project, a relevant question is what the 
conditions are considering applying ethnographic 
techniques in commercial design projects in similar 
contexts. Would a consultant in a similar context but in a 
commercial situation be provided with the possibility, 
time, and resources to conduct such type of studies and 
analysis? Ethnographic approaches are rather unknown 
within IS design in industrial settings. For an organization 
to invest a relatively large amount of time and resources 
doing observations of current work practices, requires 
preconditions like: 
- the designers and the user organization must have a 

positive attitude towards investing needed resources, 
and these resources must be available. When using 
ethnographic techniques, you may not know in advance 
what effects this will have on the final design. Investing 
resources in such an approach thus requires that the 
organization has their own positive experiences with 
this, is provided with experiences from others e.g. in 
the form of convlncing examples, and/or has the 
resources to do it as an experiment. 

- the designers must have the competencies to conduct 
such an approach and to handle the situations that such 
an approach may imply. Alternatively, external help is 
needed. 

- the designers and the user organization must be able to 
identify potential domains in terms of work practices, 



where applying "expensive" ethnographic techniques 
seems appropriate in relation to systems design. 

The latter, of the above stated preconditions, raises the 
question whether it is possible to "economize" the use of 
ethnographic techniques. This is what Gougen and Linde 
(1993) refer to as "zooming", i.e. pointing out specific 
parts of the overall work context as candidates for "taking 
a closer look". 

We did in fact use zooming. Taking a closer look at the 
editors work was to test whether our first design, mainly 
supporting the administrative staff, in fact supported the 
editors work. In this way, we tested our results from the 
first part of the design project asking the question "what is 
the overall intention (or purpose) of the Editorial Board?". 
Hence, taking a closer look at the editors work was 
argued by the need to test that our first design supported 
the overall function of the Editorial Board, thus avoiding 
"sub-optimization" . 

POSTSCRIPT 
Having delivered the design report and conducted the 
associated meetings, we left the organization - actually 
we left the country. A technical employee was hired by 
the organization (as part of our recommendations). 
However, he did not manage to carry out the intentions 
and was subsequently terminated. A new technical 
employee was then hired. He has, up until now, managed 
to create the necessary infrastructure including a local 
area network, a connection to the organizations central 
database, workstations for all employees in the Editorial 
Board, and portable computers for the editors and the 
production manager. In addition he has bought standard 
systems for electronic mail, word-processing, and 
spreadsheet systems. Currently the organization is 
implementing the rest of the visions and design proposals 
from our design report. 
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