
uiGarden.net - Weaving Usability and Cultures: The Role of Ethnography in the Organizational Implementation of IT

Current Issue

The Role of Ethnography in the Organizational 
Implementation of IT - 2 August 2008

 
by Jesper Simonsen and Morten Hertzum 

Read this article in Chinese (translated by Yan Ding, proofread by Can 
Zhao) 
 
English editor: Stephen Clavering

Abstract

Ethnographic research in design often focus on the initial analysis of existing 
work practices in order to inform the subsequent design and implementation of 
new information technologies (IT). However, ethnography may also prove 
efficient in identifying, analyzing, and evaluating changes to work practices that 
emerge from using an IT system. In this article we investigate how nurses’ work 
was affected by the introduction of a large, shared Electronic Health Record 
(EHR) display in two highly collaborative work situations: the nursing handover, 
and the interdisciplinary team conference at which all clinicians on shift are 
present. The use of a display led to unanticipated and interesting new ways of 
collaborating among the nurses and between nurses and physicians. Evaluations 
of the initial use of new IT can establish a potentially important role for 
ethnography within iterative approaches to design as well as within the 
organizational implementation of IT.

Introduction

Changes to work practices resulting from the introduction of new technologies 
such as EHR, can be categorized as either anticipated, emergent, or opportunity-
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based [1]. Anticipated change is planned ahead and occurs as intended by the 
originators of the change. Emergent change is defined as local and spontaneous 
changes, not originally anticipated or intended. They happen as a result of users 
taking advantage of the new opportunities afforded by the technology. 
Opportunity-based changes are purposefully introduced changes resulting from 
unexpected opportunities, events, or breakdowns.

Traditional planning approaches and quantitative evaluation methods support the 
implementation of anticipated changes. Qualitative methods in terms of 
ethnographically inspired observations might be efficient in identifying emergent 
change. The role of ethnography is acknowledged within initial design and within 
participatory design approaches – which are driven by the users and by learning 
experiments based on iterative design and evaluation of prototypes [2, 3]. 
Ethnography can identify and analyze changes to work practices that emerge 
from using an IT system. Such an approach might empower users by identifying 
and turning selected emergent changes into planned interventions and 
opportunity-based change [4].

The Case

An advanced prototype of an EHR system was configured in collaboration with 
clinicians at a neurological stroke unit at a hospital in Denmark. The system was 
implemented and evaluated in a trial period lasting one week. During this trial 
period all clinicians used the EHR system 24 hours a day, and it replaced all 
paper records. The EHR system simulated a fully integrated clinical process, 
years before such systems are expected to be in operational use in Denmark [4].

We investigated emergent changes to nurses’ work when having collaborative 
access to electronic patient records via a display (a PC screen projecting onto 
the wall using a standard projector mounted in the ceiling). Our data were 
collected by means of participant observation supplemented by follow-up 
interviews, video-recordings, and full-motion screen interaction recordings of 
clinical work during two highly collaborative situations:
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Figure 1: Access to electronic patient records via a display

●     Nursing handover, which happens three times a day at the beginning of each 
nursing shift (7am, 3pm, and 11pm) and lasts about an hour. In this stroke unit 
there is no time for the nurses that leave the ward to discuss patients with the 
nurses on the next shift. During nursing handovers, one nurse is designated as 
the team leader and provides an overview of the patients at the ward and 
manages the necessary coordination and exchange of information. This nurse 
reviews the patient records immediately prior to the handover and then, during 
the handover, verbally informs the others about patient status and plans for the 
shift. 
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Figure 2: The paper-based nursing handover prior to the trial period

●     Team conference, which takes place once every weekday, lasts approximately 
15 minutes, and includes all nurses and physicians. The team conference takes 
place within an hour after the nursing handover at the beginning of the day 
shift. An interdisciplinary assessment of each patient is carried out and plans 
are revised. The current status of each patient is given verbally by a nurse (the 
team leader from the preceding nursing handover) and an overview of current 
plans is available by means of a table on a large whiteboard or, during the trial 
period, a shared EHR display projected on the wall. 

 
Video-clip 1: The team conference [5] 

Our observations of the traditional paper-based nursing handovers and team 
conferences (prior to the trial period) showed a common characteristic with 
regard to the nurse acting as team leader: The team leader informs the other 
participants about the patient by reading information from own notes 
supplemented by the paper-based patient record, which is available to the team 
leader only. This verbal handover of information from the team leader to the 
other participating clinicians represents a long-standing and common practice 
within nursing handovers [6]. The verbal shift report maintains the team leader’s 
role as chair during the handover and constitutes what we can characterize as a 
gatekeeper [7], controlling access to the information in the patient record. In 
the trial period the EHR was displayed on the wall during nursing handovers and 
team conferences. Such an EHR display reduces the gatekeeper’s role to 
navigating the EHR; its content is available to all participants (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Team leader acting as gatekeeper controlling access to the information 
in the paper record (left) and shared EHR display with patient information visible 
to all participants (right).
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Figure 4: Clinicians at the team conference reading the display

The use of a shared EHR display led to interesting observations of new ways of 
collaboration among the clinicians during nursing handovers and team 
conferences. We observed an immediate emergent change as the traditional 
verbal way of informing about patient status changed to collectively reading the 
information on the shared display. This in turn was followed by other emergent 
changes of which we will further elaborate two:  

 
Video-clip 2: Collective reading of the EHR [5]
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Collective investigation of the patient record at the nursing handover

As a result of the ability to collectively read the patient record on the shared 
display, we observed that the nurses initiated collective investigations of the 
patient record. During the use of paper records we observed that patient records 
were seldom seen by clinicians other than the team leader, except in cases for 
example where the handwriting was unreadable. During the trial period patient 
records (on the shared display) were repeatedly inspected by all nurses present 
at the handovers, and they collectively participated in interpreting the status 
and condition of patients. 

 
Video-clip 3: Collective investigation of the EHR [5]

Sharing nursing observations during the team conference

The nurses experienced how the shared display designed for the team 
conferences formed the agenda for these conferences. During the trial period 
the nurses initiated a change of this screen – influencing the agenda of the team 
conferences. The change consisted in adding a panel specifying selected nursing 
observations of relevance to the team conference. This way, the nurses’ 
observations became more salient to the clinicians as they were forming their 
overview of the status of the patients. The nurses themselves were in charge of 
which of their observations were to be communicated to the other physicians 
present at the team conferences.

Discussion

Our analysis investigated how nursing work was affected by making EHR 
information available on a large, shared display during two highly cooperative 
situations: Nursing handovers and team conferences. We observed an overall 
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change from verbal presentation to collective reading of patient records. This in 
turn led to collective investigations of patient records – something that was not 
observed during the use of paper records. Finally, the impact on the team 
conference of using the shared display motivated the nurses to have this display 
modified in order for them to share their most important observations with the 
physicians.

The collaboratively available patient records supported the nurses in getting a 
more instant and efficient overview, which enabled them to engage in collective 
investigation and, thereby, strengthened their possibilities for gaining thorough 
insight into patients’ conditions.

The collective investigations fostered a mutual learning process where the nurses 
shared their observations and interpretations and in that way stimulated 
clarification of open issues and a pursuit of hypotheses about the patient’s status 
and condition. The nurse team leader’s role of information gatekeeper faded in 
favor of a handover characterized by peer-review, second opinions, and the 
establishment of a professional confidence based on collaboratively developing 
an understanding of the patients.

The nurses’ confidence in their observations was demonstrated at the team 
conferences. The nurses quickly recognized a possibility for impacting the 
conference agenda by means of nursing observations visible on the shared 
display, and they managed to change the design of this display to include their 
observations. This increased the visibility and prominence of the nurses’ work at 
the team conferences and thereby supported a cross-disciplinary element of 
clinical work. 

Conclusion

The analysis presented in this article is based on detailed ethnographic 
observations of the collaboration between nurses and physicians during nursing 
handovers and team conferences. This evaluation identified how new ways of 
handling their work emerged for the nurses’ as they experienced and 
incorporated the shared EHR display in their collaborative work practice. We find 
that nurses:

●     Abandoned verbal presentation of patient records in favor of collective reading. 
This constitutes a substantial departure from a long-standing nursing practice, 
triggered by the availability of the shared EHR display and quickly encountered 
and adopted by the nurses. 

●     Engaged in collective investigation of patient records at nursing handovers. The 
shared EHR displays seemed more efficient at providing an overview of patients 
than verbal presentation. This resulted in more nurses taking active part in 
interpreting the status and condition of patients stimulating a mutual learning 
situation. 
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●     Made nursing observations a prominent, shared resource during team 
conferences. By having a panel with selected nursing observations added to the 
EHR display these observations became part of the shared agenda with no 
further need for nurses to promote their observations. 

The prospect of using ethnography as a means for evaluating emergent changes 
yields methodological implications for how to develop and evaluate IT systems 
such as EHR systems. Used consistently, through several iterative cycles, such 
ethnographically based evaluations might identify and select emergent changes 
and turn them into new planned ahead anticipated changes in the following 
implementation of the system. This way ethnography can extend its traditional 
role from informing design through initial analysis of existing work practices to 
an active part of the subsequent organizational implementation process 
focusing on getting new IT to work properly for the users.

References

[1] Orlikowski W, Hofman D. An improvisational model for change management: 
The case of Groupware technologies. Sloan Management Review. 1997;38(2):11-
22. 
[2] Simonsen J, Kensing F. Using Ethnography in Contextual Design. 
Communications of the ACM. 1997 July;40(7):82-8. 
[3] Bødker K, Kensing F, Simonsen J. Participatory IT Design. Designing for 
Business and Workplace Realities. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT press 2004. 
[4] Simonsen J, Hertzum M. Participative Design and the Challenges of Large-
Scale Systems: Extending the Iterative PD Approach, in proceedings of the tenth 
biannual conference on Participatory Design, (Bloomington, IN, USA, October 1-
5, 2008), ACM press. 
[5] DVD documentary movie (2006): Participatory Design, Electronic Patient 
Records, and Evidence-Based IT Development. Produced through a close 
collaboration between Computer Science, Roskilde University, CSC 
Scandihealth, and Roskilde County Hospital. Sponsored by CSC Scandihealth. 
Filmed by TV-Koege. 
[6] Strange F. Handover: An ethnographic study of ritual in nursing practice. 
Intensive and Critical Care Nursing. 1996;12:106-12. 
[7] Allen TJ. Managing the Flow of Technology: Technology Transfer and the 
Dissemination of Technological Information within the R&D Organization. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 1977.

About Authors 
 
Jesper Simonsen and Morten Hertzum are Associate Professors at the 
Section of Computer Science, Roskilde University, Denmark.

Comments made

http://www.uigarden.net/english/the-role-of-ethnography-in-the-organizational-implementation-of-it (9 of 11)13-08-2008 08:45:28



uiGarden.net - Weaving Usability and Cultures: The Role of Ethnography in the Organizational Implementation of IT

Add comment

Name 
  Remember  

E-mail 
 

http:// 
 

Message 

 

 Textile Help 
 
 

Possible Related Articles: 

●     Involving Local Undergraduates in Fieldwork 

●     Design for people with disabilities in Japan 

●     iPhone Evaluation Report 

●     So… Does the iPhone live up to its hype? 

●     Culture, Internationalisation and Usability - III 

●     Culture, Internationalisation and Usability - II 

●     Culture, Internationalisation and Usability - I 

●     Mobile Essentials: Field Study and Concepting 

●     Emotional Factors for Mobile Business Success 

●     Leveraging Universal Design in a Financial Services Company 

back to top^

 

http://www.uigarden.net/english/the-role-of-ethnography-in-the-organizational-implementation-of-it (10 of 11)13-08-2008 08:45:28

http://rpc.textpattern.com/help/index.php?item=textile_comments&language=en-gb
http://www.uigarden.net/english/involving-local-undergraduates-in-fieldwork
http://www.uigarden.net/english/design-for-people-with-disabilities-in-japan
http://www.uigarden.net/english/iphone-evaluation-report
http://www.uigarden.net/english/so-does-the-iphone-live-up-to-its-hype
http://www.uigarden.net/english/culture-internationalisation-and-usability-iii
http://www.uigarden.net/english/culture-internationalisation-and-usability-ii
http://www.uigarden.net/english/culture-internationalisation-and-usability-i
http://www.uigarden.net/english/mobile-essentials
http://www.uigarden.net/english/emotional-factors-for-mobile-business-success
http://www.uigarden.net/english/universal-design-fidelity
http://www.techsmith.com/morae.asp?cmp=UigarM1#


uiGarden.net - Weaving Usability and Cultures: The Role of Ethnography in the Organizational Implementation of IT

 

Home | Site Map | Privacy Policy | Contact 

© 2005-2006 uiGarden.net. Design adapted from leaf theme by Stanch.net | Site optimised for  
Powered by Textpattern

http://www.uigarden.net/english/the-role-of-ethnography-in-the-organizational-implementation-of-it (11 of 11)13-08-2008 08:45:28

http://www.uigarden.net/english
http://www.uigarden.net/english/sitemap/
http://www.uigarden.net/english/privacy/
http://www.uigarden.net/english/contact/
http://www.uigarden.net/
http://www.stanch.net/
http://spreadfirefox.com/community/?q=affiliates&id=134290&t=83
http://www.textpattern.com/

	uigarden.net
	uiGarden.net - Weaving Usability and Cultures: The Role of Ethnography in the Organizational Implementation of IT


	MIBJNLGDDIICIFDBKKJBFJHFOCKFGBEJ: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: 
	f2: 1
	f3: remember
	f4: 
	f5: 
	f6: 
	f11: 193
	f12: /english/the-role-of-ethnography-in-the-organizational-implementation-of-it

	f7: Preview
	f8: 
	f9: Submit
	f10: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: 


	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: 
	f2: 91048

	f3: 




