
Sustaining Stories:  The Versatile Life of Sustained, In-house, Ethnographic Practice in a Global 
Software Company with Johann Sarmiento and Natalie Hanson, from SAP Global Business Operations. 
 
We’re so sorry we can’t be there in person - both global economic and personal circumstances required a 
last minute change in our travel plans.  We’ve asked Simon to deliver a shortened version of our 
presentation, and we hope it will inspire you to read the full version the proceedings.   
 
[SLIDE 2 - Overview] 
 
A reflection on close to ten years of participant observation in the process of developing a User 
Experience function/group in the global operations group of a large, global software company.  
 
SAP was first listed on the NYSE in the late 1990s, and that has resulted in significant changes to 
company practices.  SAP has become increasingly focused on the market, both in terms of how it 
develops software and how it manages the business internally.  A focus on demonstrating shareholder 
value in the market has driven a new focus internally on margins and operational efficiency.  This, in turn, 
has resulted in the emergence of operations as a new functional area with new forms of expertise.  It is in 
the context of this discourse on the market that our User Experience function team emerges, and our 
ability to align with market discourse has been critical to the teams’ success. 
 
Our paper reflects on some of the challenges and opportunities that relate specifically to sustaining 
ethnographic inquiry overtime as “in-house” social scientists in a large global software company. These 
challenges relate in very interesting ways to the topic of this year’s conference: “Visibility”.  Naturally, it is 
impossible to summarize ten years in the next few minutes, but one of our central goals was to share the 
practices that we have developed and refined related to positioning, re-framing, and expanding the 
visibility of our work and our organizational roles.  
 
We are interested in stimulating conversations about these practices as we are sure that many of you 
face similar challenges and have responded in your own ways.  In the paper we use three stories which 
illustrate some of the challenges of sustaining and enhancing the visibility of our data, our insights, our 
work, our roles, and also present some of the ways that we have attempted to respond to those 
challenges.   
 
[SLIDE 3 – Vignette I] 
 
Here, we reflect on a challenge that we are sure is familiar to most ethnographic practitioners who work in 
industry.  Our work can be framed as an attempt to make the unseen visible, or making practices and 
situations visible for those for whom they might be distant or inaccessible.  For example, making end 
users’ or workers’ practices visible to decision-makers, analysts, designers or others … and making them 
accessible or visible not just directly but in ways that are conducive to understanding and action, be it 
strategic planning, service design, or system design.   
 
As if this was not a significant challenge on its own, we have discovered that as in-house ethnographers, 
a unique challenge emerges: discovering and managing the retrospective and prospective meaning of our 
storytelling and its visibility.   



 
In considering the visibility of our work and of our 
roles retrospectively we engage for example in 
“sense discovery” or “sense making” by 
segmenting, associating and synthesizing elements 
of the research participant’s experience as well as 
our own.   

Prospective visibility, on the other hand,  
challenges us to engage in “sense projecting” or 
envisioning possible futures within the boundaries 
of a context of study as well as for ourselves. 

 
In this first vignette we describe a situation we faced in which an isolated artifact from an in-depth 
ethnographic study related to the productivity of salespeople took on a life of its … a kind of visibility over 
which we had no control of, and which had a significant impact on how we were perceived internally.   
 
The artifact was a pie chart based on the coded data from shadowing participants.  It was intended to 
provide visual impact, and it was designed as an anchor point for discussion with executives who might 
not tolerate the narrative detail in the finding.  The pie chart was extremely effective in stimulating dialog 
with the sponsor, and in stimulating discussion about the complex stories behind it.  In fact, it effectively 
enabled messaging of complex findings all the way to the executive level, a success rarely experienced 
for this kind of work.  However, we have come to call it the “woeful” pie chart, one which has been used 
and re-used extensively, and in many cases, unfortunately, misused and surely misinterpreted.   
 
Partly in response to this, we have made some changes in how we handle our reports today.  For 
example, we insist on providing readouts before we distribute the soft copy of a report, and we provide 
private readouts to help interpret or expand on key topics.  We hope that this approach will help our 
audience understand the richness and complexity of the findings, so that they will come back to us again 
and again, rather than assuming all the data they need is in the final deliverables.  What we have come to 
learn from this experience illustrates the subtle ways in which we adapt our professional practices to suit 
the contexts in which we operate. 
 
[SLIDE 4 – Vignette 2]  
 
In 2007, Natalie was approached by the CIO, because SAP was planning to make a significant 
investment in internal systems, and he wanted to know what user research we had conducted on those 
systems.  Natalie had a chance to debrief him for two hours on several ethnographic studies, as well as a 
couple of other research projects that were relevant for him.  It was the first time User Experience had 
been invited – proactively and by a member of senior management – to provide insights that would guide 
a planning effort.  Through that Natalie was also able to position the appropriate services (not always 
ethnographic methods) to support the project itself once it got underway. 
 
On the left of this slide, you can see a screenshot of the presentation I made to the CIO.  It was less than 
a dozen slides for a two hour meeting, and I was presenting hundreds of hours of user research.  It was 
really an opportunity for dialogue, rather than a detailed readout of findings. 
 
As a result of this retrospective presentation and the dialog that ensued, we were able to present the 
user’s point of view in a way that was unique inside SAP.  Prospectively, we were able to position not only 
our expertise but the ethnographic approach as strategic and useful.  After years of practice talking about 
the findings, we were finally confident that we were both sought for and able to speak to that point of view 
in a way that was compelling at the executive level. 
 
[SLIDE 5 – Vignette 3]  
 
A recent team engagement represents a clear example of how our work in the past has opened up 
opportunities for further ethnographic work, as well as positioned us closer to the challenging area of 
organizational design. 
 
In this third project / vignette, we were asked to help provide detail (from a users’ point of view) regarding 
an existing service with known problems.  By working closely with the different stakeholders we came to 



understand their different perspectives and adapt to address them.  As a result, the interview protocol 
(depicted at left), served to answer concerns raised by three different executives.  While not an image 
from this particular project, the other image at left shows us analyzing transcripts as a team – 
researchers, designers, project manager, etc.  We like to use this approach in order to make the sense-
making of the data a shared responsibility.  When we are able to collaborate on the analysis of findings 
with the client (as we were in this particular case), the conversations become powerful vehicles for the 
uptake of findings. 
 
One of our big lessons learned is that when we do research to inform organizational design, we have 
found that we can never put enough information into a written report. Even with a rigorous discovery 
process, often the political landscape or objectives shift in the course of the research.  As a result, we are 
always somewhat blind to how the research may be used, and whom it will impact.  We have learned that 
trying to manage the future meaning of our work represents a significant challenge that often results in 
unintended and unplanned uses for the artifacts we produce.  We try to keep our written reports tightly 
focused on the data.  As much as possible, we then ask for a seat at the table to help with the 
interpretation of findings, and how they can be applied to solve the business challenges at hand. This 
type of conversation allows us not only to manage the way our work serves the immediate organizational 
needs but also increases the visibility of our approach and the overall understanding of our potential 
future roles. 
 
[SLIDE 6 – Conclusions] 
 
As mentioned in the introduction, operations has emerged as a new functional area and a new field of 
expertise inside of SAP.  Our ability successfully execute and grow has been dependent on our ability to 
understand and align with that discourse.   
 
Our team has grown from one person (Natalie) to nine people (counting contractors and PhD-level 
interns).  We have a commitment to remaining a multi-disciplinary team that integrates not only social 
scientists but also designers, human factor engineers, business strategy specialists and others.  As 
mentioned earlier, We work in a participatory design framework which includes not only UX team 
members, but our project managers, technical resources, and whenever possible the client.  It is rare for 
us to be able to engage the end-user in workshops because of their revenue focus, but it does happen in 
some cases.   
 
In the tradition of a consulting firm, we have created a service catalog which includes detailed slides 
describing our offerings, along with reference customer examples.  We are required to establish KPIs for 
our services, and we’re asked to measure and report those up to the Chief Operating Officer on a 
quarterly basis.  We also measure the impact of individual projects in which the services are embedded.  
Overall, we are also managed through an annual portfolio management process, in which the cost and 
viability of all services are reviewed and justified.   
 
One of the benefits of being a team with a long-standing history is that we have a lot of data collected 
over numerous years and a wide variety of studies.  We have made a commitment to managing and 
capitalizing on longitudinal data in a systematic way and are in the process of putting in place the 
strategies necessary to achieve this. 
 
In concluding, we have illustrated here some of the experiences of in-house ethnographers during long-
term engagements in organizational life.  In particular, we have reflected on some of the challenges and 
opportunities we have faced in evolving and sustaining our particular ethnographic practice.  In the three 
vignettes presented you might recognize some of your own challenges in relation to ‘visibility’ and the 
ways that your professional practices and products are received, used, and re-used over time. As a field, 
perhaps we need to engage in a collective conversation about these challenges and the practices that 
would allow us to continue to evolve how we respond. 
 


