
INNOVATION ETHNOGRAPHY 

A key aspect of innovation is seeing possibilities beyond that which are visible to others. Likewise, a key to 

ethnography is being able to see patterns and features that others miss. When taken together, innovation 

and ethnography can provide a pathway to discovering new opportunities not yet imagined. Innovation 

ethnography is about how ethnographic awareness can result in creating innovative organizations. 

 

WHAT IS ETHNOGRAPHY 

Put simply, ethnography refers to an research approach aimed at producing a written representation of a 

group, a people, and/or a culture. Rooted in anthropology, ethnography most commonly is associated with 

field work, where a person from one culture spends extended periods of time within another culture. During 

this time, the researcher will try to learn about the practices, rituals, symbols, believes, values, and networks 

that make that culture what it is, hoping to adequately communicate those features to others. 

However, it is important to keep in mind ethnography is much more than a research method. Ethnography is  

an integrative, naturalistic, and holistic approach to understanding the social world around us, no matter 

what world that is. Ethnographers will use whatever tools 

are available in order to uncover those worlds. Therefore, 

ethnography is more than observation. While observation 

perhaps is a necessary condition, it is by no means a 

sufficient condition.  

This means that just ‘looking’ is not enough. Rather, one 

must develop the ability to turn that looking in seeing, 

hearing into listening, touching into feeling, tasting into 

savoring, and smelling into scenting. Thus, one is able to 

open all the senses in a way to create greater potential for 

subtle perception and noticings. We are then able to engage in what Christian Madsbjerg calls sensemaking.  

When we want to understand people—real people in 

the rich reality of their worlds—we need this type of 

cultural intelligence. We need to know how their 

cassoulet smells after an hour in the oven; we need 

to know that the sand and dirt blowing in their de-

serts hurts their eyes in the morning; we need to 

know that their poetry never uses the first-person 

singular, and that they have always considered their 

mountains a safe have when under attack. 

Christian Madsbjerg, Sensemaking



MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Ethnographers exist in liminal spaces, being in-between worlds. They often are visitors to another world, 

both making use of and suspending their own cultural knowledge. When they are in other worlds, they often 

exist in between groups within that world. They aim to move freely among whatever groups exist, gaining 

bits of knowledge and perspective from wherever possible. From those spaces, ethnographers are able to 

see connections that those within those separated spaced cannot. The ethnographer then has a unique 

vantage point which it allows her or him  to see with new eyes in ways different than others. 

Innovation ultimately is about connecting and arranging noticings, or ‘dots,’ in ways not thought of before. 

Additionally, it is the ability to see dots overlooked by others, or outside of their field of vision. If all one 

knows of the night sky is the established constellations, then 

that is all one will see looking up when darkness falls. While 

there is value in being able to see those arrangements, there is 

also value in being able to unsee them, and make new 

arrangements.  

Along with making creative connections, the ethnographer 

often must be able to make literal connections as well. Because the ethnographer moves across groups, s/he 

also is able to communicate between them. In this way, the ethnographer becomes a social broker, breaking 

down silo walls and establishing cross-functional spaces of creativity. It is from these new arrangements that 

greater perspective sharing, communication, and ultimately innovation can spring. The ethnographer, given 

her or his unique position and liminal navigator, can facilitate this emergence. 

INNOVATION ETHNOGRAPHY 

Author Greg Satell notes that the idea of innovation is linked to “constantly asking new questions and 

exploring new problems.” To be able to ask new questions and explore new problems, we have to first be 

able to establish intentional awareness of old questions and problems, as well as taken-for-granted ways of 

thinking and being. Moving beyond the comfortable world of traditional expectations, the innovation 

ethnographer has to question everything and assume nothing.  

Sociologist Howard Becker studied deviance, and in doing so came to the conclusion that what made one act 

deviant had much to do with how we label that act. He also saw that deviance resulted from the inability or 

unwillingness to follow socially-approved means to attained socially-approved goals. He saw the person who 

creates new means to achieve approved goals as the innovator. Thus deviant innovators are those who 

establish new methods to meet social goals, even though those methods may be looked down upon.  

Additionally is the rebel, who rejects both the goals and the means, opting for another approach altogether. 

The rebellious innovator is the person who sees new goals and new means. Steve Jobs famously said, It’s 

really hard to design products by focus groups. A lot of times, people don’t know what they want until you 

show it to them.” No one said, “I want an iPod.” And Jobs didn’t innovate a new way to produce a traditional 

music device. Rather, he rebelled against means and ends to create a new way of thinking about how we 

engage with music. 

 

I concluded that this was the single difference be-

tween the innovator and the ordinary person: one 

saw the dots and connected them while others 1) 

didn’t see them or 2) if they did, they didn’t explore, 

question, or connect any of them. 

David Brier, What is Innovation? 



CRITICAL  INNOVATION AND ETHNOGRAPHIC THINKING 

Because of the unique skills and perspectives of ethnographers, they are in a special position to help 

companies create a culture of critical innovation. Critical innovation involves using critical thinking to see the 

existing norms of markets and society, and going beyond them. Rather than trying to incrementally change 

through process improvements or product tweaks, critical innovation sees the potential for new products 

and processes altogether.  

Innovative cultures can happen on their own. We have seen innovative societies typically emerge through 

the intersection of cultures. Port cities where there is a continuous interchange of ideas brought by travelers 

from other lands. Countries that are welcoming of newcomers who bring with them alterative ways of 

seeing and doing. Societies that are on the bring of social change, where younger generations challenge 

established ways of thinking. In each instance, critical innovators are injecting the cells of new perspectives 

in existing cultural DNA, creating the potential for qualitative 

shifts in how things are seen and done. 

Companies, on the other hand, can be challenged with 

creating a culture of critical innovation. Companies big and 

small seek maturity through established processes. They seek 

stability in official procedures. Finally, they seek predictability in bureaucratic hierarchies. All of these socially

-approved goals can bring to a halt that culture of innovation. What passes for innovation is at best deviant 

innovation, where new means are created to achieve old goals.  

Innovation ethnography can help established companies, as well as new startups, see a rebellious way 

forward by integrating a variety of perspectives, approaches, beliefs, values, and opportunities to create new 

innovative forms. Rather than using ethnography to test out existing products, or explore new iterations for 

old product lines, innovation ethnography seeks to go from big-picture perspectives to innovative action.  

Through the process of expansive creativity, the innovation ethnographer moves from noticings to ideas to 

design to creation.  By being able to capture the voice of the customer from the customer’s perspective, the 

innovation ethnographer also is able to integrate empathy into the design process. Whether called ‘human-

centered design,’ ‘participatory action research,’ or ‘participatory design,’ the goal is the same: to capture as 

much as possible the voices of those for whom we are trying to create, and then integrate multiple 

experiences and perspectives from across different spaces in order to move our thinking and doing into 

realms previously unexplored and unknown. 

Innovative companies build a culture of idea genera-

tion, methods for testing prototypes, and approach-

es to engage around new methods 

Andi Simon, On the Brink? 



CREATING A CRITICAL INNOVATION CULTURE 

Ethnographic exploration and insights have occurred across many organizations and industries. Too often, 

the professionals who are in position to do this work are marginalized or sidelined in the organization, 

brought in to check the ‘ethnography box’ in the development plan without fully leveraging their skills and 

abilities. In order to create a culture of ethnographically--based rebellious innovation, consider the following 

elements and whether they are present in your company. 

 

1. Make ethnographic thinking and awareness core to your strategies 

Author Grant McCracken talks about the establishment of a Chief Culture Officer whose role it is to have 

constant awareness of possibilities to notice cultural shifts, as well as make sense of the messiness of 

culture. While you might not go that far, you should move ethnography from the margins to the mainstream 

of your organization. At the same time, be careful to not make it subservient to the structural inertia that 

can exist.  

2. Establish cross-functional diverse teams 

Diversity is key to creating innovation opportunities. This does not just mean demographic diversity in the 

ways we traditionally think of them, but also professional diversity and functional diversity. Make sure to 

provide numerous chances for collaborative cross-functional teams, as well as integrating those 

opportunities in job shadowing and off-site social activities. Breaking down silos is key to innovation. 

3. Design for nothing in particular 

While you always might design for a particular user or customer in mind, that doesn’t mean that you should 

always design with a particular solution in mind. Trying to accomplish a particular design objective before 

even starting the noticing phase can result in limiting your vision to other opportunities. Even though there 

might be a design goal in mind, make sure to not let that create a narrow field of vision that blocks 

innovative ideas. 

4. Get ethnographic training for your teams 

As stated, ethnography is more than a method, and involves more than observation. It is an integrative 

approach aimed at uncovering the cultural characteristics and features a group, people, or society. 

Ethnography also involves a more expansive way of engaging social worlds, and elevating our understanding 

of what we experience. Through training, an ethnographic awareness can be become a foundational part of 

how your teams function, design, and innovate. 

You can talk to us at ethno-analytics for help in any of these steps. We can provide training, 

recommendations for building rebellious innovation in your organization, participatory action research and 

design workshops, and speaking engagements to help inspire your teams to explore ethnographically. 
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