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Abstract 

The practice of design anthropology has continued to evolve since the 

publication of Design + Anthropology: Converging Pathways in Anthropol-

ogy and Design in 2018. At that time design anthropology was described as 

“an emerging transdisciplinary field.” (Miller 2018; Gunn et al 2013:10) 

Working collaboratively with a co-author who provided analytical expertise 

in social network analysis, we approached this claim from the perspective 

of social network analysis “to investigate the human and nonhuman actors 

(i.e., people and institutions) that have contributed to design anthropological 

practice and theorizing.” (Miller 2018: 76) Our initial goal was to determine 

if - and, if so, to what extent- design anthropology qualified as a disciplinary 

“field”. In our original analysis, we began by establishing a set of bench-

marks that serve as indicators to identify a disciplinary field. In this paper 

we revisit our initial analysis, updating it with new publications, contribu-

tors, blogs, groups, and other developments, to investigate if and how design 

anthropology has diffused.  
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Introduction 

Design anthropology emerged in the late 1970s as developments within business 

and industry, labor, and government created opportunities for collaboration be-

tween designers and anthropologists. (Otto & Smith 2013:5). Design anthropology 

has been described alternately as “an emerging transdisciplinary field”, “a (sub)dis-

cipline”, and as “a fast-developing academic field that combines elements from design and 

anthropology”. However, these claims had not been substantiated leaving questions as to 

the actual size, presence, and potential impact of design anthropology within the broad 

category of established disciplinary fields. Was design anthropology a practice, a research 

strategy, a subject area or a discipline? Or was it a sub-field of business anthropology, as 

it is often categorized in the U.S.? The fact that these questions can only be answered from 

a specific perspective that creates a snap shot of its presence in a particular time and place 

does not diminish their importance. Mapping and tracking the People and Events that are 

directly influencing the diffusion of design anthropology practice and theory enables us to 

see whether (or not) design anthropology is gaining traction in the marketplace of ideas. 

Visualizing networks of people and things (e.g. programs, institutions, conferences) di-

rectly related to design anthropology allows us to monitor if and how it is becoming a 

recognizable field in its own right.  

 

Working collaboratively with a co-author who provided analytical expertise in 

social network analysis, we approached this claim from the perspective of social 

network analysis “to investigate the human and nonhuman actors (i.e., people and 
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institutions) that have contributed to design anthropological practice and theoriz-

ing.” (Miller 2018: 76)  

 

What constitutes a disciplinary field?  

We began by establishing a basis for design anthropology as a unique branch of 

knowledge production, creating a set of benchmarks to serve as indicators in answer-

ing the question “What constitutes a disciplinary field?” In this paper we revisit 

our initial analysis, updating it with new publications, contributors, blogs, groups, 

and other developments, to investigate if and how design anthropology has dif-

fused. To establish a basis for design anthropology as an “emerging disciplinary field" we 

turned to recognized sources for guidance (Miller 2018: 77): 

A more rigorous formal classification method that is used to determine 

if and when a field of study qualifies as a discipline is based on an ex-

tensive search of “citable items”. For example, Thompson and Reuters’ 

Web of Science (WoS) is a widely recognized resource that provides this 

type of formal analysis.1 The Web of Science (WoS) tracks the emer-

gence of new subject categories (SC) based on “citable items” that in-

clude journal articles, conference proceedings, and reviews 

(Leydesdorff, Carley, & Rafols, 2013). The Science and Social Science 

Index (SCI + SoSCI), which is updated periodically, currently includes 

252 subject categories (SC) across six broad areas (Table 4-1). Classify-

ing and cataloging emerging subject areas is a complex ontological task. 

Not only is the terminology confusing (2013:589-590), but also because 
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the process is dynamic. The rate of new subject areas is steadily increas-

ing as science becomes more interdisciplinary (Porter & Rafols, 2009). 

Some subject categories, for example, Chemistry, are split off into sepa-

rate categories while others may be eliminated. 

Because design anthropology was not among the lists of recognized fields, we con-

ceptualized the process of becoming a recognized field as progressing along a tra-

jectory2. In this case we would need to operationalize the concept of discipline by 

identifying a set of reliable indicators. 

 

Operationalizing Design Anthropology 

Our task was to operationalize the concept of “discipline”, which we accom-

plished by establishing a set of indicators that identified “dedicated conferences and semi-

nars, funding and sponsorship, journals, research agendas, recognized experts, professional 

societies and organizations, academic courses and programs focused on the subject area, 

and dissertations that specifically focus on the subject area.” (Miller 2018: 77)  

 

We began to compile lists for each indicator by using several readily available 

web-based analytic tools to collect data from the Internet that would provide a broad-brush 

preliminary view of the domain design anthropology3. We used Google Books Ngram 

Viewer which displays a graph showing how a phrase has occurred in a corpus of books 

over a selected time range between 1880 and 20084. We searched on both “design anthro-

pology” and “design and anthropology”. We knew of no books on design anthropology 

published prior to 2008. Ngram confirmed this when the search on “design anthropology” 
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yielded no results. However, entering “Design” and “Anthropology” as separate terms 

yielded the results shown in Fig. 1. Note that “Design” occurs more often than “Anthro-

pology”, especially since 1960 (Miller 2018: 80). 

 

Figure 1 Ngram results for "Design" and "Anthropology" (1800-2008) 

 

By way of comparison a search on the terms “social network analysis” and “network anal-

ysis” within the same time period yielded results depicted in Fig. 2.  
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Figure 2 Ngram comparing “network analysis” and “social network analysis” 

(1800-2008) 

 

To broaden our search, we next conducted a series of searches using Google Scholar using 

multiple terms including “design anthropology”, “design + anthropology” and “design and 

anthropology”. Again, we recognized that Ngram and Google Scholar searches will pro-

duce different results based on factors such as the date on which they’re run5. However, 

they can provide an estimate of the occurrence of the term in articles and other publications.  

 

Finally, we ran a Ngram search comparing “Anthropology”, “Business Anthropology” 

and “Design Anthropology” (Fig. 3) that shows the topic “Anthropology” peaking before 

2000 and “Business Anthropology” barely up from zero. Design Anthropology does not 

show up as a topic at all. Taken together these graphs beg the question as to why Business 

Anthropology and Design Anthropology have such a weak showing. As relatively new 

areas of scholarship and practice this is understandable. But for Anthropology as a long-
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established discipline the decline in publications after 2000 is somewhat more puzzling. 

We might hypothesize that much of the literature that documents the work of anthropolo-

gists is being subsumed into the literature of different discipline, but this is purely specu-

lation. 

 

Figure 3 Ngram comparing “Anthropology”, “Business Anthropology” and “De-

sign Anthropology” (1960-2008) 

 

To complete our broad-brush Internet query, we conducted searches on ProQuest6 using 

the same terms. Mapping the results of these high-level searches to the indicators we had 

established to operationalize the concept of ‘field’ suggested that “as a unique field of 

knowledge production design anthropology has not achieved the level of subject category 

or discipline.” (Miller 2018: 81) However, there was evidence to suggest that design an-

thropology was an emerging area of interest that had the potential to grow. Our next step 
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was to visualize the networks that were forming around the practice of design anthropol-

ogy.  

 

Mapping Design Anthropology 

By 2016 there were multiple books, articles, conferences, presentations, and academic 

programs that were directly related to design anthropology. We began organizing data by 

creating a spreadsheet7 that included a list of 12 discrete “Events” – edited books, seminars, 

committees, networks, conferences and conference panels – explicitly related to design 

anthropology between 2011 and 2016. We added a worksheet for “People” and listed the 

names of each individual who contributed to or participated in each of these 12 events 

arriving at a total of 180 individuals (i.e., discrete nodes). This list allowed us to create 

network views by exporting the names to several dynamic network analysis tools including 

Multinet and Negopy. Fig. 4 and Fig. 5 depict the results. Fig. 4 shows the distribution of 

150 People (blue) over 12 Events (red) that were identified as “design anthropological” 

explicitly by their title or name of publication. Especially interesting in Fig. 5 was the 

emergence of three individuals who emerged as “liaisons” between the 2011 edited collec-

tion Design Anthropology: Object Culture for the 21st Century, the core group of 11 

remaining Events, and the 52 People who participated in two or more events. We inter-

preted these 52 individuals to comprise a significant core. 
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Figure 4 MultiNet projection of the 180 People contributing to 12 Design Anthro-

pology Events from 2011 to 2016 
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Figure 5 MultiNet projection of the 180 People contributing to12 Design Anthro-

pology Events from 2011 to 2016, with names. 

 

 

 

Updating Design Anthropology Networks  

With the 2016 data as a benchmark, we are now interested in investigating how design 

anthropology has fared over the three years since the initial study. Has design anthropology 

grown or stagnated? Have there been additional books, dedicated conferences and semi-

nars, funding and sponsorship, journals, research agendas, recognized experts, professional 

societies and organizations, academic courses and programs focused on the subject area, 

and dissertations that specifically focus on design anthropology? Have new networks 
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emerged? In other words, by revisiting the indicators, can we conclude that design anthro-

pology is moving closer to becoming a defined field or subfield? 

 

Table 1 shows eight new Events plus 27 publications that have occurred since 2016 and 

two Events that were initiated in 2014-2015. These LinkedIn groups and also a SLACK 

network was not included at this time are composed of people with varying degrees of 

interest in and knowledge of design anthropology.  

Year/Event 

# Peo-

ple 

2015 - LinkedIn Design Anthropology group: Brandon Meyer, Owner  338 

2014 - Linked in DesAnthro group Linked in DesAnthro group:  

Natalie Hanson, owner (companion to Anthrodesign group) 464 

2018 - Designs and Anthropologies Colloquium (SAR seminar) 9 

2018 - Journal of Business Anthropology (Special Issue on Design Anthropology) 14 

2018 - Anthropology Designed (working title; available late 2019): Contributors 7 

2018 – “Design by Anthropologists” (NAPA blog) 4 

2018 - Design Anthropology: Object Cultures in Transition 16 

2019 – “Design Anthropology” (Oxford Research Encyclopedia Anthropology) 1 

  

  

Table 1 New Events since original research was conducted 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this research is to follow up on the earlier work conducted by Christine 

Miller and Ken Riopelle in the chapter Mapping Design Anthropology from the book De-

sign + Anthropology: Converging Pathways in Anthropology and Design (Miller 

2018). The research conducted in 2016 and published in the 2018 text used 12 selected 

Event lists to map participation in Design Anthropology with a headcount of 295 people 
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(Miller 2018:82). The current work (i.e. 2019) added an additional 16 Event lists for a total 

of 28 events and a new headcount of 1,183 people. Table 2 shows a combined list of the 

original Events and new Events. A network analysis using the MultiNet/Negopy program 

produced three distinct groups which are color-coded below.  

 

Table 2 Three groups of combined Events produced by network analysis 

 

The List # is a unique identifier used to display in the maps.  

The List Name is the name of the event source. 

The Alias is an internal tracking number. 

Count shows the number of people on a list. 

A unique color is assigned to each group. 

The Standard Distance is a network statistic that indicates the degree of centrality 

for a node (person or list). The greater the negativity score the stronger a node’s 

connection is within the group. 

The event lists are sorted by color and by their standard distance score. 
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Fig. 6 below is a simple mapping of the 28 lists and the corresponding names of 

individuals. The Lists are colored in red on the left and the names are colored in 

blue on the right. The vertical distance between the nodes (lists and name), is mean-

ingful and represents how far apart the nodes are from each other.  The nodes at 

the top are far away or not connected to those nodes at the bottom. A tight cluster 

of nodes means they are close or connected to one another because of overlapping 

list memberships. 

 

Figure 6 Lists and Names 

 

Fig. 7 Design Anthropology Groups, colors the nodes by groups found with the 

MultiNet/Negopy programs. The Map Key indicates 4 distinct groups with the col-

ors: blue, red, green and purple. Note that the Group 0 (Blue) is a technically con-

sidered a tree node and not a separate defined group. This tree node consists of 4 
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nodes from List 14 with one connection to the larger Group 3. Thus, it appears at 

the very top of the vertical rankings and is distant from all the other nodes. 

 
Figure 7 Design Anthropology Groups 

 

Fig. 8 shows the Design Anthropology Groups with individual’s names. The 

event lists are ordered vertically on the left and the names are on the right. Again, 

we can see the four clear groups by their color. The next series of maps will provide 

a brief description of each group. 
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Figure 8 Design Anthropology Groups with Names 

 

Fig. 9 shows Group 1 (Red) and Group 2 (Green) with members identified in 

panel at the left. There are 9 members in Group 1 (Red). List 1 and List 24 are 

associated with this group. Group 2 (Green) has 19 members and includes the two 

LinkedIn lists; node List 18 by Natalie Hanson and node List 17 by Brandon Meyer. 

These two groups are very far apart in the network mapping with the Red Group 

near the top and Green group at the very bottom. There are no connections between 

them. Note there are few connections between these two large online LinkedIn lists. 
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There are connections from Group 2 (Green) to Group 3 (Purple) but there are no 

connections near the top of Group 3, with the exception of Christine Miller, who is 

connected to List 10. It appears these are disconnected Design Anthropology mem-

berships. For a complete listing of L17 and L18 see attached. 

 

 

Figure 9 Group 1 (Red) and Group 3 (Green) with members 

 

 

Fig. 10 shows that Group 2 (Purple) has 77 members. The listing of the Group 2 

extends over two frames. The strength of the members connections is reflected in 

their standard distance score. The more negative score the stronger their connec-

tion. 



17 

 

 
 

Figure 30 Group 2 (Purple) 
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Conclusion and New Developments 

Emerging trends in the “design-and-anthropology” relationship suggest that design 

anthropology might be overcome by new developments within anthropology and 

especially within the field of design. Although it appears that design anthropology 

is an established practice in European, especially Scandinavian, countries this does 

not appear to be the case in the U.S. Rather than design anthropology growing as a 

distinct field of knowledge production it appears that the focus has turned inward 

instead of across disciplines. Within design in the U.S we might be seeing a back 

flow, a retrenchment, in which design is trying to incorporate “anthropology” (ap-

propriating theory and methods) into its core which is reflected in new subfields 

like “transitional design”, “design research” and “social design”. There are some 

social scientists/anthropologists teaching in design schools and, in an effort to mir-

ror “real world” practice, there are many collaborative interdisciplinary projects.   

In the U.S. interest in design anthropology has stalled on the institutional side with 

the exception of the anthropology department at the University of North Texas with 

interdisciplinary with design and “project-based anthropology”.  

 

In terms of conferences, Ethnographic Praxis in Industry (EPIC) continues to be 

a strong draw for designers but now perhaps less so for anthropologists. It is inter-

esting to note that the American Anthropological Association (AAA) annual meet-

ings and the Society for Applied Anthropology (SfAA) have many workshops and 

panels focused on “design”. However, at design conferences it would be very rare 

to hear anthropology mentioned, much less have a panel devoted to anthropology 
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in design. Young anthropologists are continuing to find their way into practice 

within the “for profit” sector, especially in the area of User Experience (UX).  

We would like to continue this analysis by exploring questions such as: Why are 

the Design Anthropology Groups non-overlapping? Why aren’t these groups con-

nected? Do they have different orientations? What would explain this divergence? 

Or is this mapping just an artifact and the members are connected and collaborate 

more that appears from these maps? Finally, is it possible or desirable to attempt to 

create more overlap between these groups? Is there an interest is diffusing the 

knowledge created by the “core” group of innovators? Is there value in intervening 

to build connections between those who are actively engaged in design anthropo-

logical theory and practice?  Is there a benefit to be achieved? If so, to whom?  
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1 Thompson Reuters’ Web of Science (Accessed July 12, 2016) http://ip-

science.thomsonreuters.com/ 

 
2 We do not envision this trajectory as a linear progression, rather we see it as non-

linear with “progress” marked by ebbs and flows of events and periods of activity.  

 
3 For a detailed explanation of the Ngram searches please refer to pp. xx-xx in De-

sign + Anthropology: Converging Pathways in Anthropology and Design (Miller 

2018). 

 
4 Google Ngram (Accessed July 12, 2016) https://books.google.com/ngrams 

 
5 Data is continuously being added. These searches on Google Scholar were con-

ducted on July 12, 2016 

 
6 For a detailed explanation of the Google Scholar and ProQuest searches in the 

original research refer to pp. xx-xx in Design + Anthropology: Converging Path-

ways in Anthropology and Design (Miller 2018). 

 
7 The spreadsheets, including a complete list of URLs and the search results, were 

made available on the companion website for Design + Anthropology: Converg-

ing Pathways in Anthropology and Design. 
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