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The first part of the design process, called Discovery, requires you to understand your clients 
from a range of perspectives.  The focus of Discovery is to view your client, and their needs, 
through an empathetic lens.  This is a critical aspect of design and sets the process apart from 
other problem-solving strategies.  The Discovery process enables you to establish a foundation 
of data that will drive the entire process as it moves forward. 
 
To that end, the design process requires that you engage in a range of ethnographic 
experiences with your clients.  These experiences are composed of different ethnographic 
techniques that enable you to collect the right information required to understand your client and 
their needs as well acquire the perspectives necessary to develop your Point of View statement.  
 
The scope of discovery depends on the scope of the design challenge.  Often, clients will 
provide limited time for these activities as gaining access to individuals during a work day can 
be challenging (especially for design challenges associated with schools).  Additionally, such 
activities may be new for your clients and may require that you explain your purpose and the 
role that the activities play in the overall process.  In my work, I have done Discovery over a 
single day for small projects; for larger projects, such as helping to design an entirely new 
school or develop a facilities master plan, I may spend a week onsite visiting schools and 
conducting a variety of ethnographic techniques. 
 
The goal is to engage as many different groups as necessary to get the information you need. 
This type and amount of information varies project to project, but the goal should be to get the 
right information, be inclusive as possible (see as many people and situations as possible) and 
have the opportunity to interact with a range of different individuals and groups. 
 
Think inclusive and diversity when planning Discovery events. 
 
Here are examples of ethnographic techniques that I use: 
 

● Evaluating representative or appropriate documentation associated with the challenge 
that the client has 

● Direct observations 
● Tours 
● Interviews 
● Surveys (pre-visitation surveys are helpful for planning on-site activities - for example, a 

pre-survey may uncover insights that can be explored more deeply in interview settings). 
● Design Charrettes (workshops) that use a variety of different workshop techniques 
● Dinner Salons (Discussions) 

 
When getting ready for a ethnographic visitation, it’s important to consider how to collect and 
manage your data.  I record as much as I can using my iPhone or iPad, especially during 



interviews.  I have found it distracting to try and hand-record information during an interview 
which makes it difficult to focus and ask clarifying (and important) follow-up questions. 
I also photograph as much as possible but be careful here - always ask permission.  And, when 
working with schools, be sure that if you are taking photographs of students, that you ask 
permission and you ask the school if they have a “do not take pictures” list.  That’s really 
important. 
 
When you conduct workshops, and have different post-it notes or posters of data, always be 
sure to photograph them before leaving the venue.  You don’t want to lose data. 
 
I upload all of my data into Google Drive and Google Photos and I manage project timelines, 
responsibilities and calendars through Asana. 
 
Getting good at Discovery takes time and choosing the right ethnography techniques for 
uncovering the right information comes with experience.  In all cases, be sure to listen, see, 
watch and let your clients do the talking so that you can perceive as much as possible and learn 
about them and their needs. 
 


