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Why Ethnography?

System requirements, deployment and successful adoption are critical success factors for modern
organizations. Failure to understand what technology you really need and then deploy the right system
in the right way can have catastrophic and long-term repercussions. At Luminous, we understand and
are able to support the analysis of requirements and the deployment of complex technical systems.
More importantly, we also understand that with most complex systems, human interaction and
cooperation is as critical to successful deployment and adoption as technical correctness. We employ
Ethnography to unearth requirement and deployment issues before they happen, to bring greater
alignment and consensus to the system planning process, and to foster feedback and ownership from
the body of users who ultimately make a system successful. We also find Ethnography very effective at
discovering new opportunities for innovation in your organization, whether this may involve technology
or work processes or both.

Organizational technology consists of more than just software and hardware. It also consists of human
beings woven into a network of social relationships. To deploy a solution without first assessing the
hardware on which it is intended to run is an open invitation for failure. At Luminous, we see a human
parallel: we feel it makes sense to decide on and implement a solution only after assessing the social
environment in which it is intended to operate. Failure to make such an assessment is the reason why so
many otherwise well-designed and aggressively-implemented systems don’t deliver on their promises.

What is Ethnography? Ethnography is a qualitative research approach, developed within the disciplines
of cultural or social anthropology, used to explain human social phenomena.

In the most general sense, Ethnography is the direct observation of a social context that describes the
social norms, values and beliefs that drive decisions and behaviors. Ethnographers immerse themselves
in that context as much as possible, learning the local language and participating in everyday activities.
This includes observing social rituals (such as meetings) and interviewing individuals in their place of
work in order to gain a deeper understanding of their perceptions, motivations, and concerns.

An important aspect of this type of research is that the individual being interviewed provides
descriptions of their perception of their experience. That perception may or may not be accurate, but it
is, nonetheless, their perception. It is also important to discover the shared practices people use to
accomplish their work — how it actually gets done, versus how it is represented on organization charts or
work flow diagrams. By gaining a clearer understanding of the practices of a team or group and the
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perceptions that guide them, we are in a much better position to plan and deploy a system that
considers these perceptions and behaviors, thus increasing the likelihood of successful system
deployment and adoption.

How Does It Work?

Organizations have strategic goals. These goals are translated to departmental goals & objectives.
Departmental goals, in turn, are translated into individual goals & objectives. Seen from this perspective,
when the overwhelming majority of people in an organization understand how their goals & objectives
align with the organization’s, we say that there is a high-degree of organizational alignment.

This is a highly desirable strategic state because misalignment between goals & objectives at various
levels of an organization causes friction, dysfunction, and waste.

In the best case, technological systems are a way to support an organization to reach its strategic goals.
If there is a high-degree of organizational alignment behind the planning and deployment of techno-
logical systems, the results produced by these systems will be superior to those codifying misalignment.

The Ethnographic process works because it engages the existing social system in the organization,
developing feedback loops to help clarify misalignment going down the chain, starting from Senior
Management. It also provides invaluable information that can help an organization refine or develop its
system strategies through a more thorough understanding of the needs and priorities of the people who
actually do the work, whom the systems are meant to help. Not only does the Ethnographic process
yield information, it also fosters system ownership even before the system is deployed.

The Luminous Approach

Luminous Group helps companies run more efficiently and profitably. We provide organizations with
guidance, tools, and support tailored to aid teams in realizing their most important goals. These in turn
illuminate the technological choices that are right for an organization and the level of support required
to maintain them. We work equally well with people and computers, bringing the two together to
achieve the kinds of results that can be enlightening.

We support companies in developing a strategic vision for their business, help articulate the work habits
and systems of practice that are supported by the teams and existing culture, with a view towards
scalability. Technology systems play an important role in enabling the next level of business
sophistication. In our experience, our clients get the best return on their technology investments when
the stakeholders are clear about the strategic vision for the investments, when they respect the people
and work culture that makes them great, and when the people who will be affected by the technologies
are involved in the decision making process.

To find out how Luminous’ Ethnographic Approach can improve your system planning and deployment
process, contact us at ethnography@luminousgroup.net mailto:ethnography@luminousgroup.net or
866-495-7354.
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