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Abstract. Remote research’ enables the rapid gathering of activity-oriented 
data using structured data collection frameworks and disposable camera studies 
to gain a broad understanding of users and their contexts. This photographic 
data when used for Rapid Immersion workshops acts as a shared visual 
reference to enable multiple stakeholders with differing viewpoints to work 
together. Issues get addressed from multiple standpoints leading to rich concept 
generation, thus creating the potential for a win-win situation, for businesses 
and their customers. 
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1   Introduction 

“In less than 40 years, the BRICs’ (Brazil, Russia, China and India) economies 
together could be larger than the G6 in US dollar terms. By 2025 they could account 
for over half the size of the G6 (USA, UK, Germany, France, Japan and Italy).” [1] 

As the excerpt from the Goldman Sachs report ‘Dreaming With BRICs: The Path 
to 2050’ above suggests, if emerging markets continue to grow at their current rate, 
the buying power of consumers in these economies will be enormous and it is 
important therefore to begin considering them as a sizeable market. However this 
should not mean that this consumer is going to need and desire the same things that 
the developed market consumer does. The projected growth of the emerging markets 
is tantalizing to the marketer but the complexity of predicting what they might want 
can be confounding. For example in India, there are layers of economic classes 
between the standard stratification of the upper, middle and lower classes, and being 
able to discern between them requires being able to see them through a local lens. 
These three segments can easily be found in villages, towns, small and large cities and 
have varied modes of spending their earnings. In addition, general infrastructure and 
facilities such as education, safety, access to electricity and transport, proximity to the 
city, vary from region to region and state to state and affect what consumers spend as 
needs and luxuries. Layered upon these differences is the prevalence of age-old 
cultural and social systems, religion, local politics, corruption and gender bias which 
all play a role in purchasing behavior.  
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1.1   Remote Research  

Remote Research is particularly useful for researchers who are used to conducting 
research in a western context as well as executives who are considering investing in a 
new market. It acts as a quick and efficient initial design research step by enabling 
researchers a long-distance contextual understanding of the field, remotely. It would 
undoubtedly be most ideal if researchers had the time to engage in deep immersion, 
but this is not always possible from the perspective of business needs, nor advisable 
from the perspective of safety, access and unfamiliarity with the context. Ignoring 
these issues can potentially have a huge impact on design, understanding users and 
comprehending the context to make actionable design and these are be discussed in 
detail below.  

1.2   Issues to Consider Before Conducting Contextual Research 

1. Selecting researchers: Conducting ethnographic research in emerging markets is 
difficult largely because it is unfamiliar territory to western-centric methods, 
approaches and even environments. Everything is different and therefore 
bottlenecks in the research process should be expected. Selecting an appropriate 
research agency, budgeting for unexpected costs, trust in local research methods 
tends to be a fairly risky process. 

2. Safety: Many locations in emerging markets, slums areas in Mumbai for instance 
or a rural area far from a city can be unsafe for researchers because they lack basic 
infrastructure that most researchers practicing in the western markets are used to. 
Sometimes these locations do not have proper roads, transport, healthcare facilities, 
communication systems, accommodation or support for personal safety.  

3. Access: Most of the locations like those described above are difficult to reach, not 
just physically, but socially also. A researcher must be aware that users may not 
accept their presence in their communities because they do not naturally fit in as 
anything other than tourists and outsiders. As such, the information gathered might 
be ‘made-up’ or ‘tailored to impress’ rather than real.  

4. Humility: Understanding the context is linked with issues of access as well as the 
ability of the researcher to be humble. From a cultural and social standpoint it is 
difficult to immerse oneself in a completely foreign environment and not find what 
we see as ‘exotic’. It is important then to make every effort to remain objective. 

5. Time: In unfamiliar environments the simplest things can take the longest time. 
This is partly due to our unfamiliarity with navigating a new environment as well 
as deep knowledge of the way the certain things work in that place.    

 
Remote research addresses this cheaply and efficiently by hiring local unskilled 

researchers at local costs, giving them structured data collection formats to gather 
data, and in a timely way by couriering them research toolkits and having them 
courier back data. Using this data as Rapid Immersion helps gain an initial broad 
understanding of the day to day life of the user and can make a substantial difference 
in deciding what to research, who to design for and how to sustain the product or 
service in that market so it remains profitable. 
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2   ‘Quasi-Ethnographers’: Addressing the Issues 

Remote research using structured research frameworks and disposable cameras help 
address the above issues and enable data collection through a local lens. Researchers 
for such projects are typically untrained in ethnography or design research but since 
they are locals, are usually familiar with the context, cognitively understand issues of 
context and depending on their expertise can easily address issues of access. In past 
we have worked with graduate students from various academic fields including 
business, social work, design, and architecture.  

2.1   Day in the Life Studies Using POEMS Frameworks 

The POEMS framework books were first used in a hardcopy format for Remote 
Research when the Institute of Design, Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT), Chicago, 
started it’s Design for the BOP (Base of the Pyramid) [2] research project in the 
summer of 2003 to study daily life in urban slums of India. Research toolkits 
comprising of disposable cameras and spiral bound POEMS framework books were 
couriered to our ‘quasi-ethnographers’ with the overall objective of getting a broad 
understanding of user’s, their context and possible areas for business opportunity.   

Our work at the Institute of Design, IIT, was inspired by C. K. Prahalad and Stuart 
Hart’s article, Fortune at the Base of the pyramid [3]. They first coined the phrase 
‘The Bottom of the Pyramid’ in 2002, to refer to approximately four billion people 
around the world who live on less than a $1-2 per day. In the book, The Fortune at the 
Bottom of the Pyramid, Prahalad argues that: “Despite the fact that these people 
subsist on annual per capita incomes of less than $1,500, this ‘bottom of the pyramid’ 
represents a multi-trillion-dollar market” [4]. It is believed that the bottom of the 
pyramid could grow to six billion people over the next 40 years. Taken together, nine 
developing nations -- China, India, Brazil, Mexico, Russia, Indonesia, Turkey, South 
Africa and Thailand -- have a combined GDP that is larger, in purchasing power 
parity, than the combined GDPs of Japan, Germany, France, the UK and Italy. The 
bottom of the pyramid, Prahalad writes, is “the biggest potential market opportunity 
in the history of commerce.” 

2.2   Speed and Efficacy Derived from Using Structured Frameworks  

POEMS frameworks [5] are activity-oriented frameworks which are structured in a 
way that requires little or no training to gather data. POEMS stands for People, 
Objects, Environments, Messages and Services. Each framework page has fields for 
entering this information, as well as details and description of activity observed and 
human factors issues encountered. Each book consists of about 54 double spread 
pages, one side for pasting photographs from the disposable camera study and the 
other side for writing user data.  

Observation is primarily conducted in two ways, either by researchers conducting 
direct observation of users or researchers helping facilitate participants (family 
members or individuals) document their own lives. In both cases research toolkits 
consisting of disposable cameras and POEMS workbooks are couriered to the 
researchers who facilitate the next steps. This helps save time and control quality as 
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sourcing of cameras and printing of workbooks, and is done by us. Participants are 
typically given about 10 days to document their lives, and researchers another one 
week to 10 days to conduct interviews. Typically, it is a team of two researchers who 
do this, one who conducts the interview and the other who simultaneously notes down 
the data. Voice recorders, when available, are used to support interview data. 

On completing the research, the workbooks filled with interview data and photos 
are couriered back to us. In situations where Rapid Immersion is necessary, due to 
tight deadlines, such as our BOP project, selected visuals from this data were used to 
conduct Rapid Immersion workshops. After this, data is put through a rigorous 
analysis and synthesis process by a research team in at the Institute of Design who 
enter the data in the User insights Tool [6]. This is a Microsoft Excel-based tool 
designed by Profs Vijay Kumar, and Patrick Whitney and is based on the POEMS 
framework. On an average we have about 15-20 workbooks. Each book typically 
takes about two hours to enter, this by default creates an immersion process for the 
researcher who by the end of the data entry process has a substantial understanding of 
the daily life of the users to derive insights and develop a direction for concept 
development.  

In many other situations we have conducted Rapid Immersion workshops much 
after the research, this is often for new business clients who have a growing interest in 
emerging markets and find this approach to be quick, structured and compelling. 

3   Rapid Immersion  

3.1   Creating Shared Value Through Design Research 

We first developed the Rapid Immersion process for a multi-stakeholder meeting 
about BOP that comprised of representatives from multinationals (MNCs), academia 
and non-profit organizations (NGOs). This being a BOP meeting, based on the work 
of C. K. Prahalad and Stuart Hart, everyone agreed that people who made $1-2 per 
day were consciously selecting where to spend whether it was for entertainment, 
purchasing daily needs or topping up their pre-paid cell phone card. We had noticed 
in past meetings though that despite this basic agreement, that there would be bitter 
arguments between the above-mentioned stakeholders regarding BOP. Each group 
had their own language and unique experience to describe needs, goals and issues at 
the BOP associated by the nature of their work.  The disagreement lay in opinions 
they had of each other with no shared platform to work from. MNC’s and NGO’s 
often thought that academics were too removed from on the ground experience, 
NGOs considered MNCs were exploitative and MNCs considered NGOs to be against 
business. So the issue was, how could MNC’s, academia and NGO’s work together to 
develop products and services that the poor need and will buy, and in this way 
working out a win-win situation for all.  

3.2   ‘Seeing Is Believing’ 

In this case, our general goal for the exercise was to bring these multiple stakeholders 
on the same page by creating a common platform to share their understanding using 
Institute Design’s BOP research that were photo studies of daily life in the BOP.  
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We designed these workshops to be short immersion experiences not exceeding 2-3 
hours with quick exercises that included a slide presentation of images from the field 
accompanied by verbal description, pattern identification and concept development. 
Each participant was asked to write down observations on post-its. Participants were 
then divided into teams that had roughly equal number of participants representing 
different interests and fields. Teams were then placed in different parts of the room, and 
teams members asked to share their observations with each other.  

To their surprise most of them had similar observations- even though they were 
often worded differently. It was easy to agree with each other at this point because 
they had seen the same picture and identified the same issues such as lack of hygiene, 
long lines for water collection, lack of storage space in homes etc. The next exercise 
required them to analyze observations to write insights. These were then clustered 
together to identify patterns of use. These patterns helped identify opportunity for 
innovation and guide concept generation. Again the NGO’s working alongside MNCs 
and academia and vice-versa experienced that they were comfortable working 
together and identifying similar user needs, such as: ‘design products that are 
stackable so they are easily stored, design individual water treatment products, design 
reliable water deliver systems so children can attend school’ etc. This process of 
viewing visual data simultaneously in multi-disciplinary teams ensured that when the 
context for discussion remained consistent, varying approaches to address BOP 
complemented concept generation. This visual approach acted as an information 
mediator, as images, not words were shared.  

This process brought a discussion often had at 60,000 ft and largely through 
statistics, down to the ground realities gathered through design research which 
included photos of entrepreneurs in slum areas participating in day to day business, 
locations where they worked or socialized and the people they interacted with.  

3.3   A Quick Dip 

Rapid Immersion acts as a technique to rapidly introduce the context to a new 
audience or in other cases where the audience is familiar with the context, to 
encourage a proactive discussion using a shared context to reach a mutual 
understanding (if not a mutual agreement). It does not substitute for ethnography or 
other design research methods.  

In other Rapid Immersion workshops conducted at conferences and with 
companies, students from the Institute of Design, IIT, have helped facilitate some of 
these sessions, helping teams brainstorm by drawing concepts as well as guiding them 
to make rapid prototypes. Again, taking the idea beyond words into tangible concepts 
that can be seen and experienced as informal models of a product or service. In 
addition, it also illustrated how some of the research methods used for design thinking 
can transform assumptions about a new market, often, leading to out-of-the-box 
approaches and outcomes for identifying new market opportunity.   

4   Conclusion 

This process is by no means complete in itself but it allows the researchers and clients 
to immerse in a completely unfamiliar environment in a short amount of time so a 
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broad understanding of the ground reality can be gained. Our Base of the Pyramid 
(BOP) project at the Institute of Design [4] initially started with the goal of designing 
new housing for people living in poor urban areas. It is through Remote Research and 
Rapid Immersion that we quickly identified that ground realities were less about 
selling concepts about improved housing to the poor but more about developing pro-
profit systems that enabled the poor to earn more money so in the longer term they 
could afford a better standard of living. This in-turn redefined our research scope so 
we could better understand the life cycle of economic activity in a slum dwellers life 
and helped us develop actionable design concepts which are now in the process of 
being prototyped and tested.  

As the example above suggests, this process helps break or change assumptions 
about new and unfamiliar environments, encourages a participatory approach by 
multiple stakeholders and can be re-used in a more focused manner with higher 
budgets and trained design researchers once research direction has been identified.  

References 

1. Wilson, Dominic, Purushothaman, Roopa.: Dreaming With BRICs: The Path to 2050; 
Global Economics, Paper No: 99, Goldman Sachs p. 4 (October 1, 2003) 

2. Whitney, Patrick, Kelkar, Anjali.: Designing for the Base of the Pyramid. In: Design 
Management Journal pp. 41–47 (Fall 2004) 

3. Prahalad, C.K., Hart, S.L.: The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid. In: 
Strategy+Business, Issue 26 (2002) 

4. Prahalad, C.K.: The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty Through 
Profits; Wharton School Publishing (2004) 

5. Kumar, Vijay, Whitney, Patrick.: Faster, Cheaper, Deeper User Research. In: Design 
Management Journal, pp. 50–57 (Spring 2003) 

6. Kumar, Vijay.: User Insights Tool: a sharable database for user research. In: Institute of 
Design White Paper, Illinois Institute of technology, Chicago (2004) 


	Introduction
	Remote Research
	Issues to Consider Before Conducting Contextual Research

	‘Quasi-Ethnographers’: Addressing the Issues
	Day in the Life Studies Using POEMS Frameworks
	Speed and Efficacy Derived from Using Structured Frameworks

	Rapid Immersion
	Creating Shared Value Through Design Research
	‘Seeing Is Believing’
	A Quick Dip

	Conclusion
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.01667
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.01667
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 2.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /DEU ()
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.000 842.000]
>> setpagedevice




