
Abstract
Creative and visual methods have shown great potential to engender new 
ideas and (self) understandings in participants in research focused on topics 
that are hard to address via conventional qualitative methods such as inter-
views. Through their playful approach, such methods can open a whole new 
window for researchers to understand participants or research phenomena. 
However, engaging participants through these methods can be challenging, 
and the outcome can be more uncertain and unpredictable compared to con-
ventional qualitative methods. Our article introduces three case studies that 
applied a method drawn from design research, namely cultural probes. By ana-
lyzing these cases together, we are able to highlight the strengths, shortcom-
ings, and issues that need careful consideration when probes are applied to 
an ethnographic research process. We critically reflect on the ideas of play-
fulness behind the visual and creative approaches and contribute to method-
ological discussions on playful methods particularly with adult participants. 
Our findings emphasize the importance of profound understanding of the 
epistemological background of the method, why playfulness is employed in 
research, to whom probes are targeted, and how motivation is engendered in 
participants. Employed without these considerations, playfulness of probes 
can appear strange and as something that alienates the study participants 
rather than engages them in sharing their views and ideas.
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Introduction: Methodological Explorations in Interdisciplinary 
Research
In recent years interdisciplinary research has become more common in aca-
demia and in ethnology, including collaborations among methodologically and 
epistemologically diverse disciplines. While it has been typical for cultural and 
social sciences to adopt and use theories, concepts and methods from other 
disciplines quite flexibly, the current trends of inter- and transdisciplinary re-
search have undoubtedly increased both dialogue and the application of meth-
ods across different scientific fields. There has been increasing interest in cre-
ative, visual, sensory and art-based methods and approaches to complement 
traditional qualitative research methodology. This also applies to ethnology 
and its related fields (see, e.g., Pink 2001; 2009; Wiles et al. 2013; Culhane & 
Elliot 2016; van den Scott 2018; Lähdesmäki et al. 2020). These methods have 
been used and developed to overcome some of the challenges that a rapidly 
changing world with complex political, environmental, economic, social, and 
digitalized environments have created for qualitative research (Wiles et al. 
2013, 18; Koskinen-Koivisto, Lähdesmäki & Čeginskas 2020, xxi). Some of the 
challenges became particularly evident and widespread during the Covid-19 
pandemic in the years 2020–2021 when many researchers had to take novel 
stances on how to access the field or conduct interviews or ethnographic re-
search. The drivers for methodological development have also arisen from a 
need to enable the study of new areas of social life, or to examine aspects of 
social life that are not accessible by traditional methods (Wiles et al. 2013, 20; 
Mannay 2016, 47, 51–52; see also Lähdesmäki et al. 2020).

The above-mentioned reasons can also be found behind the methodolog-
ical explorations that will be presented in this article. The article contributes 
to methodological discussions by highlighting the importance of epistemo-
logical considerations when applying experimental and potentially creative 
and playful tools across different disciplines and combining them with more 
conventional qualitative data gathering. While some visual methods such as 
photography and film making (e.g., Sinisalo 2005; Kupiainen 2022), partic-
ipant-induced elicitation / photo-elicitation (e.g., Koskela 2018; Hänninen 
2020; 2022), drawing and storyboarding (e.g., Siim 2020) and sensory eth-
nography (e.g., Koskinen-Koivisto & Lehtovaara 2020) have been applied in 
contemporary Finnish ethnology and cultural studies, this article focuses on 
examining the possibilities of a typical method in design research—cultural 
probes—that has, to date, been less used in these fields, except in design an-
thropology. Probes are broadly understood as a self-documentation method, 
including explorative activities and artifacts such as postcards or booklets to 
be filled out by study participants. They are used to evoke more creative and 
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playful thinking that can promote collaborative discovery and inform design 
processes. (e.g., Luusua et al. 2015)

In this article we will reflect on the strengths, shortcomings, and issues 
that need to be considered when playful methods such as cultural probes are 
applied as part of ethnographic research. Based on three different empirical 
case studies in which the method was employed, we examine why and how 
playfulness was introduced to and stimulated in our study participants, how play-
ful and creative assignments were received by them, and why probe-inspired tasks 
worked better in some contexts and study settings than in others.

The case studies presented in the article are a part of three different in-
terdisciplinary research projects which included close collaboration between 
humanists, social scientists (e.g., ethnologists and anthropologists) and de-
signers. The Trust-M project (Designing Inclusive & Trustworthy Digital Public 
Services for Migrants in Finland, 2022–2025) is a broad consortium that aims 
to create practical digital and hybrid tools and solutions for public services to 
support migrant integration in Finland by enhancing the inclusivity of ser-
vices. Anne Häkkinen, Avanti Chajed and Johanna Ylipulli have been work-
ing on the project to produce social, cultural and contextual understanding 
of current integration services and trust formation by examining experiences 
of service encounters from the perspectives of both service providers and mi-
grant customers, along with the role of digital technology in services. Knowl-
edge produced by these case studies should inform solution-oriented design 
and technology development.

The other study was a collaboration between two projects funded by the 
Research Council of Finland—AICity (Experiencing Artificial Intelligence in the 
Smart City: Co-creating applications for urban life) at the University of Oulu, 
and DISC (Digital Inequality in Smart Cities, 2020–2025) at Aalto University 
in Finland—and a private research studio in Mumbai, India. Both projects 
focused on understanding emerging technologies in urban contexts, with the 
shared aim being to explore how digital technologies were used in everyday 
life in different urban places. This study was conducted by Johanna Ylipulli, 
Dani Kalarikalayil Raju and Aale Luusua in two very different locales: Fin-
land and India.1

1	 Acknowledgements: We wish to sincerely thank our study participants and collaborators, 
community liaison Shabnam Khan, students who conducted the probes with Finnish 
university students, as well as our colleagues, design researchers Rūta Šerpytytė and 
Sunok Lee for designing the notebook for service providers and storyboarding for 
migrants. This work was supported by the Strategic Research Council–funded pro-
ject Trust-M, (353511), and the Research Council of Finland–funded projects DISC 
(332143) and AICity (316136).
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While the Trust-M project is distinct from the AICity and DISC projects, 
they share some commonalities2: in all projects the focus has been on studying 
digital technology use on an everyday level among adult participants and they 
have had the goal to apply research results later in practical ways (e.g., digital/
hybrid technology solutions). The endeavor to produce practical solutions has 
led us to combine probes alongside other qualitative methods (interviews, ob-
servations, workshops) that could help us understand research participants’ 
lived experiences and relationship to digital technologies in nuanced ways, 
to grasp abstract and complex phenomena from different perspectives (e.g., 
trust) but also to challenge, inspire and reflect practical design processes. By 
adding playful and creative elements into the research methods in the form 
of probes we aimed to afford flexibility and an explorative mindset not only 
for us but also for study participants to defamiliarize mundane phenomenon 
and to come up with unpredictable results or insights.

Because of the interdisciplinary nature of both projects, the authors of this 
article also come from diverse disciplinary backgrounds (ethnology, design an-
thropology, education, design research, and architecture). We have included 
the perspectives of researchers who have a more in-depth understanding and 
experience of using probes because of their disciplinary and methodological 
background (Johanna Ylipulli, Dani Kalarikalayil Raju and Aale Luusua) and 
experiences of researchers who were applying the probes method for the first 
time (Anne Häkkinen and Avanti Chajed). This adds nuanced layers for scru-
tinizing both the possibilities and potential pitfalls of using probes in ethno-
logical or interdisciplinary research.

In this article we first introduce the probes as a method and how that 
method relates to other visual, creative and playful methods that are more 
widely used in ethnology or ethnographic research. We also briefly discuss 
how playfulness is understood and defined in adult play research. Then we 
present the three case studies and how we have applied activities/assignments 
inspired by the probes: as reflective notebooks for city officials providing ser-
vices for migrants; activities with migrants such as drawing storyboards; and 
booklets that were completed in long-distance collaboration with Indian par-
ticipants and researchers in both Finland and India. The probes used in these 
case studies were applied in the early stages of gathering research material, 
predating the use of other methods such as interviews or workshops. Each 
case study illuminates methodological discussions and choices from disparate 
angles including both the challenges and advantages of playful approaches, 
particularly with adult participants. Finally, in the last section we draw col-

2	 Johanna Ylipulli has also been involved in all projects and thus has insight on all of 
the case studies introduced in this article.
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lectively on our experiences to reflect on what we as researchers need to take 
into consideration when using playful methods as part of a study design. By 
sharing our insights, we hope to further promote methodological discussions 
of playful and creative approaches.

Probes as a Playful Method
Cultural probes are a research approach developed in design research around 
the turn of the 21st century (Gaver, Dunne & Pacenti 1999) which have be-
come a well-known method of conducting participatory3 design research. In 
general, cultural probes refer to a variety of methods that rely on research par-
ticipants’ self-documentation, and adopt a playful, creative, and interactive 
attitude; their goal is to explore people’s unique viewpoints and experiences. 
Probes were widely accepted and employed by the Human-Computer Interac-
tion (HCI) design and research community but also by social scientists (Gaver 
et al. 2004; Boehner et al. 2007). As such, they have been further developed, 
for example as design probes (Mattelmäki 2006), technology probes (Hutchin-
son et al. 2003) and evaluation probes (Luusua et al. 2015).

The cultural probes approach was originally founded on the philosophical 
thinking of artists-designers and thus, as a method, its central qualities arise 
from this origin. The method originated from the need to contact diverse and 
geographically dispersed groups by utilizing self-documentation tasks. As 
the metaphor of “probe” implies, they are material objects sent independent-
ly into research locations where participants complete tasks without direct 
researcher presence. It is important to note that the ultimate knowledge in-
terest regarding probes was not to produce descriptive understandings per 
se, but to identify opportunities for design (Gaver, Dunne & Pacenti 1999). 
The probes were intended to spark the imagination and to provoke the nov-
el thinking of both research participants and designers, as well as to disrupt 
traditional designer-user roles; the goal was to challenge, inspire, and enable 
reflexive design practice. Design scholars Bill Gaver, Tony Dunne and Elena 
Pacenti (1999, 27) openly stated that their “original” cultural probes were 
not intended to be analyzed. Rather, the researchers created design sugges-
tions that represented what they had learned from the materials. Thus, the 
initial probes were intended to be interpreted as a creative dialogue between 
designers and study participants. The primary research question of design re-
search is usually not “What is?” but rather “What could be?” In general, it has 

3	 For participatory work in design research, see, e.g., Bratteteig et al. (2013). For 
discussion on positionality and power relations related to participatory practices in 
cultural research and social sciences, see, e.g., Gubrium & Harper (2013), Mannay 
(2016), Suopajärvi (2017), Koskinen-Koivisto, Lähdesmäki & Čeginskas (2020). 
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very different goals compared to cultural research or social science; it focuses 
on gathering insights to guide the creation of products, services, or systems, 
emphasizing innovation or practical application. Cultural probes, then, may 
represent an initial step in this process.

Usually, a cultural probe is a collection of artifacts that is intended to help 
researchers and research participants generate empirical and experiential data 
through creative and reflective assignments, as well as then collect this data 
as research materials from participants. The tasks and objects in the collec-
tion may include, for example, postcards to be filled out, single use cameras, 
or simply booklets with prompts for writing, sketching, and pasting pictures 
(Luusua et al. 2015). It is important to note that probes must be carefully de-
signed, and design researchers strive to make them visually pleasing and en-
ticing; this is part of the idea that probes invite the participants to play and 
create, not just to collect information for researchers. In addition, these quali-
ties underline the reciprocal nature of interaction between the design-research-
er and the participant—a probe is like a gift given to the participant, who, in 
turn, gives their perspectives back (Luusua et al. 2015).

After various research communities began to apply probes in a more sci-
entific manner, these premises were significantly altered. The probes in their 
various forms have been used for analytic research such as design evaluation 
(e.g., Luusua et al. 2015). Probes have also been applied in design anthropol-
ogy to complement conventional ethnography and to provide information 
on difficult-to-access settings (e.g., Ylipulli 2015a). For example, information 
and communication technology (ICT) has become ubiquitous—it is used in 
public spaces but also integrated into even the most private aspects of life. 
Engaging with individuals’ ICT experiences through conventional qualitative 
or ethnographic methods such as participant observation can be unfeasible 
and perhaps intrusive. Probes have proved useful in ethnographic research ex-
amining sensitive topics (see, e.g., Hemmings et al. 2002); on the other hand, 
they can also be seen as useful in studying phenomena that are “everywhere” 
as they enable the participant to highlight personally meaningful moments 
and instances connected to technology use. They give participants more time 
to reflect on and craft more thoughtful replies. In interviews, by contrast, the 
mode of interaction requires reacting quickly though also enables views to be 
unraveled through conversation.

Cultural probes can be seen as occupying a position between diary studies 
and visual and creative methods such as participant-induced elicitation4 (based 

4	 In participant-induced elicitation the research participant is asked to create something, 
for example take photographs or draw pictures related to the research topics (Collier 
& Collier 1986; Harper 2002; Hänninen 2020).
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on photography, film, drawings and artwork or other visual material), which 
are recognized techniques in the humanities and social sciences (e.g., Bagnoli 
2009; Collier & Collier 1986; Elliott 1997; Pink 2001; Gauntlett 2007; Gubri-
um & Harper 2013; Padgett et al. 2013; van den Scott 2018; Hänninen 2020; 
Siim 2020). These methods share many similar aims and convergences with 
probes. They are used to enhance the collaboration, rapport and dialogue be-
tween researchers and research participants; to work as an icebreaker in the 
interview; to study topics or phenomena that are somehow hidden or diffi-
cult to verbalize using only traditional qualitative methods; to tackle (invisi-
ble) mundane and self-evident aspects of daily lives; to evoke memories and 
to help recall things; and to promote self-reflective discussions with research 
participants. (See, e.g., Harper 2002; Hurworth 2003; Padgett et al. 2013; Hän-
ninen 2020; 2022.) Analogous to probes, for example in participant-induced 
elicitation interviews, research participants are “encouraged to challenge the 
preconceptions of the interviewer, provide unprecedented perspectives to the 
discussion, and experiment with different kinds of ideas” (Hänninen 2020, 
63). While clear-cut distinctions between the above-mentioned methods might 
not even be fruitful to make, probes are characterized particularly by their 
creative, playful aspect and the emphasis on diverse means of expressions.

Defining Playfulness
 The focus of this article is not on studying play per se. However, it touches 
upon aspects related to it as our theoretical understanding of playfulness is 
largely influenced by the interdisciplinary field of play research carried out 
in the humanities and social sciences, as well as in design research. As there 
exists considerable research literature on play, particularly on children’s play, 
our focus has been on adults. This outline derives from our research projects 
in which selected participants were all adults, and from what is already known 
about adults having partly different views on play and playfulness in compar-
ison to children (e.g., Guitard, Ferland & Dutil 2005; Lubbers et al. 2023).

Play and playfulness are closely connected to each other. We see playful-
ness “as an antecedent and precondition to play” (Heljakka 2024, 77) and as an 
attitude (Sicart 2014, 13). Playfulness as an intrinsic motivation and a frame 
of mind is perceived as spontaneous, individual, undisciplined, innovative 
and unpredictable but it is also tied to and conditioned by culture (Hänninen 
2003, 105–106). Playfulness in adulthood has also been connected to a sense 
of humor (or a non-serious approach), openness to trying new things, and a 
positive outlook involving emotions such as joy and enjoyment (Guitard, Fer-
land & Dutil 2005; Lubbers et al. 2023). Play is considered to be in its essence 
ambivalent and vague, a self-directed and voluntary activity that combines the 
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player’s creativity, imagination and skill to explore varied objects, environ-
ments, and ideas. It can be open-ended and unstructured or goal-driven and 
structured. According to previous research, playing increases curiosity, proac-
tivity and flexibility to our minds, and thus can facilitate thinking and act as a 
transformative force. (Sutton-Smith 1997, 2; Henricks 2006, 185; Gray 2015, 
125; Heljakka 2024, 24, 77–78.) It can help us go beyond the ordinary, moving 
us emotionally, mentally and physically (e.g. Huizinga 1970 [1938], 28; Sicart 
2014, 3), but it can also make us deal with existing materialities and idea sys-
tems such as language, cultural and social norms (Henricks 2015, 115). Like 
play, playful attitude is part of social interaction and can enable individuals to 
make emotional connections with others (Henricks 2015, 101; Lubbers et al. 
2023, 10). By stimulating study participants’ playfulness, we have been par-
ticularly interested in activating creativity, imagination and self-expression. 
In the following sections we introduce our practical implementations, expe-
riences and outcomes of bringing out playfulness through probes.

Notebooks to Elicit Reflections on Abstract Concepts with 
Professionals: What About Playfulness? (Anne Häkkinen)
My case study was related to the Trust-M project in which my role was to ex-
amine how service providers understood trust formation and the role of dig-
ital technology in service encounters with customers. The probes used in this 
study consist of notebooks—printed booklets with tasks. They were designed 
to be a part of ethnographic research that consisted of semi-structured inter-
views and observations with street-level service providers (13 participants).5 
The study participants were working in public services targeted for migrants, 
including guidance and counselling services (as service advisors), employ-
ment services (as personal coaches) and adult education (as career coaches 
and teachers). The notebooks were meant as a pre-task for the interviews. 
Nine participants completed the notebook.6

In the early stages of brainstorming with my colleague (Johanna Ylipul-
li), who was experienced in combining cultural probes with ethnography, we 
pondered possibilities of carrying out ethnography with other methods. One 
reason for this exploration was my struggle with approaching and introducing 

5	  I also interviewed 13 service providers working at the administrative and managerial 
level but I did not use notebooks with them. Most interviews with street-level civil 
servants were in-person, typically in their workplaces.

6	 All participants signed a written consent form regarding participating in the interview, 
completing the notebook, and the usage, dissemination and archiving of produced 
research material. I have not used the notebook as an illustration if the participant 
has not given their permission to present the notebook material in direct quotes or 
images.
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abstract themes of trust and trust building in the interviews. Because of this, 
I wanted to try including more experimental and creative tasks for my partic-
ipants to bring out some aspects of their work that might have been difficult 
to express only via interviews. In our initial discussions and notes between 
me and the design researcher (Rūta Šerpytytė), the role and the purpose of 
the notebook was framed accordingly: “Should not be central to the study but 
work as an inspiration for the interview (for helping participants to do self-re-
flection and paying attention to different dimensions of customer work).”

The tasks in the notebook were meant to activate unorthodox thinking and 
to help participants to recall customer situations afterwards in the interview. 
Ideally it could help participants with their work, for example with self-assess-
ment such as promoting conscious evaluation of interactions with customers, 
and the role digital technology plays or could play in those interactions. The 
set of assignments could be interpreted and completed in multiple ways even 
when some of them were more structured through the given instructions.

When deciding the design criteria together with the design researcher, 
one important criterion was the possibility to fill the notebook flexibly, either 
during a workday or after or otherwise occasionally during five workdays, as 
this could be crucial for adopting a more playful and relaxed attitude charac-
terized by a readiness to improvise (see Malaby 2009, 206). Also, based on 
the previous research on using cultural probes with professionals (see Luce-
ro & Mattelmäki 2007), we wanted to be considerate of the limited time ser-
vice providers could allocate to completing the tasks. Since it was difficult 
to evaluate how much time it would take to do the assignments, we offered 
different options for how to respond to the tasks. This simultaneously intro-
duced participants to several creative ways to express their thoughts but also 
the possibility to stick with more conventional ways of self-documentation if 
more playful elements felt off-putting to them. Participants could choose to 
answer briefly or more in-depth in some open-ended tasks by writing a story/
narrative, putting down short notes, creating a poem, or drawing something. 
We also added warm-up tasks that were quicker to grasp, such as marking the 
technological tools that participants used in their daily work.

We designed the visual elements to invite a relaxed and playful attitude 
towards the tasks (e.g., using emojis) as well as to help participants tackle ab-
stract topics. For example, in one task we used building blocks and a wreck-
ing ball as visual illustrations and metaphors to invite participants to contem-
plate what the elements of building trust could be and what might damage it 
(see Figure 1). In another task (Figure 2) we utilized the visual cue of a ther-
mometer to “measure” their clients’ trust, expectations, and confidence; par-
ticipants could freely choose one or several situations they had with clients 
during the week and reflect on the encounters from these perspectives. As all 
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participants used Finnish and/or English in their work, they could choose to 
complete the booklet either in Finnish or English. The notebooks were print-
ed in color and stapled, enabling the participants to have them as physical 
objects and fill them in by hand.

When scheduling interviews with each participant,7 I confirmed they had 
received their notebooks in time and would have at least two weeks to com-
plete them. I also gave some general guidelines via email. At this point, some 
participants asked me for clarifications regarding how to complete the note-
book as they worried whether they had understood the tasks correctly. The 
ambiguity of some tasks seemed to confuse and cause feelings of uncertainty 
in participants despite my attempts to alleviate potential discomfort both in 
the introduction of the notebook and in email correspondence. Participants 
also seemed to struggle to adjust their expectations and ideas about what 

7	 Participants were recruited via managerial-level persons working in different units within 
the same city. I introduced my study and the notebook to teachers in their workplace 
face-to-face. With other street-level professionals we communicated first via email.

Fig. 1: Visual cues in notebooks to help participants tackle abstract concepts. The notebook 
task: “Blocks of Trust”. Photograph by Tuomas Marttila.
Fig. 2: “Measuring the atmosphere” assignment caused confusion among participants. Pho-
tograph by Tuomas Marttila
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scientific research should look like, whether playfulness and the non-seri-
ous approach of the notebook fit with the idea of the scientific method. This 
has been reported in previous studies that have applied cultural probes (e.g., 
Mattelmäki 2008). During interviews I also asked for feedback8 regarding the 
notebook, and received quite straightforward replies:

One of the service advisors mentioned that she had difficulties understanding the 

instructions of the tasks (overly complicated instructions) during the hectic workday. 

It took time for her to get some kind of understanding of what the tasks were about 

and still she and other service advisors were not sure how their answers might help 

the research, or what they should write about. She said laughing that they (service 

advisors) should be considered as three-year-old children and instruct them in a similar 

way. (Field notes, 21.3.2024)

The above mentioned “Measuring atmosphere” assignment (Figure 2) 
turned out to be perhaps too ambiguous and complicated, and without fur-
ther explanations taking place in the interview it would have been impossible 
to interpret participants’ answers (see also Mattelmäki 2008; Ylipulli 2015b). 
On the other hand, the purpose of the assignment was to recall certain cus-
tomer situations, and in that sense the task fulfilled its purpose well.

Despite the ambivalent feelings which the notebook evoked in some partic-
ipants, they seemed to be motivated to fill it, some of them even thoroughly. 
However, it is more difficult to evaluate how much the tasks were enabling a 
playful attitude, creativity or novel thinking. I did not ask this directly from 
the participants. We had added elements to the assignments that we consid-
ered essential for invoking playfulness, such as involving positive affect, hav-
ing non-literal or symbolic elements to encourage the use of imagination and 
flexibility, and the tasks to be more ambivalent or vague in nature (see Sicart 
2014, 31–32; Gray 2015, 125; Heljakka 2024, 73–78). However, most partic-
ipants completed the notebook in more conventional ways—writing notes 
and narratives, even in the assignment in which we encouraged participants 
to generate ideas for potential future (sci-fi) technological solutions for their 
work. Only one participant drew a technological solution, none wrote a poem.

There seemed to be more problems engaging in imaginative tasks in the 
notebook. It is very likely that completing the notebook during the (potentially 
hectic) workday left participants little time and space for taking a relaxed and 
playful attitude or activating one’s imagination. However, while the ideas, for 
example, for future sci-fi technologies were either quite ordinary or not neces-
sarily suitable as real-world digital solutions, some answers highlighted other 

8	 Some participants also wrote their feedback in the notebook.
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important aspects service providers tackled in their everyday work. As such, 
these answers gave me a different perspective on things participants discussed 
in the interviews and, on the other hand, helped them to express these issues 
in unfamiliar ways. For example, one teacher presented an idea of technology 
that could enable her to read her students’ minds to better understand them 
to bridge experienced language and cultural barriers. Her answer can be in-
terpreted—based on the interview discussions with her—to emphasize the 
communication challenges she faced in trying to help her students, many of 
whom had accumulated a range of problems in their lives.

Regarding integrating the notebook with other methods, the most fruit-
ful combination proved to be the one in which I was able to conduct obser-
vations before the interview, and/or when I had a chance to read the note-
books before the interview. This was not always possible, but when it was, I 
had a chance to ask more elaborate questions both related to my observations 
and the notebooks. However, the analytical potential of the notebook stayed 
rather modest apart from the task “Building blocks of trust”. One benefit the 
task offered was the possibility for participants to contemplate a highly ab-
stract concept beforehand, instead of coming up with something in the mo-
ment of the interview alone. Thus, as a pre-orientation for the interview and 
as a starting point for further reflections, the notebook worked nicely. While 
it is difficult to know whether more open-ended assignments might have en-
gendered different outcomes, it is possible that the framework of some tasks 
limited the potential of expressions or unexpected insights of participants in-
stead of expanding them.

As this method was new to me, it probably made me hesitant to apply 
the whole potential of creative and playful elements. The way I adapted the 
probes also showed some limitations in my understanding of the method 
even when I familiarized myself with it by reading and having conversations 
with experienced colleagues. For example, I could have explained the pur-
pose of the notebook even more clearly to help participants orientate to the 
tasks. I also did not integrate the social aspect of playfulness and play (see Si-
cart 2014, 2; Henricks 2015, 101), such as the possibility for participants to 
explore tasks together for example in a group interview or in a workshop—
which has proven to be a beneficial approach when using probes in design re-
search (Ylipulli 2015b). Now each participant did the assignments individu-
ally which, on the other hand, enabled more private insights but left out the 
chance to discover things in collaboration with others. Doing things together 
might have also helped to evoke a more playful attitude within a group and 
individual participants.
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Using Probes with Migrants: Facing the Complexity and 
Unpredictability of Visual Methods (Avanti Chajed)
Like Anne Häkkinen, I was also working on the Trust-M project. My area 
of interest was to study the experiences of immigrant women in using pub-
lic services in Finland. I was drawn to the visual and creative methods to 
add materiality (Kuntz 2015) to my understanding of participants’ experi-
ences. For example, small points of connection with research participants, 
such as their WhatsApp profile photos, may provide a whole new window 
into understanding them (Chajed 2022, 97–98). Probes could serve a sim-
ilar purpose. My reason for using probes partly differed from the original 
intention behind them (inspiring the design possibilities). However, I was 
drawn to their potential as objects of play, creating new ways for partici-
pants to explore and express their feelings about using services and their 
process of making Finland home. My intention was to use probes as com-
plementary material with semi-structured interviews primarily to spark 
creative thinking and representation of experience that would tap into 
participants’ emotional, mental and physical realities, much like play and 
playfulness has been thought to do in previous scholarship (Huizinga 1970 
[1938], 28; Sicart 2014, 3).

I created three probe activities to capture the immigrant women’s ex-
periences. The first was to create a storyboard of the research participants’ 
initial arrival and process of making Finland home. Sunok Lee, a colleague 
who works in design and Human-Computer Interaction helped with the 

templates and made a comic strip–
like page that could be filled with 
drawings, cutouts and speech bub-
bles (Figure 3).

The second probe activity was 
a resource map (Figure 4) in which 
participants were given an empty 
box to draw and connect the re-
sources they relied on the most 
while living in Finland. The partic-
ipants could add services, smaller 
communities, religious institutions 

Fig. 3: Template made by Sunok Lee for 
the “Storyboard” activity. Photograph by 
Sunok Lee
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and spaces such as grocery stores. 
They were then asked to use emoji 
stickers to label how they felt about 
each resource. Finally, the third 
probe activity was a letter from an 
imaginary friend asking for advice 
on what to do after finding out she 
was pregnant. The prompt was to 
reply to this friend.

Making decisions on how to 
present each activity turned out to 
be challenging as I had no previous 

experience of using these methods or a thorough understanding of who my 
participants were. How would participants react to these prompts? What kinds 
of activities could I ask them to do? There was also a part of me that felt these 
were a bit silly. Thus, I decided to pilot the probes first with a group of six par-
ticipants attending an obligatory class related to employment services. The 
class was held by a local non-governmental organization (NGO) that, in their 
own words, promoted integration. Thus, the target customers in the class were 
generally migrants.9 The teacher and I agreed that I would come once a week 
and pilot one probe a week. After completing the activity together, I would 
discuss with the class how the activity went and their ideas for modifying it. 
My colleague (Johanna Ylipulli) had told me about how her own experience 
of piloting probes had led to very fruitful and interesting results. Through her 
own pilot, she had discovered that a rather off-beat prompt was in fact the 
most thought-provoking and generative. I thus had high hopes for this pilot.

A day before starting the actual probes, I decided to do an introductory ac-
tivity that would help the participants and I get to know each other. With the 
help of the teacher, I explained in Finnish that we would draw picture repre-
sentations of ourselves. We could draw the things that were important to us, 
a portrait, and activities we enjoyed. I wanted to keep this as broad as possible 

9	 The NGOs approach to integration was not exclusively on migrants and they actively 
worked to counter this belief. However, they did not have the power to decide who 
was assigned to this class.

Fig. 4: Template made by Sunok Lee for 
the “Resource map” activity. Photograph 
by Sunok Lee
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to allow them the freedom to express themselves however they wished. As an 
American born to Indian immigrants but now living in Finland, I looked and 
sounded outwardly like them with my broken Finnish and brown skin. We 
were limited only by language, as we were all using Finnish and only one par-
ticipant had relatively fluent skills in the language. Most of the participants 
seemed to be women in their 50s.

I sat next to one of the participants and drew along with her. She was un-
certain about what to draw at first and was self-conscious about her drawing 
but as time went on, she grew more at ease with the drawing, taking inspi-
ration from others to add more to her own. The drawings that were created 
were beautiful. Most represented the sun and nature in some way. Traveling 
was a common theme. I came away from this feeling optimistic about how the 
probes would go. Enthusiastic, the teacher and I agreed I would come again 
the next day, this time to try the first probe. The beginning of the session was 
promising, as was reflected in my notes:

Feeling the lightness in the atmosphere, I started explaining my two goals for today…

Karima10 interrupted me and said my Finnish was much better today than yesterday. 

I laughed and said yes, because I had so much practice from yesterday…Kiran said 

I should come more often and my Finnish would get really good.

Things changed though when we started the storyboard activity (Figure 3) 
about how they made Finland home. They were unsure where to begin. With 
prompts from the teachers, they all started writing with the same sentence 
“Tulin vuonna…” (in English “I came in the year…”). One woman was writing 
each letter with precision and care. All three who were attending that day 
asked for help with spelling at least once. I made several attempts to encour-
age them to draw, almost pleading with them. It felt like a classroom, and I 
was a new teacher who had waltzed in. There was a change eventually that I 
documented in my observation notes:

I asked Kiran more questions about how she found the Finnish class, she again said 

“sociotoimisto”11 and I finally decided to ask what this was…we eventually shifted to 

having a conversation together. At this point, the atmosphere changed again, instead 

of them being the students, I became the student, and it became apparent that all of 

them were the experts. I was the only one ignorant of what they were talking about.

10	All names are pseudonyms. 
11	 I later found out she was referring to sosiaalitoimisto (in Finnish), or the social services 

office that provided aid to refugees.
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The activities I was asking them to do appeared even sillier when juxta-
posed with the hardships their refugee background likely entailed. The pres-
sure I felt in that moment—primarily from their incredulity at how oblivious 
I was—was too much and tears came to my eyes. Internally, I wondered at the 
strange turn of events.

After the class, the participants gathered around me and gave me hugs, of-
fering their friendship and admiring a photo of my 8-month-old child. I became 
very aware of the imbalance in privilege between us and that I was likely to gain 
more from them than they would from me, a dilemma many other researchers 
have faced (e.g., Beeman-Cadwallader, Quigley, and Yazzie-Mintz 2012). I berat-
ed myself for getting caught up in the notion of creative methods for their own 
sake. I realized I could not prioritize collecting research material over the value 
of making research relevant to and for participants (e.g., Alcoff 2008, 8–11). 

My next visit was buoyed by their compassion. We were connected by it 
as we chatted before the class began. Feeling less pressure to have something 
“interesting” happen, I went in to try the resource map (Figure 4). I decided 
to give an example this time, having realized I could not make assumptions 
about what the participants knew or understood. With six participants pres-
ent that day, we discussed some services we may have used. I emphasized they 
could just write the name of each service and that no drawing was needed. As 
they made their own maps, I passed out the emoji stickers and was met with 
surprise, delight and gratitude as they realized the packets were for them to 
keep and take home. One man at this point stopped using the stickers, prefer-
ring to draw. I imagined him giving them to his children when he came home. 
They enthusiastically created their maps and marked how they felt about them.

We never did the last activity as writing a letter would not fit well with the 
setting and the group of participants who had limited language proficiency in 
(written) Finnish and/or in English. Instead, the first two probes served as a 
preface to form a relationship with participants as I stepped back and became 
an observer, a helper and a co-participant during their regular activities in the 
class. My pilot morphed into participant observation as I explored how this 
NGO carried out the controversial task of integration. From the pilot taking 
an unexpected turn, I could build a stronger relationship with all of them.

Would I do probes again? Probably not without serious consideration about 
who and what they were for or without having a deeper connection to design 
research in my study. The setting of a classroom where the participants were 
required to be present meant that the elements of playfulness were difficult 
to create as it did not promote spontaneity or feel self-directed (see Hännin-
en 2003, 105–106). In this case, the classroom environment, when it was not 
based on voluntary participation in the course, was at first adding power im-
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balances between participants and me as a researcher. It is likely that partic-
ipants felt obliged to engage in probe activities even when they were told the 
activities were voluntary. Thus, circumstances made probe tasks more restric-
tive to participants instead of broadening possibilities for self-expression and 
self-exploration for them. However, when I let go of wanting the probes to be 
fun and made the activities suitable for a classroom through modeling the re-
source map first and making it less “artistic” and more flexible, the participants 
responded more positively. By giving stickers to them, the research (or “playful”) 
objects also became a gift (see Heljakka 2024, 60). This helped the participants 
feel at ease, which in turn probably made the research more collaborative and 
more connected to the original idea of the probe method (Luusua et al. 2015). 

At its essence, my experience in the field shows how working with oth-
ers and with methods that we are less familiar with is often messy and un-
expected in nature and can lead to uncomfortable and vulnerable situations 
for both researchers and participants. It can, however, also make visible and 
shake existing power structures. For my study, this moment of vulnerability 
more than the use of playful methods was a pivotal moment, allowing me to 
put participants first and learn the value of care in our journey as researchers.

Cultural Probes as a Method for Long-Distance Participatory 
Research (Johanna Ylipulli, Dani Kalarikalayil Raju and Aale Luusua)
Our study was a collaboration between the projects AICity and DISC, and it 
was originally born as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which prevent-
ed researchers from engaging in face-to-face contacts with participants. In 
and around the year 2020, public gatherings all over the world were viewed as 
physically risky as well as ethically problematic and were sometimes outright 
prohibited. As a response, telepresence methods were quickly adopted and de-
veloped globally, with academic work being no exception. This prompted us to 
ask the question if we, as researchers should and could do research differently 
in a post-pandemic world. Therefore, we decided to experiment with probe-in-
spired tasks that enabled in-person contacts to be minimized. We have success-
fully applied probes before in our studies, therefore exploring how probes work 
per se was not the focal point of our study but rather exploring how they work 
in such a long-distance context with co-researchers as intermediaries. In the 
study locations of Mumbai, India and Espoo, Finland, the researchers initiating 
and supervising the study (Johanna Ylipulli and Aale Luusua) did not directly 
interact with the participants, not online or in-person. The Indian portion of 
the study was carried out by a designer and co-researcher (Dani Kalarikalayil 
Raju) working in a private research studio based in India, and the part in Fin-
land was carried out by a group of master’s students acting as co-researchers. 
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This created contingency that was also part of our study design and led to one 
of the questions we wanted to reflect on: How far can we go with erasing the 
presence of the researcher from the study setting, using probe materials as me-
diators and working with other people as co-researchers who are present in-situ?

At the same time, our intention was to collect materials with our young 
adult study participants12 to understand different ways people engage with 
digital technologies in urban public locations as well as to inform the design 
of urban technologies. Thus, our study can be perceived as design research. 
Content-wise, our probes had the goal of playfulness, aesthetic pleasure and 
engendering creativity in our participants. These came into consideration in 
every aspect from the content of the tasks, the informal language used, all the 
way to the colorful art style and high-quality print work. To allow more cre-
ative expressions and various styles of communication, we offered the possi-
bility to attach, for example, cut-and-paste pictures, drawings or even poetry 
to all the tasks. These were all meant to invite the participants to be part of 
our design research process—to collaboratively create something that could be.

The study design consisted of the probe, which included a  printed col-
orful notebook and its accompanying materials (Figure 5), and a  video-log-
ging  (vlog)  task. These tasks were afterwards discussed in an on-site/

12	The age group was chosen due to being the focus of the DISC project.

Fig. 5: Instructions to fill in the booklet. Photograph by Dani Kalarikalayil Raju.
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hybrid workshop. In addition to reflecting on the self-documentation tasks, 
the participants collaboratively did a task on technology as magic in the work-
shop (described below). During the “probing period” before the workshop, 
participants were to complete the notebook on “technology in everyday life” 
in two weeks. In the notebook, we asked the participants to provide their 
basic information; perform a self-perception task; track their digital device 
use for one day; list all the digital devices they used daily; and finally, tell us 
about their background with technology and views on digital inequality. We 
intended to defamiliarize the participants with their everyday life by includ-
ing surprising aspects in some of the tasks—for example, by asking them to 
match the devices they used with an animal from the provided image sheet.

Our probe included a vlog to track digital technology use outside the home 
by filming participants’ everyday urban settings. The flexible video approach 
allowed spontaneous filming and commentary to determine what the partici-
pant are doing, why they are doing it, and how it makes them feel. We framed 
this task as a vlog, a popular social media activity, to create a mood of infor-
mal and relaxed playfulness through an intrinsically motivating activity, while 
allowing participants to reflect on their daily lives and self-document the re-
sults. The researchers also filmed their own vlogs, sharing glimpses of them-
selves and their values for the participants before they did the assignment.

With the final task, which was carried out during the workshop, the idea 
was to explore participant imaginaries of future cities and technology by us-
ing the metaphor technology as magic (Ylipulli, Luusua & Ojala 2017). Meta-
phors have great potential in producing “creative friction” and they can thus 
effectively work in research that aims to empower the study participants to 
imaginatively envision alternative futures (Lakoff & Johnson 2008; ibid.). In 
this assignment, participants were asked to first recount familiar magical sto-
ries they knew and use these stories while envisioning future cities and future 
mobilities (with the metaphor of a magic carpet). We held long conversations 
between the three researchers on whether these tasks were appropriate in the 
context, and eventually deemed that magic seemed to be a suitable touchstone 
for our participants.

The India study consisted of 14 participants, aged 20 to 29, and all were 
residents of a Slum Rehabilitation Authority (SRA) in Mumbai, India. SRA 
buildings constructed by the government contain apartments for slum dwell-
ers who vacate their homes in slums. The apartments are often very small with 
many family members living together. Our co-researcher (Dani Kalarikalay-
il Raju) led pre-workshop meetings in one such home and the workshop in a 
community space in the same building.

The community liaison—a longtime collaborator with the private research 
studio in Mumbai—presented the research team, project, data privacy eth-
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ics, and probe assignments in Hin-
di during our pre-workshop meet-
ing. All meeting attendees signed 
consent forms. All participants 
had smartphones and joined the 
researchers’ WhatsApp group. The 
group also had an on-demand Hin-
di notebook task explanation video. 
Participants shared the “capturing 
daily digital encounters” vlog out-
put in this WhatsApp group. Like 

in the first case study, we encouraged participants to complete the booklet 
using their own personality and creativity. Participants could write in any 
language. The community liaison was the researchers’ “point of contact” and 
actively engaged in the group, answering task-related questions, encouraging 
participants to submit daily vlogs, and reminding them of notebook tasks.

The approach resulted in a rich cache of materials, in various forms: re-
searcher reflections, participant writings in English and Hindi, video, and 
workshop materials.13 Signs of playful engagement were evident in how the 
tasks were understood and approached. For example, in the self-perception 
task, “Draw yourself with things that relate to you,” participants added col-
or, used materials that were not provided, and extended their work cre-
atively. One participant stood out by breaking free from conformity, draw-
ing beyond the allotted space with a tree that included branches and roots, 
showcasing their involvement and imagination by using the metaphor of a 
tree (Figure 6; for more about the undisciplined and flexible nature of play/
playfulness, see Hänninen 2003, 105–106; Heljakka 2024, 24, 77–78). The 
primary purpose for fostering such a creative mindset and out-of-the-box 
thinking was to enable the participants to engage in their daily life in a more 
reflective manner, which would, in turn, enable more in-depth conversa-
tions in the workshop.

13	At the time of writing this article we have only performed preliminary analysis of these 
materials.

Fig. 6: “Self-image” task creatively and 
playfully implemented by one of the par-
ticipants. Photograph by Dani Kalarikala-
yil Raju.



103

Häkkinen et al.: Seriously Playful or Playfully Serious? 

Participants reviewed notebook assignments and discussed in groups of four 
to five during the three-hour workshop. The co-researcher and community liaison 
led the workshop by communicating the agenda, keeping us on schedule, and 
guiding discussions. Audio recordings from each group were captured for anal-
ysis. During the workshop, participants spoke Hindi, English, or both, and the 
atmosphere was relaxed. The way participants interacted with each other showed 
a shared sense of humor, including joking and laughing.14 The playful nature of 
the probes seemed to work to our advantage especially well in this context, prob-
ably at least partly because the group knew each other very well beforehand.

Furthermore, including vlogging as a part of the probe enabled us to see 
the city through our participants’ eyes but also helped participants to see the 
city from different perspectives (see also Mannay 2016; Hänninen 2020). This 
was illustrated in a reflection by one of the participants:

I travel from my workplace to home everyday but I have never observed people or 

watched them using these machines [digital devices like mobile phones]. I am very 

glad to see so many new machines in my area but at the same time I was wondering 

why I haven’t seen those things even though I go through the same road everyday. 

(Audio recording, translated to English from Hindi)

Overall, the importance of rapport building was highlighted in this study be-
cause of geographical distance and non-existing direct contact between supervis-
ing researchers and participants. The local researcher (Dani Kalarikalayil Raju) 
was living in the same city as our participants, was a competent speaker of Hin-
di and English and a researcher with a background from a respected institution, 
the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT). He also participated in pre-workshops 
and the workshop in person.  Consequently, these factors helped form a rapport 
between our local researcher and the participants. He also acted as a mediator 
and interpreter between the Finnish researchers and Indian participants, aid-
ing with the design and explanation of the tasks and the subsequent analysis 
of the materials. However, probably the most important factor for the success 
of the study was that the local researcher was familiar with the probes method 
and design approaches in general. Thus, he was able to generate a playful atmo-
sphere and explain in depth the nature of the probes to the participants. He ac-
knowledged the intrinsic value of creating conditions that enabled the partici-
pants to project to the future, reflecting on different kinds of future possibilities.

It was not addressed in our study whether doing such work would be possible 
in a situation where none of the researchers would be locally present. Our study, 

14	For more on humor as part of playfulness, see Guitard, Ferland, and Dutil (2005), 
and Lubbers et al. (2023).
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however, confirms that a hybrid model for long distance participatory research 
is a feasible strategy, and research methods such as probes could help overcome 
obstacles when researchers cannot enter the field physically—as long as ev-
erybody is on the same page about the deeper methodological commitments.

This point on methodological understanding is further confirmed by the study 
that we did at the same time in Finland to compare results gathered within differ-
ent cultural contexts. In the city of Espoo, ten young adults aged 20 to 29 partici-
pated in the research. They all studied at the same university located in the capital 
region.15 The study process and tasks were the same as those carried out in India, 
with the exceptions of the language used and some visuals: as mentioned above, 
we adapted the images used in the notebooks to reflect the study contexts. In 
addition, this study was realized without the Finnish researchers being in direct 
contact with the study participants: a group of three master’s students carried 
out the practical parts of the study as part of their course assignment, so they 
acted as our “local researchers.” We were not teaching the course but acted as ad-
visors of the assignment. The two Finnish researchers held a few meetings with 
the students and advised them on cultural probes, on how to approach the par-
ticipants, and how to facilitate the workshops. Cultural distance was not an issue 
within this context, and we also thought that having students as co-researchers 
who facilitated the study with other students would promote rapport building.

Overall, we can say that this part of the study also produced interesting re-
search material. However, the recorded data demonstrates differences in the 
atmosphere and depth of the discussions compared to the material collected 
in India: the study participants did not seem to fully understand the playful 
dimensions of the tasks, and conversations stayed on a more superficial level. 
The master’s students who facilitated the workshop also reported to us about 
this confusion, and the workshop itself was shorter, lasting less than two hours.

We deem that we underestimated the need to provide detailed instructions 
and background information on our research and especially on the probes ap-
proach to the master’s students who acted as intermediaries in this case. Be-
cause we were all Finnish and from an academic background, —including the 
study participants—we thought we did not need to have as many meetings 
and negotiations as we had in the study in India. This proved to be wrong: we 
did explain the principles of probes as well as the aims and goals of our projects 
to the students, but as students inevitably had a more limited understanding 
and experience of the probe method as well as on design research in general, 
we should have reserved more time for discussions with students. We should 
have given them a better sense not only of the method itself but also of the 

15	Some, but not all, of the students that participated in the workshop in Espoo knew 
each other beforehand.
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ideas of playfulness and creativity, potential challenges of the method and how 
to inspire study participants to engage in playful activities (for more on play 
as an attitude, see Sicart 2014, 13). We should have also established a more 
profound relationship with them to enable them to mediate and transmit our 
ideas to the study participants. Thus, the sub-study in Finland did not bring 
us as close to the digital worlds of the participants as the study in India did, 
despite the (assumed) cultural and geographical closeness. 

Discussion: Applying Playful Methods as Part of Ethnography—
Lessons for the Future
Our article contributes to multidisciplinary research on visual, playful and crea-
tive methods by discussing why and how cultural probes used in design research 
could be applied in ethnology or related fields. Probes can be particularly suita-
ble for use alongside interviews and participant observation in applied and par-
ticipatory research in ethnology or interdisciplinary work when a research goal 
entails developing practical societal, or design implementations and solutions. 
The main contribution to previous research, however, comes from our reflections 
on what needs to be considered when applying the (playful) method typical for 
the discipline (e.g., design research) that greatly differs from ethnology. Probes 
were eventually developed in design research to function as an instrument for 
supporting concrete design processes. Thus, usage of probes in design fields 
have different research aims, such as acting as a catalyst for creating specula-
tive knowledge (how things could be), than they do in ethnology and cultural 
studies that typically thrive for in-depth understanding of studied phenomena.

In this section, we pull together the most important insights and lessons 
from our studies. We have chosen to openly share our experiences and reflect 
on when we have not been able to meet the intended objective of the study 
or have not been so successful with the method. By scrutinizing the features 
that cannot be regarded in advance when conducting research, we hope to in-
crease understanding of the method, potential challenges and pitfalls but also 
the means of how to avoid them and how to develop the study design further. 
These lessons can also be applied to other visual and creative methods as they 
share many similarities with the cultural probes approach.

As brought out in our case studies and in previous research on probes meth-
ods, the benefits of using them lie in their potential to open new perspectives 
to understanding participants’ experiences. Creative and visual methods have 
repeatedly shown the ability to engender new ideas and discoveries in partici-
pants and particularly have the potential to defamiliarize aspects of our lives 
that have become self-evident. Probes can work as a method for long-distance 
participatory research when researchers cannot directly attend or access the 
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field physically. These methods also allow participants to express themselves 
in alternative ways than with language although analysis of materials still 
requires further discussions between researchers and study participants to 
ensure adequate interpretations. Additionally, probes can help to verbalize 
more complex and abstract things that are difficult to explain immediately in 
words in interview situations. (see first and third case study; Gauntlett 2007, 
3; Mannay 2016, 28, 32–34, 112; Hänninen 2020)

However, we argue that the method cannot be used without acknowledg-
ing its broader epistemological commitments. This argument is embedded in 
all the following insights marked in italics. Before applying the method from 
another discipline, the researcher needs to have a well-grounded understanding 
of the epistemological background and research tradition of the method, how they 
are or are not aligned with the aim of the research and with other methods chosen 
for the study, and how they might need to be modified to fit into other kinds of re-
search traditions. Otherwise, what may seem exciting and fun methodological 
experimentation for researchers, can turn out to be something else for partic-
ipants (see also Wiles et al. 2013, 18, 28; Mannay 2016, 7, 52, 87). All our case 
studies demonstrate challenges in these areas to some extent. Our examples 
show that the risk of lacking epistemological understanding of the method 
is likely to be higher with novices either lacking professional competence in 
conducting research in general or lacking experience of using the method. It 
is also more likely to underestimate than overestimate the time needed to ac-
quire enough understanding to use the method successfully. We emphasize 
the importance that the researcher needs to profoundly understand why playful-
ness is employed (motives, purposes), and what it is that the researcher wants to 
accomplish by using them (outcomes). If the purpose of playful activities is not 
clear to the researcher, it will likely be unclear to the participants as well.

To achieve the best possible outcome, the researcher needs to carefully con-
sider the following: who playful and creative methods are targeted at, who they are 
suitable for, and how they could be implemented in the study in a way that accounts 
for, along with social and cultural contexts, the time commitments, artistic abilities and 
technical proficiencies of participants. For example, engaging adults with drawing or 
storyboarding activities has proven to be more challenging than when used with 
children as illustrated in our second case study with migrants (also e.g., Richard-
son 2015; Siim 2020). There could be resistance and reluctance to engage with 
drawing. They can be “a site of embarrassment and discomfort” (Mannay 2016, 
86) and they can be interpreted as being childish by participants or even by the 
researcher, particularly if the circumstances and the target group do not fit to-
gether. Our first and second case studies shed light on how the study environment 
—workplace or classroom—can shape the expectations of participants and set 
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limitations on their playful and creative expressions due to time limits, other peo-
ple (teachers, other students) and/or a lack of familiarity with expressing oneself 
via drawing. Participants might end up feeling pressure to complete the tasks and 
even have a feeling that their assignments are somehow being evaluated (cf. the 
case study in India, in which participants were successfully engaging in drawing).

Adopting playfulness is also more intrinsic for some individuals than it is 
for others. Thus, playful methods may not work for everybody. As shown in 
the first and second case study, it is important to stay flexible in the use of playful 
approaches: to tailor or to adjust them to suit particular age groups, commu-
nities or circumstances, to offer alternative ways to carry on with the tasks or 
participate in the study, to change activities or more fundamentally the direc-
tion of the study if the approach is not appropriate to use with participants 
(see also Mannay 2016, 86–88).

Due to their being self-chosen and self-directed, a playful attitude or creativ-
ity cannot be forced out but only stimulated in different ways (Henricks 2006, 
185; Malaby 2009, 205–206; Gray 2015, 125). These features make using play-
ful and creative methods more complex and uncertain than conventional qual-
itative methods. All our case studies address the fact that participants need to be 
carefully motivated for playful activities—otherwise they can appear strange and 
as something that alienates the study participants rather than engages them 
in sharing their views and ideas. Playful approaches need to make sense or feel 
meaningful to research participants. Our experiences highlight that motivat-
ing playfulness requires reserving enough time for communication and rapport 
formation with participants and with different partners who have a role in the 
research. Explaining the purpose of the playful assignments might also require 
more effort with adult participants than it would with children.

We have encouraged our participants to engage in playful and unorthodox 
thinking by offering both verbal and visual cues in the form of written and 
video instructions of the probes but also in pre-workshops, email, and face-
to-face conversations with them before and during the production of research 
material. In those conversations participants could ask for further guidelines 
and we had a chance to alleviate possible uncertainties related to assignments. 
Despite these efforts we ended up with different outcomes. For example, our 
third case study with university students (in Finland) entailed problems in 
creating a playful attitude with the participants while the same assignments 
worked well in the Indian context. While social and cultural contexts were 
quite different and might have played a part here, there was also significant 
difference in the level of in-depth understanding of the method among co-re-
searchers between the studies, highlighting the importance of methodological 
understanding to further motivate study participants for playful approaches.
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The outcome of the qualitative data gathering is never completely in the 
hands of the researcher, and this applies maybe even more when using ex-
perimental methods. Bearing in mind the above-mentioned remarks when 
using probes or other playful and creative methods, we still consider that the 
study might benefit from applying them. One option to overcome some of 
the challenges discussed in this article could be to involve study participants 
in the design process early on so that they are included in the ideation of as-
signments/activities. This strategy is used, for example, in collaborative eth-
nography. Then, the chosen activities could arise more from the daily lives of 
study participants and thus be even more participatory in nature—and most 
importantly, personally meaningful and satisfying to them.
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Hansen, Nicolas Roussel, Björn Eiderbäck, Sinna Lindquist, and Yngve Sundblad. 
2003. “Technology Probes: Inspiring Design for and with Families.” In Proceedings 
of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems. CHI´03 5(1): 
17–24. https://doi.org/10.1145/642611.642616.

Koskela, Helky. 2018. “Kuinka tavoittaa hoivakodin henki? Valokuvaelisitaatio tutki-
musmetodina. [How to Reach the Spirit of the Nursing home? Photo Elicitation as a 
Research Method].” In Moniulotteinen etnografia [Multidimensional Ethnography], 
edited by Pilvi Hämeenaho, and Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto, 212–234. 2. edition. 
Helsinki: Ethnos.

Koskinen-Koivisto, Eerika, Lähdesmäki, Tuuli, and Viktorija L.A. Čeginskas. 2020. “Intro-
duction: Ethnography with a Twist.” In Challenges and Solutions in Ethnographic Re-

https://doi.org/10.1177/153944920502500103
https://doi.org/10.1080/14725860220137345
https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-29-9611-7
https://sru.soc.surrey.ac.uk/SRU40.html
https://doi.org/10.1145/642611.642616


111

Häkkinen et al.: Seriously Playful or Playfully Serious? 

search. Ethnography with a Twist, edited by Tuuli Lähdesmäki, Eerika Koskinen-Koivis-
to, Viktorija L.A. Čeginskas, and Aino-Kaisa Koistinen, xx–xxix. London: Routledge.

Koskinen-Koivisto, Eerika, and Tytti Lehtovaara. 2020. “Embodied Adventures: An Exper-
iment on Doing and Writing Multisensory Ethnography.” In Challenges and Solutions 
in Ethnographic Research. Ethnography with a Twist, edited by Tuuli Lähdesmäki, 
Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto, Viktorija L.A. Čeginskas, and Aino-Kaisa Koistinen, 21–35. 
London: Routledge.

Kuntz, Aaron M. 2015. The Responsible Methodologist: Inquiry, Truth-Telling, and Social 
Justice. London and New York: Routledge.

Kupiainen, Jari. 2022. “Audiovisuaaliset kenttätutkimusmenetelmät. [Audiovisual Field-
work Methods].” In Kulttuurien tutkimuksen menetelmät [Research Methods in Cultural 
studies], edited by Outi Fingerroos, Konsta Kajander, and Tiina-Riitta Lappi, 206–231. 
Tietolipas 274. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura [Finnish Literature Society].

Lakoff, George, and Mark Johnson. 2008. Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of 
Chicago press.

Lubbers, Kathy, Jeanne Cadwallader, Qiyang Lin, Christopher Clifford, and Leslie D. Frazier, 
L. 2023. “Adult Play and Playfulness: A Qualitative Exploration of its Meanings and 
Importance.” The Journal of Play in Adulthood 5(2): 1–19. https://doi.org/10.5920/
jpa.1258.

Lucero, Andrés, and Tuuli Mattelmäki. 2007. “Professional Probes: A Pleasurable Little 
Extra for the Participant’s Work”. In Proceedings of the 2nd IASTED International 
Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, Chamonix, France. Human Comput-
er Interaction: 170–176. Accessed 4.11.2024. https://dl.acm.org/doi/proceed-
ings/10.5555/1698252.

Luusua, Anna, Johanna Ylipulli, Marko Jurmu, Henrika Pihlajaniemi, Piia Markkanen, 
and Timo Ojala. 2015. “Evaluation Probes.” In Proceedings of the 33rd Annual ACM 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems. CHI ’15: 85–94. https://doi.
org/10.1145/2702123.2702466.

Lähdesmäki, Tuuli, Koskinen-Koivisto, Eerika, Čeginskas, Viktorija L.A., and Aino-Kaisa 
Koistinen. (eds.) 2020. Challenges and Solutions in Ethnographic Research. Ethnog-
raphy with a Twist. London: Routledge.

Malaby, Thomas M. 2009. “Anthropology and Play: The Contours of Playful Experience.” 
New Literary History 40 (1): 205–218. Accessed October 1, 2024. http://www.jstor.
org/stable/20533141.

Mannay, Dawn. 2016. Visual, Narrative and Creative Research Methods. Application, 
Reflection and Ethics. London & New York: Routledge.
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