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ABSTRACT
In this position paper, we introduce micro-phenomenology, a qualitative interview method that we
utilize for obtaining tacit, embodied knowledge and unfolding design processes. In the past two years,
we have been using micro-phenomenology in the context of first-person research for explicating not
only the experience of using the system, but to trace the genesis of the system while capturing the
nuances, ethical and epistemological, and complexities around conducting autobiographical design.
Also, recently, we started conducting micro-phenomenology interviews with a designer to document
their autobiographical design process of making a wearable coffee-maker. In the workshop we aim to
share some of the insights we collected in this process about how micro-phenomoenlogy can add
value to first person design research.

CCS CONCEPTS
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EXPLICATING TACIT DESIGN KNOWLEDGE IN MICRO-PHENOMENOLOGY
The 3rd wave HCI enacted a shift of research interest towards experiences that arise from either
technology use or the act of designing it. HCI’s focus on the holistic, multi-dimensional experiences
comprised of aesthetic, affective, embodied, tangible and intangible qualities afforded by technology
emphasized the values of a phenomenologically situated research paradigm [3] that challenges the
postpositivist idea of ‘universal’ quantifiable knowledge and embraces the diversity, nuances, and
plurality of perspectives [4]. Yet articulating the nuances and complexity of a user’s/designer’s
experience and the actions they perform in the process of making beyond surface descriptions remains
a challenge to design. Moreover, how can we mine deeper structural, ethical and epistemological
descriptions that more aptly recognize the nature of the experience of the researchers/designers who
are developing and using the systems, and how can those insights be translated to design knowledge
beyond case-specific inquiries and add value to first-person research methods in HCI?

To that end, micro-phenomenology [8, 9], as a qualitative, second-person interview method offers a
precise and rigorous procedure for the research of first-person accounts of lived experiences. The origins
of micro-phenomenology draw from Pierre Vermersch’s method – Explicitation interview (L‘entretien
d‘explicitation, sometimes translated as Elicitation interviews) [5, 6, 12–14] for eliciting finely grained
descriptions of experience and/or activity [1]. This interview method, characterized by carefully posed,
content-free questions that guide the interviewee’s attention to evocation of the experience, has been
utilized to not only capture finely-grained descriptions of user experiences with the systems, but to
also unfold design processes and tacit, embodied knowledge of the designers/researchers [10, 11].
The specificity of micro-phenomenology lies in its rigorous procedure in how the interviews are
conducted which results in descriptions of the design processes as they happened, without post-hoc
rationalizations. This way we can tap into subjective ways of knowing and doing that was embodied
by the researchers/designers through years of practice as an embodied knowledge that would not be
otherwise (easily) communicated/verbalized.

Our interest in using micro-phenomenology within the context of first-person research is focused
on addressing the need for unfolding autobiographical design [7] processes and documenting them, by
capturing accounts of how certain decisions were made [2], how these decisions were later translated
into the final design, and the experience of living with those systems. The first author received
training in micro-phenomenology in Summer 2017 and since then has been actively practicing the
method as part of their autobiographical design practice. Also, they are currently conducting micro-
phenomenology interviews in the context of the autobiographical design of VR applications for
breathing regulation and wearable coffee-maker design. Following the insights from our experience of
explicating design processes, we are interested in furthering a discussion at this workshop around the
potential and challenges of using micro-phenomenology in eliciting first-person design knowledge
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that might otherwise stay under the surface and untapped. Some of the questions we would like
to discuss are related to how micro-phenomenology, in our experience, can add value to addressing
these concerns in first-person research:

• Research rigor in how we explicate the design processes and trace the genesis of the system,
from concept to realization; how we account for biases and compromises, and how we document
and report on them. How can this knowledge be translated into design documentation, and
how can it be used beyond specific design-cases?

• Epistemological: Where does this design idea come from (genuine need, personal interests)?
What are the factors that affect design processes, and how do we report on those (feedback,
informal chats)? How do you know when the system is finished/completed?

• Political: What are the values I would like to emphasize or hinder? How do my motivations and
values relate to others who will be using the system?
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