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Reciprocity in Rapid Ethnography:
Giving Back by Making the Small Things Count
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Abstract. This paper responds to the discussion of a possible lack of reciprocity
in applying ethnography in HCI research, sometimes referred to as ‘rapid eth-
nography’. It contributes to the discussion by describing examples of how reci-
procity can be achieved when applying rapid forms of ethnography. The paper
suggests five approaches for HCI researchers to aim for reciprocity while doing
research: (1) making participation fun for informants, (2) giving informants a
voice, (3) allowing informants to exhibit their skills or strengths, (4) offering
practical help and (5) providing self-knowledge. Each of these approaches
comes with some risks, which are also explained in the paper. Reciprocity
should be taken into consideration from the initial start of the research projects.
Keywords. Ethnography; rapid ethnography; reciprocity .

1 Introduction

Ethnographic methods have become a common approach in HCI research since the
computer became a mainstream device in the workplace and in everyday life [1]. In
HCI research, the focus shifted increasingly towards the context of users or inform-
ants (i.e. the second wave). This context gradually changed: increasingly, homes or
other places besides the workplace became of interest (i.e. the third wave). Ethnogra-
phy became a prime research method in HCI research, since its holistic focus on
groups or cultures (including their terrain or habitat) seemed a useful approach for
HCI researchers to map the context of use of the technology they were working on.
Many HCI research projects use at least some techniques finding their origin in eth-
nography (e.g. observations, interviews). However, there are fundamental differences
between ethnography as it is commonly used in HCI, and traditional ethnography.
Anderson [2] for instance, refers to a misunderstanding amongst HCI professionals,
who tend to see ethnography as a method for data collection, while ethnographers
rather see their methods as a form of analytic reportage. He suggests that it is not
ethnography that designers need, but rather field experience to better understand the
context of use. Dourish [3] continues to analyze this methodological view on ethnog-
raphy in HCI. He emphasizes the lack of a perspectival view, which he finds critical
to what ethnography is, as researchers in HCI try to be a passive instrument when



using ethnographic methods to provide an objective representation of a setting. Of
specific interest for this paper, is the idea of doing 'rapid ethnography’, as coined by
Millen [4].

Millen points out another problem with the use of ethnography in HCI, namely, the
mismatch between ethnography’s demand to spend (much) time in the field and the
fast pace of research in HCIL. Therefore, Millen suggests the use of the term ‘rapid
ethnography’ to refer to the timesaving research methods commonly advocated in
HCI ethnography. In his article, Millen describes the key ideas on which rapid eth-
nography is based: it departs from (1) narrowing down the focus of the field research,
zooming in on important activities and using key informants; (2) using multiple inter-
active observation techniques to increase the likelihood of discovering exceptional
and useful user behavior; and (3) using collaborative and computerized iterative data
analyze methods.

While these ideas are widely accepted within HCI research, the use of these 'time
deepening strategies' is not without its critics. A recent CHI paper by Brereton et al.
[5] pointed out a particular challenge for researchers doing rapid ethnography. In this
paper, the authors discussed the risk of a lack of reciprocity in a rapid ethnography
approach: “Rapid forms of ethnography found in design research, run a particular risk
of taking without giving back to communities and rushing to quick and possibly ill-
conceived design approaches™ [3, p. 1183]. They express concerns about a lack of
attention for culturally appropriate methods for engagement and for ensuring that
participation has a clear benefit for informants.

As HCI researchers, we identify with many of the struggles Brereton et al. de-
scribe, and agree that such issues should be discussed more in the CHI community.
What we would especially like to discuss further is the authors’ suggestion that HCI
researchers should focus on engagement and reciprocity first, to ensure valid out-
comes and avoid ill-conceived design solutions. While we agree on the importance of
reciprocity in research, we also think that it is possible to focus on engagement and
reciprocity while following a rapid ethnographic approach design. In our rapid ethno-
graphic research, we — and we assume HCI researchers in general — often depart from
the principles of participatory design in which mutual learning, equality between re-
searchers and participants, and reciprocity are core values [6]. In this paper, we ex-
plore how reciprocity can be achieved in rapid ethnography and to what extent this
requires HCI researchers to adjust their practices.

The contribution of this paper lies in the continuation of the discussion opened by
Brereton et al. It argues how reciprocity can be a focal point in rapid ethnography,
which is now so common in HCI research. We do this by describing how we, in our
own experiences with rapid ethnography, explicitly try to give back to our informants.
We realize that the insights and experiences that we describe in this paper are subjec-
tive and personal by nature. The story may lack systematic research for some of our
assumptions and suggestions. But we see this paper as a contribution to the ongoing
discussion that might inspire other researchers.



2 Reciprocity in rapid ethnography

When informants, as experts of their own experience [7], give us insight into their
lives, we as HCI researchers do feel the moral need to reciprocate this 'gift’. In line
with the seminal writings of Mauss on ‘the gift' [8], we understand the need for reci-
procity as a requirement to achieve an alliance with other individuals or groups in
order to build 'solidarity'. Reciprocity is not without self-interest, but it does hold a
concern for others. When considering Graebers typology of reciprocity [9], it is clear
that HCI researchers should avoid a situation of 'closed reciprocity’, where the rela-
tionship resembles a form of market exchange. Here, both parties are individualistic
and try to maximize their gains. This lack of solidarity is likely to result in a lack of
mutual learning and, hence, ill-fitting design solutions. Instead, we should strive to-
wards the ideal of 'open’ reciprocity, or a relationship of mutual commitment, where
no accounts are kept. This is also considered to be an essential element in participa-
tory design research, where a hybrid space is created between researchers and inform-
ants with little emphasis on authority and individualism [6]. This can result in more
engaged informants and researchers, and ultimately, in better research. As such, there
is both a moral and an epistemological component to reciprocity in HCI research:
researchers are morally obligated to give back to their informants, while it may also
improve their work.

Mutual commitment is often not only the goal of us, researchers. We notice that
many of our informants regard their participation in our research similarly. For in-
stance, although providing informants with a financial incentive is quite common in
many research domains, we noticed that most our informants do not see financial gain
as a main driver for their participation. Our informants often do not expect financial
incentives; some even considered incentives as inappropriate. E.g. some informants
participate in research, simply for the reason of making a contribution to science. By
receiving a monetary incentive, their act of benevolence is turned into an act of mone-
tary gain. Authors such as Sandel [10] have written extensively on how monetary
gifts change the meaning of actions.

Therefore, while we certainly take incentives into account when recruiting inform-
ants, we try to look for other ways to ensure reciprocity in our research. Doing so
does not necessarily require activities in addition to the original research (as Brereton
et al [5] seem to suggest). Rather, we believe that it is possible to organize the re-
search activities themselves in such a manner that they are not only meaningful for
researchers but also for the informants. Below, we list a number of such ways and
give examples of how reciprocity may be attained in rapid ethnography approaches.

2.1  Making participation fun

Fun and play are important parts of human activity [11]. In our opinion, aiming for
pleasure during research can make a big difference in the experience of the informants
and be a form of reciprocity in itself. When informants see their participation as a fun,
enriching experience, they might see the activity itself as something that has been
given to them.



To illustrate this, we refer to the approach of a workshop organized recently for a
project on information provision for train travellers [12]. These workshops were or-
ganized next to a series of observations and interviews. For the workshops, a board
game was developed. On the game board, a train journey was visualized. The inform-
ants were divided into teams, and were asked to compete against each other to be the
first to reach the final destination of the journey. During this journey they were con-
fronted with several incidents and asked to express their need for information when
facing such an incident in real life.

While the board game was very simple (the main rules were similar to those of The
Game of the Goose and The Game of Life), this approach resulted a playful and re-
laxed atmosphere. An evaluation of the approach showed that informants felt like they
were caught by (pleasant) surprise when the method was introduced to them. The
evaluation survey illustrated that the majority of the informants enjoyed the work-
shop. They found it to be pleasantly different from previous research activities they
were involved in. While all informants had received a monetary incentive as well, due
to the fun nature of the workshops, it seemed that they regarded their involvement in
the research as a valuable experience in itself.

Risks. Making informants' involvement more fun is usually more time consuming
than traditional research setup. Also, there will most likely be at least one informant
who does not enjoy the supposedly pleasant activity (which was also the case in the
workshops with the board games). And worse, too much focus on 'fun' during meth-
odological development might cause the researchers to loose focus and diverting their
attention from their actual research questions.

2.2 Giving informants a wice

Ultimately, our informants’ contributions should lead to the development of a new
product or service. But as Brereton et al. [5] also point out, this cannot always be
guaranteed. In fact, it is probably more likely that research valorization is less imme-
diate and will rather be found in academic dissemination or in long-term insights for
industrial partners involved. However, this does not necessarily frustrate informants.
Often, it seems that informants are grateful to be given a voice, and find the oppor-
tunity to be heard valuable in itself. Often, informants have mentioned feelings of
relief, thanking the interviewer for the attention and having enjoyed sharing their
story.

As such, the responsibility of the researcher when interviewing cannot be overes-
timated. The interviewer has to ensure a gratifying conversation, and a pleasurable
course of the interview, while also gathering the data required for the research. De-
pending on the type of interview, researchers have a topic list or a (semi-)structured
questionnaire, but they should also have a flexible mindset and time schedule, be
willing to deviate substantially from the original topic list and allow informants to tell
the stories they would like to tell. While this is of course true for any interview, our
experience is that researchers often find it difficult to substantially deviate from their
topic list during interviews. While this is a standard approach in traditional ethnogra-



phy, researchers doing rapid ethnography might at times have to allow interviews to
take 30 minutes to a full hour longer than originally planned.

To illustrate this, we refer to research activities with informal caregivers in a pro-
ject aimed at developing a platform for services for micromanagement in home care
[13]. Researchers repeatedly visited informal caregivers at their homes to gain in-
sights in their caring activities and their requirements for a platform for care coordina-
tion. Most of the caregivers were under considerable stress; some even experienced
helplessness about the situation they were in. Participating in the project further
heightened the pressure on their lives. However, several caregivers felt grateful for
the attention they were given. The researchers did their bestto make the conversations
pleasurable experiences, and took the issues the informants raised at heart, often
thinking along to find solutions for problems they brought up, even though they were
often not directly related to the project. The interviews could theoretically be dealt
with within less than an hour, but the researchers did not rush. Some interviews were
very personal and emotional, touching upon deep frustrations or structural problems.
Afterwards, several informants thanked the researchers involved extensively, having
enjoyed the conversation.

Risks. The informants’ expectations might differ considerably from the research-
ers’ intentions. In one project [14], we interviewed persons with dementia and their
family caregivers. As the informants were recruited via a hospital, some caregivers
assumed that the interviewers would be able to give them medical advice. They would
bring up medication and therapy schemes and wanted to discuss alternatives with the
interviewers. Researchers should be as clear as possible about their goals and manage
informants' expectations.

2.3 Allowing informants to exhibit their strengths or skills.

In line with the previous section is the idea of providing informants with a 'stage'.
In this respect, informants are asked to do something they are really good at and enjoy
showing to others. As such, the researchers becomes sort of an audience for the in-
formants, affirming that they are good at something and endorsing their skills (cf. the
teacher — student model in contextual inquiry [15]). This dynamic can raise the confi-
dence of the informants, making them more comfortable and feel good about them-
selves.

In fact, in ethnographic HCI research, researchers often explicitly see their inform-
ants as 'experts of their experience’ [7], reassuring them that they have something to
contribute to the research (often informants are doubtful whether they have anything
to contribute). Providing ways and/or tools to be at the center of attention when doing
something informants are good at, or tell about something they are knowledgeable of,
does not only provide us with valuable insights, it also gives something back to the
them: they tend to feel better about themselves.

In the project with dementia patients mentioned above, for instance, the researchers
discussed what activities the patients really liked doing, what they were really good
at. This activity was then used as the basis for researcher-informant interactivity. Two
researchers went over to a patient and her son to cook with them for instance, as



mother and son liked doing this together, because the mother could still do many
cooking tasks on her own.

Risks. Providing a stage for informants to show researchers what they are really
good at or enjoy in some cases may result in informants slowly drifting away fromthe
focus of the research. In such situations, it can be challenging for researchers to subtly
steer their informants back to the topic of the study at hand.

24  Offering practical help

Perhaps the most obvious form of reciprocity is offering practical help to the in-
formant. This does not necessarily imply that researchers have to organize activities in
addition to the research activities. Rather, researchers can strive to help informants
while doing research.

For instance, in the home care micromanagement project mentioned above, re-
searchers observed a person taking care of meal deliveries for care receivers with high
dependency. For a full day, this person and a researcher drove fromhome to home to
deliver meals. Here, the researchers started assisting this person, getting out the car
themselves to hand over the meals. Similarly, in another project [16], we also were of
some assistance to teachers by taking over some of their teaching duties when organ-
izing workshops with students during their teaching hours.

This type of practical assistance is not always feasible, especially not in highly
specialized work environments (e.g. during observations in surgical theaters it was
impossible to be of practical help [17]). But very often, there is an opportunity for
researchers to be of some assistance. Even when such assistance is very limited, it
does allow researchers to communicate their intention to strive for reciprocity and
equality in the research process.

Risks. As always with participatory observation, the researchers should make sure
that by helping they do not alter the situation in such a manner that the data obtained
no longer hold any relation with the phenomena they wish to observe. Also, especially
with frail target groups such as care receivers, offering help might have legal implica-
tions in case things do not go as planned.

2.5  Providing self knowedge / mirroring

While participating in research activities, or being presented with the outcomes of
a research project one participated in, informants may be presented with considerable
insights into their own lives, which can be deeply gratifying. For instance, cultural
probes can stimulate reflection and encourage informants to closely examine certain
facets of their lives, as to be more able to understand and verbalize their experiences
more precisely [18]. In one project, we asked people who had recently retired to re-
flect on their experiences regarding this phase in their lives. We used an extensive
package of cultural probes as a sensitization for later interviews and prototyping ses-
sions. Some informants had put so much effort in the cultural probes that they refused
to leave them behind. They felt the probes had become important objects reflecting



their personal experience. They wanted to keep the probes, and share what they had
learned about themselves with their family.

Risks. Although gaining self-knowledge can be deeply gratifying, it may also con-
front informants with an unpleasant reality they were not yet aware of or tried to for-
get or ignore. Self-knowledge can be confrontational: when aiming for this type of
reciprocity, researchers should carefully consider the consequences of increased self-
knowledge.

3 Discussion & conclusion

In this paper we discussed several ways in which we try to give back to our in-
formants during rapid ethnography. By doing this, we aimed to show that HCI re-
search is not always about taking without giving back, as was identified by Brereton
et al. [5] as a risk. We do agree that the rapid approach to ethnography is very differ-
ent from traditional ethnography. However, we also firmly belief that rapid ethnogra-
phy does not exclude engagement and reciprocity. We hope that our reflections in-
spire HCI researchers also striving for open reciprocity, mutual commitment or equal
relationships in their research. While taking up some of these strategies might require
an additional effort from the researchers involved, they do not require themto organ-
ize activities in addition to those activities planned for data gathering. They can be
used in combination with the time deepening strategies as formulated by Millen,
without having to resort to a traditional ethnographic study.

We fully agree with Brereton et al. that reciprocity should be considered first and
foremost when working with informants, both for moral and epistemological reasons.
Therefore, we plead for other researchers in the HCI community to take reciprocity
into consideration from the start of any research project. We also think that reciproci-
ty can be achieved in numerous small ways without having to set up additional activi-
ties, of which we gave a number of examples in this paper.

We realize that our ways of giving back to our informants may not always be very
concrete or tangible. However, we find it important that HCI researchers share their
attempts at reciprocity, as we did in this paper. By sharing such experiences, and by
continuing the discussion about ethnography in HCI, we believe that it is possible to
reduce the risks that are related to rapid ethnography, and to further improve the
quality of ethnographic research in HCI.
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