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Doing research with people, not on people
SonicRim’s “CoDesigning” concept
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Design Research

“Conventional design education has been concerned with training students to
be creative individuals on the job. Designers who have been so educated do not
think to bring out the creativity in the average person,” says Elizabeth Sanders
of SonicRim, a company that does design research and takes a “CoDesigning”
approach with the user

Most design until now has been premised on the designer as omnipotent or
as possessing a sensibility lacking in the average person, and has depended on
designers’ ideas and creative power. But with self-satisfied approaches to
designing products and vague consumer-targeted marketing, we have entered
an era in which products people actually want are not forthcoming. SonicRim's
methodology is one answer to this problem.

When | visited SonicRim's San Francisca's office a collage extending over an
entire wall immediately caught my eye. Right in the center of A3 white paper
was a palm print around which was a circle was drawn. The collage comprised
words, pictures and magazine cuttings pasted over those lines. It was compiled
by SonicRim during product development research for a home electronics manu-
facturer. It was the result of an experiment in which several teenagers tried to
express their lives on pieces of circular paper. Ms. Sanders explains: “This
manufacturer is trying to create a device for teenagers. We used this method to
share the teenagers’ lives, what they do each day, and what they are think-
ing and feeling.” Inside the palm print is their personal space and what
surrounds it is the shared space of friends and family; the very outer edges
show the world that surrounds them. We gave them this paper, some seals with
various sayings, and money with which to buy their favorite magazines for
cutouts. From this they constructed the collage. They also used photographs
they themselves took. According to Sanders, the collage was the second step in
their research, Before the collage was made, workbooks and disposable cam-
eras were passed out and the teenagers made a personal record for several
days. To give the students a jump-off point, they printed things like “On the way
home from school...” and "If you want to talk about something...” in the
waorkbooks. The teenagers completed the sentences, wrote about their typical
day, took pictures and pasted them in. SonicRim used the workbook as a tool to
acquire background data and a profile on the research participants. One more
effect, according to Sanders, was that “writing in their workbooks made them
more conscious about their daily lives and behavior.”

After the workbooks and collage processes were completed, they held a
meeting where the teenagers explained the collage. Small groups were formed
and they talked for two hours about what meaning the collage had for them.
Before the meeting commenced, the participants had spent about eight hours
recording their daily life and making the collage. They said that putting every-
thing into words at the end helped them relate more clearly everything from
mundane details to grand ideas. Ms. Sanders explained the role of their re-
search tools: “The tools we used throughout were all a means to get the
teenagers to tell their own stories.” SonicRim recorded in detail the frequency
and context of words used by the teenagers at the meeting for later analysis.
The participants do not know the purpose of the research, and the intentions of
the researchers did not effect how the teenagers spoke about themselves.

SonicRim determines which research tool to use for each research project,
and sometimes develops the tools themselves, depending on circumstances. In
addition to the above they also have tool kits and Velcro-covered forms in their
inventory. “No matter which ones we use, they must be easily understood by
the participants. There are various ways to do research: you can ask people to
explain their hopes in words or observe and record their behavior. Getting
people to participate by making things will add an entirely new dimension to
this,” continues Sanders on the benefits of participatory research, “people will
express their emotions.”

At SonicRim, the relationship between these three methods are explained by
the three circular domains “say,” “do,” and "make.” While “say” and "do” explain
the participants’ present and past, “make” allows them to express ideas and
feelings about the future. That's why it has meaning. There is something at the
intersection of these three circles that people want, but it is something that does
not yet exist. Sanders emphasizes that research which targets the user or con-
sumer will not necessarily provide answers. “The researcher’s stance has a great
effect on the results. By sharing with the participants, however, you will get
results more quickly. In today's Internet age, people can get whatever product
they want. The job of the designer from this point on is to create a venue that will
allow people to become creative.” (Text by Noriko Takiguchi] @
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