
IRESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Researching Experiences



II LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN RESEARCHING EXERIENCES



LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN IIIRESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Researching Experiences:
Exploring Processual and Experimental Methods 

in Cultural Analysis

Lisa Gjedde and Bruno Ingemann

 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing



IV LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN RESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Researching Experiences: Exploring Processual and Experimental Methods in Cultural Analysis, 
by Lisa Gjedde and Bruno Ingemann

This book first published 2008 by 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing

15 Angerton Gardens, Newcastle, NE5 2JA, UK

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Copyright © 2008 by Lisa Gjedde and Bruno Ingemann

All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or other-

wise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

ISBN (10): 1-84718-600-9, ISBN (13): 9781847186003



LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN VRESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Content

Colour Plates  /  VII

Foreword /  IX
 
Intro: 
Seeing with the person-in-situation / 1
	 Zoom_in: The use of video in the research process  /  8

Chapter 1: 
The Mirage_Project: The experimental reception method as an entry to 
press photographs and their readers  /  13
	 Postscript  /  34

Chapter 2: 
The Illustrated Science_Project: Narrative genre and context in 
popular science  /  35
	 Postscript  /  48

Chapter 3: 
The Museum Inside_Project [1]: Walk-video in democracy and design: 
The reading strategies and reception of an exhibition  /  49
	 Postscript  /  68
	 Zoom_in: The four gazes: Reading strategies  /  69

Chapter 4: 
The Museum Inside_Project [2]: Walk-video and the art of experience: 
Listening into the walking /  75
	 Postscript  /  97

Chapter 5: 
In the beginning was the experience: The experimental reception 
studies  /  99
	 Zoom_in: The Experience Model: The four fields of 
experience  /  115

Chapter 6: 
The dimensions of narratives  / 121
	 Postscript  /  132



VI LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN RESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Chapter 7: 
The WebArt_Project: Webart – Methods for investigating design and 
user experience in a ReflexivityLab  /  135
	 Postscript  /  150

Chapter 8: 
The Vala_Project: The embodied creation in the museum: An 
experimental investigation of interactivity  /  153
	 Postscript  /  172
	 Zoom_in: What is a ReflexivityLab really?  /  173

Chapter 9: Outro: 
The ten dilemmas: The significance of the visual as a tool for 
communication and change  /  177

Notes  /  193 

Bibliography  /  199

Index  /  207

About the Authers  /  213



LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN VIIRESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Color Plates

1 & 2	 Research material for the Mirage–Project showing the context 
of the four different visualized versions of the three presented 
newspaper articles. 

3 & 4	 Reseach material for the Illustrated Scienc_Project in the 
context of the original articles from the magazine. Printed with 
permission from: http://www.illustreretvidenskab.dk/ - Danish 
edition.

5 & 6	 Reserach material from the Museum Inside_Project [1] 
with video dumps from the walk-video in the exhibition about 
Democracy in the 1900s at The Museum of Copenhagen.

7 & 8	 Research material from the Museum Inside_Project [2] with 
video dumps from the walk-video in the one-man-exhibition of 
the Danish artist Ole Sporring at the exhibition hall Sofienholm. 

9 & 10	 Research material from the WebArt_Project with screen 
dumps from the recorded interactions with the three artworks: 

	 Dustharps of Rain A can be seen at www.bbc.co.uk/arts/
multimedia/yourwork/a_raina.shtml 

	 Tetrasonia of Stephen Vitiello can be seen at www.diacenter.
org/vitiello/tetrasomia.html

	 White and Black of Malene Selchau can be seen at www.artnode.
dk/contri/selchau/looped/index.html

11 & 12	 Research Material from The Vala_Project with screen dumps 
of the pair of people interacting with the British videoartist 
Maureen Thomas work Vala’s Runecast.



VIII LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN RESEARCHING EXERIENCES



LISA GJEDDE & BRUNO INGEMANN IXRESEARCHING EXERIENCES

Foreword

The advent of a new media landscape has opened up new areas of research 
and necessitated the development of new processual methods that encom-
pass the user’s media experience and puts it at the centre. In this context it 
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ologies that seek to capture the user’s experience of mediated visual texts.
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well as encouraging the project in its various phases. 

We would like to thank our departments at Roskilde University and the 
Danish School of Education, Aarhus University in Copenhagen and also ac-
knowledge the financial support received from the Danish Research Council 
for the Humanities and the Danish Newspaper Society. We are very thank-
ful to the MediaInnovatorium at the Danish School of Education, Aarhus 
University – and the technical staff in Communication Studies at Roskilde 
University, all of whom provided support for our experimental designs. 

Lisa Gjedde & Bruno Ingemann
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1SEEING WITH THE PERSON-IN-SITUATION

Intro: 
Seeing with 

the person-in-situation

In the beginning was – not the word – but the experience. This distinction is 
an important one to make about the basis of this book, which deals with the 
common methodological challenge of how to research experience in various 
media and mediated situations. The normal way of doing research on what 
media users experience is to make the informants recount their experience 
with the media some time after the experience has taken place. When there is 
a gap, however, between the experience and recounting the experience, what 
experience are the users actually talking about? Is it the experience they had 
in the actual moment or is it the one they constructed minutes, hours, days or 
years afterwards? And, what is the content of the experience?

 We focus on capturing not just the part of the experience that can eas-
ily be verbalised, but also the pre-reflexive experience, which has not yet 
entered the realm of conscious expression and may never reach it. In order 
to capture the complexity of experience, it was necessary to design a meth-
odology capable of capturing the experimental processes of the informant, 
or the person-in-situation, i.e. processual methodology.

As part of this process, a number of different projects have been devel-
oped over the last ten years. These projects, which all share the common 
goal of experimenting with new methodological ways of capturing and un-
derstanding the experience of the person-in-situation, have resulted in a col-
lection of methodological tools and approaches we term the ReflexivityLab. 

The three paths of inquiry

 In 1993, at the outset, this research was motivated by the idea of explor-
ing the experience of the informant or the person-in-situation and the recep-
tion processes that took place in a visual and mediated context. 

The projects belong to different areas of inquiry, but with the unifying 
goal of exploring the users’ construction of experience. Even though the 
mediated experiences being researched range from newspapers and tradi-
tional magazines to museum exhibits, and from webart to digital interactive 
storytelling, the focus on the users’ personal experience is an element shared 
by all of the methods developed.  

The first area of inquiry looks into how informative media convey their 
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content to an audience. The first project in this series, which focused on how 
the user, i.e. the informant, created meaning from the news in the newspaper, 
produced the finding that the way informants actually use the visuals in the 
newspaper was often different than what the producers imagined it to be. 
The second project explored the role of the narrative in the communication 
of complex scientific news in the format of articles in the popular science 
magazine Illustrated Science. 

The second area of inquiry focuses on experiences with media situated in 
the context of a museum or gallery. We designed research situations, which 
included objects and spaces in a museum and an art gallery, in order to look 
into the strategies visitors use to create meaning in relation to their personal 
agenda and identity. The first project examines an exhibition at a cultural 
history museum about the rise of democracy in the city of Copenhagen. The 
second project focuses on an art gallery and how a retrospective exhibition 
of a well-known Danish painter offers narratives to be reconstructed by the 
informants in order to tell painters’ stories. 

The third area of inquiry is in the field of digital media, where the aes-
thetic and the narrative are important elements in the process of constructing 
meaning. The first project looks into the use of webart or netart, where the 
works used can be interpreted and interacted with in many different ways, 
but where the enigmatic aspect of the visuals can be seen as a positive qual-
ity. The second project is on the use of an interactive video presented using 
visual technology in the form of a large interactive plasma screen.

In the first area of inquiry, the focus is on the communication of inten-
tional meaning from the newspaper or the magazine. The second area of 
inquiry, which takes place in a museum and a gallery, involves the body in 
motion navigating the spaces available and also involves more senses in an 
informal learning process. The third area of inquiry stresses the interactivity 
between the user and digital artefacts, and the processes involved in mean-
ing making in the complex environment of multimodal non-linear media. 
The shared underlying approach of these three areas and the six projects is a 
focus on researching experiences.  

Experiences are the core of human existence, but what is interesting is the 
intention and the focus of attention of the user having the experience. Fer-
ence Marton, a Swedish phenomenologist, writes rather humorously: 

If we were capable of the total experience of situations and phenomena, 
a sort of panaesthesia, and if we actually made use of this capability all 
the time, things would always look the same all the time, for all of us. Our 
way of experiencing things would no longer be driven by specific interests, 
wishes, capabilities, or previous experiences. Nothing would be more or less 
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important than anything else; the world would lose structure. All meaning 
would disappear, as meaning actually derives from the figuratively differen-
tiated structures of awareness. When meaning is total, we lose it. (Merton & 
Booth 1997:101). 

We want to explore meaning as the user constructs it, as driven by “specific 
interests, wishes, capabilities, or previous experiences”. From our perspec-
tive, this meaning is founded in the everyday life of the user and in the 
meeting between the user and mediated communication. In this case, our 
interest is connected to media research, or more specifically, to the dramatic 
change in media research that developed in the 1970s with the introduction 
of reception research, which is closely linked to cultural studies (Hall 1973). 
The focus shifted from the content of the media and the message conveyed 
to a more complex interest in the actual user’s listening, seeing and reading 
of the actual mediated material, e.g. television. The interest in how and what 
the actual user conceptualised and created meaning became very interesting 
to and challenged the established agenda of researchers and of professional 
media corporations.

Nevertheless, even the use of qualitative methods like individual in-
depth interviews, focus group interviews and observations (Hall 1980, Mor-
ley 1980) about the interest in the message conveyed focused more on the 
role of the media as ideological oppressors in the class struggle as shown 
by the use of concepts such as ‘preferred’ or ‘oppositional’ reading (Hall 
1973). 

To reiterate what is widely acknowledged among researchers, you tend 
to get the results you decided to look for. The idea of looking with the eyes 
of the user, which is the case with reception studies, is inspiring and impor-
tant, but the often rather closed theoretical guidance of what is being looked 
for influences the outcome. We begin not by looking at the experience of the 
person-in-situation from one single theoretical perspective, but prefer to be 
informed by experiences as seen and reflected upon by the users. 

The aim of examining the experience itself has led us to work from a 
phenomenological point of view and to look for the subjective understand-
ing and meaning of the experience. Phenomenologist Alfred Schutz finds 
that it is the everyday world of activity that is archetypical for our experi-
ence of reality and finds that what he calls province of meaning only can be 
seen as modifications of this archetype. To him, the province of meaning 
is the art, the fantasy, the play, the insanity, and the science, each of which 
has their own cognitive style (Schutz 1962:231). We want to understand 
the mediated situation from the perspective of people’s everyday lives by 
an emphatic understanding of their subjective universe of meaning. From 
the phenomenological stand point, we want to investigate the world as the 
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participants experience it. This concept leads to an interest in what the sub-
jective meanings are and how they are constructed. In the process of de-
veloping methods on how to research experience we have found ways to 
capture different aspects of how the person-in-situation creates meaning and 
we have applied approaches and concepts relevant to that. In this book, we 
provide a framework for researching experience that draws on new models 
of experience as well as models of reading strategies and narrative thinking 
combined with detailed descriptions of the uses of technologies for captur-
ing experience.

This original contribution to the development of the methodological 
field of researching experience is what we call the ReflexivityLab. Based on 
a range of projects with very different scopes, the following describes the 
concept very simply.

The ReflexivityLab in brief

Processual methodology has evolved over time and some elements have 
come from the different projects that have been part of the process. Deliber-
ately selecting a very important word from the humanities and another one 
from the hardcore sciences, we have termed this methodology Reflexivity-
Lab. The connotations of the word ‘lab’ include experiment, repetition, and 
registration, while the connotations of the word ‘reflexivity’ are subjectivity, 
looking-back, and open-talk. 

We intertwine these two worlds, but it is often the lab-like starting point 
that makes it possible to single out aspects of the complex real-life materials 
used and to put the informants into a situation that is unfamiliar to them and 
makes them more aware of the whole situation.

The main concept of the ReflexivityLab as a research method is very 
simple: There is always some kind of technology involved because the in-
formants’ process of interacting with the media product (the work) needs to 
be registered to provide the foundation for an analysis, making it possible to 
look and look again at the process and the visual event. It has been recorded 
and it is repeatable. 

The ReflexivityLab concept is more than just technology. For example, 
when an informant uses a media product (the work) for a set period of time, 
the sequence is broken down into minor parts either beforehand or while the 
event is in process. Reflection gaps lasting five or ten minutes each that are 
not schematically predetermined are included intuitively and questions are 
asked during the reflection-gaps. Dialogues are proposed that question or 
even challenge the informants. Afterwards, informants return to their real-
time state. 
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After using the media product, researchers encourage a deeper state of 
reflection, sometimes by showing the tape from the real-time experience 
or by bringing up topics that were not touched upon or that had elicited a 
reaction. 

The overall goals are simple:
• to encourage informants to verbally express their immediate impres-
sion of what they have seen – the narrative perspective;
• to encourage informants to find relations between the media product 
and their personal lives – the pragmatic perspective;
• to encourage informants to relate the media product to something in 
society or to other mediated communication – the intertextual perspec-
tive.1 

Video is often the technology used to record and capture the complexity 
of the physical and verbal expressions of the person-in-situation, the media 
being used and the interactions involving another person or the researcher. 
The resulting complex material provides the corpus for the analysis. Part of 
the methodological concept applied includes using screen dumps and the 
editing of the video as tools in the analytical process in order to condense 
the rich material available. 

This basic presentation of the concept of the ReflexivityLab will be elabo-
rated upon when the six projects we have been working with are presented. 

Some of the following chapters are based on previously published arti-
cles and have been expanded by applying one of the following2:

• Postscripts - which answer interesting questions that have been raised 
by fellow researchers; 

• Colour Plates - which expand the material used in the individual 
projects;

• Zoom_ins - which explore selected topics more in-depth, e.g. around 
the ‘experience model’ (p. 115).

Chapter 1 examines the use of photos in newspapers and questions 
whether the producer’s and the reader’s intentions are the same. Currently, 
two very different tendencies emerge in which photographs are either a re-
flection of reality and only provide factual information or are aestheticised, 
staged and manipulated. In the Mirage–Project, these tendencies are in-
vestigated from the person-in-situation point of view by constructing four 
different visualisations of an article and then asking 16 individuals to rank 
them and then argue for their values and relations to the outer world and the 
informants’ pre-understanding of mediated news. 

Chapter 2 further explores the concept of creating different versions 
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of the same material, purposely changing elements in the material. In the 
Illustrated Science_Project, the focus is on exploring how the use of 
narratives generates a better sense of understanding of the content of the text 
in the magazine. ����������������������������������������������������������How the understanding relates to qualities like comprehen-
sion, relevance and credibility, and how the narrative responses relate to the 
different genres being examined. 

Chapter 3 deals with methods for researching experiences at a museum, 
and deals with objects and space. During the first Museum Inside_Project, 
the walk-video concept was developed. In the project, two informants enter 
a cultural historical museum and one of them is wearing a tiny video camera 
on a baseball cap that records when and where they move and what their 
conversation is about. The video recording forms the basis for the analysis 
of their walk and their conversations. 

Chapter 4 covers the second Museum Inside_Project, where the vid-
eo cap is used by one of two informants to create a walk-video, which allows 
a close view of their experiences in the actual moment. The informants visit 
an art gallery with a retrospective exhibition about one painter. In the project 
the art historical and everyday experiences are contrasted and used to create 
a narrative understanding of their personal experience through the analysis 
of the relation between body, space and conversation.

Chapter 5 presents a theoretical and historical perspective on our meth-
odological approach. A discussion is raised about the use of quantitative and 
qualitative methods and in this discussion we identify the challenges and 
possibilities involved in our approach. The aim is to establish and discuss 
the concept of experience as the foundation for experimental reception stud-
ies. Another important aspect is to develop an understanding of the users’ 
experience by drawing on the work of cognitive psychology and especially 
on the work of British psychologist Frederic C. Bartlett. In this chapter, we 
also present the model of the four experience fields.

Chapter 6 presents the theoretical background behind the cognitive as-
pects of narrativity and provides an introduction to the dual concepts of 
narrative construction and narrative expression, and their role in the user’s 
construction of meaning. These concepts are important in the methods that 
are presented on researching experience.

Chapter 7 is an example of how the four experience fields can be brought 
into practice and applied using the ReflexivityLab concept. Webart is a new 
area of inquiry and in the WebArt_Project we investigate how users cre-
ate their experience based on interactive works. In this project we add an 
extra dimension to the traditional usability-lab not only by recording the 
users’ activity but also by moving the researchers’ focus from the standard 
usability issues to issues regarding the users’ construction of narratives and 
strategies of reflection.
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Chapter 8 includes the further development of the methods presented 
using even more complex material and a video set-up with four different 
simultaneous video recordings in order to capture the action and interaction 
of the informants, the researchers and the interactive artwork. The Vala_
Project uses a prototype of an interactive video film on Nordic mythology, 
which is presented to participants who worked in pairs exploring the film 
on a giant interactive touch screen. Part of the project investigated whether 
the informants were aware of or influenced by a sense of being in public, 
i.e. being in a public zone during their interaction in front of the flat screen. 
Research questions such as the following were posed: How does the visitor 
create meaning in interactive artworks in a public space? What influence 
does the notion of the public have on the users’ construction of meaning?

Chapter 9 places the projects, their content and their methodology in 
relation to theories of visual culture. We examine the role of the visual in 
the projects. Two central functions are discussed, namely the function of the 
visual as a mode of representations and as a mode of reminiscence. 

This method of researching the users’ experience has brought forth some 
issues that are of relevance to communication design as well as research. 
They relate to the visual mode of representation and are presented as ten 
dilemmas to be considered in terms of planning and implementing commu-
nication strategies, and they provide a bridge between the theoretical aspects 
of researching experience and the design of user experience in the field of 
communication.

The target group for this book 

This book, which offers a methodological approach to studying experi-
ence in a range of different media, provides insight into the design of proces-
sual methodologies that can be used as a guideline for designing experience 
research. There is a lack of theoretical and practical writings on this rapidly 
expanding field of researching media from the angle of user experience. 
This book makes a contribution based on a number of research projects, 
which can be used as a source of inspiration in designing research and re-
search tools. The research design presented for carrying out inquiries into 
the various media is relevant not only for students and researchers in media 
and communication studies but also for practitioners within the fields of 
media, communication and experience design.

Additional material plus multimedia examples of research cases can be 
found at www.researching-experiences.net
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Zoom_In: 
The use of video in the 

research process  

We are researching experiences in 
mediated situations which means 
that we are looking into processes 
with the person-in-situation. The 
situations which we are researching, 
are the reading of text in maga-
zines and looking at photographs 
in newspapers, using WebArt on a 
screen, walking into the exhibition 
in museums and galleries and using 
interactive films.   

These situations involve the per-
son-in-situation in a broad range of 
activities where the bodily expres-
sions to the mediated products are 
important. From a methodological 
point of view this has directed us 
to use video as the main record-
ing technology. By recording the 
person-in-situation the whole proc-
ess of the users experience can be 
re-seen and re-heard several times 
with all the nuances of bodily ex-
pression and tone of voice, pauses, 
intonation, smile, sadness, anger, 
…. all the expressions of feeling 
that we react to in the real situation 
but which disappear and are forgot-
ten if you just have to recall them 
from your memory.

The researcher gets informed, 
but sometimes to an extent that 
makes it difficult to extract the 
important insights from the over-
whelming mass of details. The dif-

ficulty lies in the richness of detail 
and we have therefore developed 
methods to make a sustainable 
framework for the analytical proc-
ess. One method is a condensation 
process in which the recorded video 
is edited with the aim of catching 
the main points of the process, 
in a way that would also make it 
meaningful to others. In this reduc-
ing and condensation process, ten 
hours of recordings are reduced 
to a program lasting maybe eight 
minutes. In this process one of the 
baselines is analytical dialogues 
pinpointing the important elements 
in the videos and exploring the nar-
rative points and the narrative flow. 
Another tool in the analytic proc-
ess is to stop the flow of the videos 
by freezing the images in order 
to analyze the expressions of the 
participants more closely. In such a 
process we would produce around 
one hundred screen-dumps from 
the videos. We would also include 
the verbal interactions by making 
transcripts of the dialogue and the 
interviews.

In the situation of the person-
in-situation we developed different 
ways of methodological tools to use 
the video equipment for different 
purposes. 

The registration video – The 
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purpose of the registration video is 
to register the situation that is set 
up, as a fly on a wall. This is the 
most obvious and simple way to 
use a camera, to monitor and record 
all the activity in a given location. 
In this set-up the video is used the 
register the situation as a fly on a 
wall.

The Walk-video – The purpose 
of the Walk-video is to see with the 
eyes of another: what he is doing 
and what interests him. In order to 
record this a new tool has been de-
veloped, a tiny video-camera on a 
cap worn by an informant  – this is 
an innovative way of using video to 
register the exact visual area of the 
informant. 

Interaction video  – The pur-
pose of the interaction/reflection 
video is dual: to register the exact 
activity on screen and the inform-
ant’s interactions and reactions to 
it, as well as having the informant 

revisit and reflect on the experience.  
A traditional usability lab set-up 
is used, which video records the 
actions on-screen through a scan-
converter as well as registering the 
informant performing these actions. 
In the subsequent interview we 
present the informant with the video 
and record the reflections made by 
the informant reviewing the situa-
tion.  

The Quatro-video – The purpose 
of the quatro-video is to concur-
rently document the activity from 
several angles including the in-
teractions between researcher and 
informant. It is a complex setup in 
which we use four different cam-
eras focused on different parts and 
activities in the room. This four-
fold point-of-view set-up recreates 
observations that extend the experi-
ence both of the researcher and the 
informant. 
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One camera pointing 
at one spot to monitor 
what happens. 

One informant wears 
a tiny video camera 
on a cap, recording 
where his body and 
head moves it. Records 
conversation at the 
same time.

A recording of 
the action on the 
computer screen. 
The camera records 
the facial and 
bodily reactions to 
the experience. A 
reseacher is watching 
the combined image.






















