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So what is a cultural probe?

Cultural Probes allow you to get inside the mind of  a person. 
What they are thinking, what they are doing, what they are feeling. 

It’s all about the response. 

Through cultural probing, this article looks at the response of  elders from the cities of  
Bijlmer, Oslo, and Peccioli.

Of course an explanation had been necessary
for this special meeting with us, three foreign
designers. The coordinator explained that we
were there as part of a European
Union–funded research project looking at
novel interaction techniques to increase the
presence of the elderly in their local commu-
nities. We represented two design centers that
would be working over the next two years
with three community sites: in the Majorstua,
a district of Oslo; the Bijlmer, a large planned
community near Amsterdam; and Peccioli, a
small village outside Pisa. We were at the last
site, to get to know the group a little.

An important preamble, then, well deliv-
ered by the coordinator, but the explanation
was of necessity fairly complicated. On our
arrival, the 10 elderly members had been
friendly and enthusiastic, if a little puzzled.
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Now they were looking tired.
Finally the time came. I stood up and said,

“We’ve brought you a kind of gift,” as we all
passed the clear blue plastic envelopes to the
group. (See Fig. 1) “They’re a way for us to get
to know you better, and for you to get to know
us.” Already people were starting to unwind the
strings fastening the envelopes. “Take a look,” I
said, “and we’ll explain what’s in them.”

An assortment of maps, postcards, cam-
eras, and booklets began accumulating in
front of them. Curious, they started exam-
ining the materials. Soon they were smiling
and discussing them with their neighbors.

As the feeling of the group livened percep-
tibly, we started explaining the contents.
Worry transformed to excitement. Perhaps the
probes would work after all.

Cultural Probes
The cultural probes—these packages of maps,
postcards, and other materials—were
designed to provoke inspirational responses
from elderly people in diverse communities.
Like astronomic or surgical probes, we left
them behind when we had gone and waited
for them to return fragmentary data over time.

The probes were part of a strategy of pur-
suing experimental design in a responsive way.
They address a common dilemma in devel-
oping projects for unfamiliar groups.
Understanding the local cultures was neces-
sary so that our designs wouldn’t seem irrele-
vant or arrogant, but we didn’t want the
groups to constrain our designs unduly by
focusing on needs or desires they already
understood. We wanted to lead a discussion
with the groups toward unexpected ideas, but
we didn’t want to dominate it.

Postcards
Within the probe packages, people found 8 to
10 postcards scattered among other materials.
The cards had images on the front, and ques-
tions on the back, such as:

! Please tell us a piece of advice or
insight that has been important to you.

! What do you dislike about Peccioli?
! What place does art have in your life?
! Tell us about your favorite device.
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Figure 1. A cultural probe package.



In the case of  this article: 
Packages of  maps, postcards,  camera, photo album and a 
media diary designed to provoke inspirational responses from 
elderly people in diverse communities.

“The probes were part of  a strategy of  pursing experimental design in a responsive way. 
They address a common dilemma in developing project for unfamiliar groups.”



The diversity of  the given sites was of  of  essential importance.

Context

“The sites themselves constrain the sort of  design explorations that might be 
meaningful...Our task was to better understand their particularities.”

The project is self  was very free and open.
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AAs the local site coordinator finished his introduction to the meeting, our worries were

increasing. The group had taken on a glazed look, showing polite interest, but no real

enthusiasm. How would they react when we presented them with our packages?

Would disinterest deepen to boredom, or even hostility?

Cultural Probes
Homo ludens impinges on his environment: He interrupts, changes, intensifies; he follows paths and in
passing, leaves traces of his presence everywhere. — Constant

Don Bishop ©1997 Artville, LLC



Artist-Designers Approach

Don’t emphasis precise analyses or controlled 
methodologies

Aesthetic control matters.

Think about the cultural implications of   your design.

Explore ways to open new spaces for design.

It’s not about commercial products.

It’s about new understandings of  technology.



“We work to provide opportunities 
to discover new pleasures, new 
forms of  sociability, and new 

cultural forms.”



Be a provocateur.
“a person who provokes trouble, causes dissension, or 

the like; agitator.”

...in the good sense of  course.

Be inspired.

Don’t be a doctor.

Don’t be a servant.



Seriously though, it’s important to remember that 
it’s about the inspiration and not the information.



Problems you may encounter
•Geographic distance
•Cultural distance

How to get remedy those problems:
•Design materials to be posted 
separately to acknowledge your 
distance and your ongoing lives

•Try making the materials as visual as 
possible to bypass language barriers.





Homo Ludens
Humanity as defined by it’s playful qualities.



Functional Aesthetics

Bottom Line: Don’t work on aesthetics for appeal or motivation. 

Aesthetics  as a part of  functionality + pleasure = a design = efficiency or usability



What functional aesthetics did for them (the real purpose of  it)
•Lack of  professional finish gave the materials an informal feeling so 
they weren’t really seen as official forms or of  commercial marketing

•Still showed the energy put into the materials. 

•Expressed their tasted and interest to the groups of  elders.

•Reduced the distance between the designers and groups.

•Through images, materials, and requests they tried revealing themselves 
to the groups and the groups revealing themselves in return.

Because of  this the probes were enjoyable and communicative. Gave 
insight as to what the elders might expect from the designs. 



Different art movements influenced their design.
Specifically their conceptual concerns and techniques.

Examples: Dada, Surrealists

It informed their designs. More importantly, the designers hoped it would cause the elders 
to think differently of  their environment differently.



Launching the probes

Done through a series of  meetings.

Presented the packages in person.



Returned Items

Some items left blank or included notes.

Captured “particular facets” of  the different 
cultures.

Items with a long return time represented that 
elders were enjoying every day life.

! Your home
! What you will wear today
! The first person you see today
! Something desirable
! Something boring
About half the pictures were unassigned,

and the elders were asked to photograph
whatever they wanted to show us before
mailing the camera back to us. (See Fig. 4)

Photo Album and Media Diary
The last two items in the probes were in the
form of small booklets. The first was a photo
album, which requesting the elders to “use 6
to 10 pictures to tell us your story.” When
questioned, we encouraged participants to use
photos of the past, their families, their current
lives, or anything they found meaningful. (See
Fig. 5)

Finally, each probe contained a media
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The questions concerned the elders’ atti-
tudes towards their lives, cultural environ-
ments, and technology. But we used oblique
wording and evocative images to open a space
of possibilities, allowing the elders as much
room to respond as possible.

Postcards are an attractive medium for
asking these sorts of questions because of their
connotations as an informal, friendly mode of
communication. (See Fig. 2) Unlike formal
questionnaires, the postcards encouraged
questions to be approached casually, which
was underlined by pre-addressing and
stamping them for separate return.

Maps
The probes contained about seven maps, each
with an accompanying inquiry exploring the
elders’ attitudes toward their environment.
(See Fig. 3) 

Requests ranged from straightforward to
poetic. For instance, a map of the world
included the question “Where have you been
in the world?”, and small dot stickers were
provided to mark answers. Participants were
also asked to mark zones on local maps,
showing us where, for instance,

" They would go to meet people
" They would go to be alone
" They liked to daydream
" They would like to go but can’t
A more surreal task was given to each group

as well; in the case of Peccioli, for example, a
map was labeled “if Peccioli were New York...”
and was accompanied by stickers showing
scenes ranging from the Statue of Liberty to
people injecting drugs.

The maps were printed on a variety of tex-
tured papers to emphasize their individuality
and cut into several different envelope forms.
When the elderly were finished with them,
they folded them together and put them in
the mail.

Camera
Each probe included a disposable camera,
repackaged to separate it from its commercial
origins and to integrate it with the other probe
materials. On the back we listed requests for
pictures, such as Figure 2. A postcard (“what is your favorite device?”) 



Design proposals
Acted as a reflection of  what they learned from the materials.

“The best evidence the returns from the probes spurred valuable insights into the local 
cultures was that the elders clearly recognized themselves in the proposals.”

Bijlmer Oslo Peccioli

What the found:
Ideas responded to a 
paradox of  strong 
community in a dangerous 
area

Elders are affluent, 
educated and 
enthusiastic

Elders enjoy a relaxed 
social life in a beautiful 
setting.

What they proposed:
Build network of  displays 
for elders to better 
communicate their values 
and attiudes about the 
culture.

Lead a community-wide 
conversation about 
social issues. Publish 
questions for social 
response.

Amplify their pleasure by creating 
social and pastoral landscapes. 
This allows them to create 
flexible communications 
networks and listen to the sounds 
of  surrounding country side.



User-Centered Inspiration

Made the designers familiarize themselves with the sites.

Elders provided them with a rich source of  material inspiration

Through probing they had on-going 
conversation with the elders through the project.



Strengths of  Cultural Probing

Through probing they had on-going conversation with the elders 
through the project.

Caused groups to think about their roles and the 
pleasures they experience, suggesting new roles and 
experiences.

“The real strength of  the method was that we had designed and produced the 
materials specifically for this project, for those people and for their environment.”


