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U n d e r s t a n d i n g C u l t u r e T h r o u g h P i c t u r e s a n d a
T h o u s a n d W o r d s

As the adage goes, a picture is worth
a thousand words. Yet, anthropolo-
gists have not typically sought study-
participant drawings. Using a proto-
col in which a request for a draw-
ing was embedded, this study cap-
tures the internal dynamics of three
successful university-based teams. Our
questions followed a specific Describe–
Draw–Explain sequence. All inter-
viewees offered some novel element in
their drawings (Draw step) beyond
what they conveyed in their verbal de-
scriptions (Describe step), while 85 per-
cent of them again offered additional
detail in the Explain step. The data
also revealed stark and surprising cul-
tural contrasts across teams, including
one that was understood best as a net-
work that could be activated upon de-
mand. Gathering drawings is a fast yet
valid and reliable method when the pre-
scribed sequence of questions is followed.
Another virtue of this approach is that
the interviews can be conducted virtu-
ally, essential during the COVID-19 era.
[study-participant drawings, Describe–
Draw–Explain sequence, team dynam-
ics]

I n t r o d u c t i o n

As the adage goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. We know
generally what the saying suggests: the picture encapsulates pages
of text. In a glance, it is possible to grasp and make sense of the
general meaning behind the words. The picture or drawing lays
bare the core significance of the writer’s goals and objectives. It
becomes a way for the viewer to perceive and comprehend essen-
tial aspects and/or implications of what the writer has stated. The
drawing also serves as a heuristic device helpful in recall, analysis,
and telling the broader story.

Of course, focusing solely on the picture would be ill advised
for anthropologists. Our ethnographic training emphasizes a mix
of methods to capture insider perspectives and behavior (Fetter-
man 2020; LeCompte and Schensul 2010). Anthropologists as-
pire to gain as holistic an understanding of a cultural group as
possible, triangulating methods and sources of data, as well as
the viewpoints of research team members and applicable pub-
lished works (Bernard, Wutich, and Ryan 2017). So, what if we
were to examine one or more drawings in relationship to dis-
course surrounding them? And what if those drawings were nei-
ther sketches from the field by an anthropologist (Taussig 2011;
Causey 2017) nor data displays based on the anthropologist’s
analysis (LeCompte and Schensul 2013), but rather drawings by
study participants?

A member of our research group experimented with study-
participant drawings in two prior projects. Motivated by her
clients’ favorable reactions, we intentionally integrated study-
participant drawings into our study of three grassroots teams. We
wanted to test the assertion that drawings and discourse would
yield distinctive findings and produce robust cultural insights.

ANNALS OF ANTHROPOLOGICAL PRACTICE, Vol. 00, No. 0, pp. 1–17,
ISSN 0094-0496, online
ISSN 1548-1425. C© 2021 by the American Anthropological Association. All
rights reserved.
DOI: 10.1111/napa.12157

Email: elizabeth.briody@gmail.com

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6218-371X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6593-5446
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0337-7607


Annals of Anthropological Practice � Vo l u m e 0 0 N u m b e r 0 F e b r u a r y 2 0 2 1

A secondary goal focused on the role of team
dynamics. The three teams were part of a larger
set of 12 grassroots teams created in the Engineer-
ing School (ES) of a large, public, midwestern uni-
versity in the United States. All 12 teams were as-
sembled to address issues that team members cared
about and which had an effect on student out-
comes. Yet, only the three discussed in this article
were successful, that is, they “institutionalized” their
innovations, getting their changes incorporated into
ES or university practices, processes, and policies
(Rodríguez-Mejía et al. 2020). We wondered how
important team dynamics were to successful team
outcomes.

L i t e r a t u r e R e v i e w

What Is Drawing?

A common definition of drawing is the “art
or technique of representing an object or
outlining a figure, plan, or sketch by means
of lines” (https://www.merriam-webster.com
/dictionary/drawing, accessed August 26, 2020).
Anthropologists are particularly interested in the
meaning behind what a drawing and the act of
drawing represent—both to them and to others.
Consequently, anthropologists have defined draw-
ing in a variety of ways. For example, drawing is
considered a “depicting” (Taussig 2011, xii) or a
record that “acts as a witness, a visual testament
to the ‘I was there’” (Hendrickson 2019, 200).
Anthropologists are increasingly emphasizing
drawing as ethnographic data and as integral to
fieldwork, with the goal of drawing “in order to
see” (Causey 2017, 15). Indeed, Morton (2018)
uses the phrase “graphicalization of description” to
convey what the anthropologist has observed in the
field. Drawing or sketching also has been defined
as a “form of (visual) thinking” (Geismar 2014, 99)
or as a “process of thinking” or “way of telling”
(Ingold 2013, 128, 125).

Anthropological Use of Drawing in

Historical Context

When anthropology was in its infancy, anthropol-
ogist drawings underscored the value of capturing
aspects of culture as an early ethnographic tech-
nique. Important insights pertained to analyses of
fieldwork sketches by anthropologists in the mid-
1920s. Morton (2018), exploring the images made
by Henry Balfour, sought to understand the use

of visual data including drawings in field journals,
those based on direct observation, and those drawn
in conjunction with photography. He argues both
that the process of drawing “enfolds within itself
important fieldwork temporalities and practices of
looking, observing, positioning, engaging and inter-
rogating the world” (2018, 19, 23) and that drawings
represent “visual evidence.” The archives of Arthur
Bernard Deacon, as examined by Geismar (2014),
also suggest a strong empirical focus. For example,
Deacon drew “as a way to locate himself…within a
specific environment” (Geismar 2014, 106), as he il-
lustrated aspects of a culture that were in the process
of disappearing.

Particularly since the start of the 20th cen-
tury, anthropologists in the field also have col-
lected native drawings (cf. Soukup 2014, 537). They
tended to seek out children’s drawings to permit
an understanding of child development and so-
cialization processes (Soukup 2014). The virtues
of drawing as a data collection method include
its typically nonthreatening nature, that it does
not necessitate verbal or written communication,
and that it can be used in cross-cultural com-
parisons since it “can avoid some of the difficul-
ties of translation” (Merriman and Guerin 2006,
48). Anthropologists today continue to collect and
analyze children’s drawings (cf. Johnson, Pfister,
and Vindrola-Pardos 2012, 166), with some issuing
words of warning. Oversight by adults (Mitchell
2006) and expectations to conform to dominant
ideologies (Strassler 2006) can affect what chil-
dren draw and whether their artwork is affirmed
and recognized. When children’s views are gath-
ered along with their artwork, distinctive details can
emerge from each source (Johnson, Pfister, and
Vindrola-Pardos 2012).

With the rise in photography’s popularity, draw-
ing largely lost its relevance as a tool in the
field. A number of anthropologists concluded that
study-participant drawings were “too subjective”
and created analytical and interpretation challenges
(Soukup 2014, 543). Indeed, in the latter part of
the 19th century, anthropologists largely abandoned
study-participant drawings in favor of photogra-
phy that was considered “unbiased and reliable”
(Soukup 2014, 534). Similarly, Afonso (2004, 72, 74)
noted that film and photography were the “priv-
ileged forms of visual representation” while draw-
ing was considered too “handicrafty.” These assess-
ments are consistent with the devaluing of visual
media (e.g., drawings, photographs) over time—in

2



I n c o r p o r a t i n g P i c t u r e s a n d a T h o u s a n d Wo r d s � Annals of Anthropological Practice

favor of text-only publications (Geismar 2014; In-
gold 2016).

Some Resurgence of the Visual

Design anthropologists routinely use “cultural
probes,” artifacts “designed to provoke inspirational
responses” (Gaver, Dunne, and Pacenti 1999, 22),
when engaged in project work with designers, users,
clients, and customers. Items such as postcards,
posters, maps, and mock-ups serve as “things-to-
think with” as all parties converse and contribute
their ideas to arrive at some consensus (Brandt
2007, 185). Such cultural probes, like drawings,
elicit knowledge and perspectives. The two media
exhibit a key similarity: both serve as a means to an
end. The cultural probe assists the design anthro-
pologist in arriving at a design or product while the
drawing contributes data to the field-based anthro-
pologist’s understanding and explanation of a given
culture or cultural pattern.

A number of 21st century anthropologists have
created drawings during fieldwork. Taussig (2011,
13) believes that “In pointing away from the real,
(drawings) capture something invisible and auratic
that makes the thing depicted worth depicting.”
Causey (2017, 3) views drawing as another option
“for collecting, recording and presenting ethno-
graphic information.” Similarly, Kuschnir (2016)
identifies 11 potential benefits of drawing including
helping anthropologists record and discuss memo-
ries” (118), “document not only visual information,
but also abstract concepts” (123), and “generate dia-
logue and collaborative research” (126).

Others have used drawings to elicit cultural in-
sights. Johnson, Pfister, and Vindrola-Pardos (2012)
successfully gathered children’s drawings of their ex-
periences with oncology treatments but failed to
convince the children’s parents to draw since parents
considered drawing a child’s activity. Relying on
psychological principles, Edgar (2004) introduced
“imagework” methods to generate perceptions of
identity. He asked students to imagine a situation
they were experiencing, draw a picture of the situa-
tion, post it on the wall, and talk about their sketch;
he then conducted an analysis of what he saw
and heard. Afonso (2004) asked an anthropologist-
illustrator to draw some past village activities
and old objects. When showing the sketches
to study participants, she obtained greater detail
about the past and clarity surrounding cultural
change.

Missing from this growing literature are study-
participant drawings made by adults. Apart from
the difficulty that Vindrola-Pardos encountered in
getting parents to produce drawings on their chil-
dren’s hospital treatments (Johnson, Pfister, and
Vindrola-Pardos 2012), we wondered why study-
participant drawings have not routinely been incor-
porated into anthropologist research designs. In our
view, study-participant drawings are an untapped
resource. We believe that when such visual meth-
ods are integral to an anthropological study, they
have the potential to complement other data (e.g.,
verbal, written) and provide a more complete, ac-
curate, and holistic understanding of the research.
Thus, we frame our research questions in this way:

� What is gained methodologically by inte-
grating drawing with discourse during the
interview process?

� How do we know that requesting draw-
ings from study participants adds cultural
value to an interview?

D a t a a n d M e t h o d s

Our research is part of a larger five-year study of
organizational-culture change employing an ethno-
graphic approach that includes interviews, obser-
vation, focus groups, surveys, and documentary
sources. To this rich data set we now add study-
participant drawings. All names in the text and
drawings are pseudonyms to protect confidential-
ity. We secured IRB approval and all interviewees
consented.

Collecting Interviewee Statements and

Drawings

Our study participants were associated with three
successful teams in the ES: Flex Co-Op, Men-
torship, and Intercultural Competency. We en-
gaged all key team members by phone in January
2020. Our discussions with these 20 team mem-
bers were brief, lasting 21 minutes on average; In-
tercultural Competency’s interviews were about 5
minutes longer since we knew less about their work
(see Table 1). The vast majority of team members
consisted of university staff—with the exception of
Flex Co-Op, which had two faculty members and
one student, and Mentorship, which also had a
student.
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TA B L E 1 . Data Collection Attributes by Grassroots Team

Flex Co-Op Mentorship
Intercultural
Competency Total

Number of interviews 8 6 6 20
Average duration (in

minutes)
18.9 17.8 25.5 20.7

Number of drawings 8 6 6 20

We began our targeted protocol by inquir-
ing about study-participant roles on the particular
team. Next, we asked interviewees to talk about how
their team members worked together. We pointed
out that we were interested in the team’s internal
interactions including those aspects of teaming that
worked particularly well and those that did not.
Next, we asked study participants to draw a picture
of those team interactions. This request was often
met by laughter and a comment such as “I am not a
very good artist.” We did our best to reassure them
that we were not looking for artistic excellence, but
rather a conceptualization of team interactions; all
completed a drawing in about one minute. Once
the sketch was finished, we encouraged study par-
ticipants to explain their drawings.

Analyzing the Describe–Draw–Explain

Sequence

Two of us independently conducted analyses of
the data. First, we completed a content analysis
of themes and patterns emerging from the initial
study-participant statements about team dynamics
(Bernard, Wutich, and Ryan 2017; LeCompte and
Schensul 2013). In this Describe step, we examined
the data for each of the three teams separately. In the
Draw step, our attention shifted to the 20 drawings.
We conducted a visual analysis of the drawings by
team to distinguish salient patterns. We also com-
pared each study-participant’s drawing to that in-
dividual’s initial description. Finally, in the Explain
step, we compared study-participant explanations
of their drawings with their initial descriptions of
team dynamics. Our goal in conducting this three-
step analysis was to identify any new insights gen-
erated solely through the drawings and separately,
the explanations of the drawings. Finally, the two of
us compared our independent analyses, reconciling
any differences.

B a c k g r o u n d

Between 2016 and 2017, our research group con-
vened 12 small teams, referring to them as grass-
roots teams since they were composed of individ-
uals from “loosely connected networks” who held
diverse university roles (Morrison et al. 2019, xxi).
Participants chose from an array of possible team
topics, joining voluntarily. We used “Strategic Do-
ing,” a guided approach involving “Teaching people
how to form collaborations quickly, move them to-
ward measurable outcomes and make adjustments
along the way” (https://strategicdoing.net, accessed
February 19, 2020). The three teams launched with
committed and “excited” team members (see Ta-
ble 2), implemented pilots in Spring 2018, and con-
tinued brainstorming and testing new ideas through
2019. In this article, we present team-member per-
spectives gathered after the teams successfully ac-
complished their initial goals.

S t u d y - P a r t i c i p a n t

D e s c r i p t i o n s o f Te a m

D y n a m i c s

Our analysis closely parallels the sequence of inter-
view questions. We begin with the responses that
interviewees provided at the outset of their inter-
views in which we asked about their role on their
team and how their team worked together.

Collaboration

In the Describe step, the content analysis of internal
team dynamics revealed a number of team-member
statements about collaboration. Flex Co-Op par-
ticipants talked about the extent of “engagement,”
“sharing openly,” “nonjudgmental listening,” and
“trust and respect” on their team. One faculty mem-
ber noted, “Even though there’s kind of a power
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TA B L E 2 . Selected Grassroots Team Characteristics (Fall 2017)

Team focus

Number of
scheduled
meetings

Average number
of participants

Flex Co-Op Increase the number of students who
participate in Co-Op and their
completion rate

7 9

Mentorship Expose students to additional mentors who
can help them grow professionally and
offer advice tailored to their specific
career interests

5 7

Intercultural
Competency

Assess students’ intercultural competencies
during their 2nd and 4th years at
university

4 3

differential in different members of the committee
(i.e., students, faculty and staff ), I think everybody
felt like they were kind of on the same level and
they could freely express their feelings.” Collabora-
tion appeared in the flow of ideas expressed by Men-
torship team members. For example, the student
member described interactions this way: “…ideas
circulating around the table…It’s very much a (sic)
iterative process.” Intercultural Competency also
benefited from cooperative engagement, though
it was largely one-on-one with the team leader.
One individual remarked, “I primarily worked with
Marc…(and) of course, his TAs (teaching assistants)
that I trained.” Another team member mentioned,
“I’ve worked with Marc and I’ve worked with oth-
ers, like Hannah for example, in different ways, but
I don’t know if we’ve had a formal committee meet-
ing. Is there a formal committee?” Such statements
were the first indication that Intercultural Compe-
tency was structured differently compared with Flex
Co-Op and Mentorship.

Leadership

Themes related to leadership were prominent. In
Flex Co-Op, leadership guidance appeared in the
behavior of the team convener (i.e., a content ex-
pert) and the facilitator. The team leader, aware of
her powerful role, preferred a consensus-oriented
rather than directive approach: “We had a com-
bination of facilitators because I specifically didn’t
want to lead that team because I had a very strong
opinion on what direction we should go (in) and

I wanted to have everybody speak openly.” Other
team members commented that the facilitator “kept
the conversation going” and “kept us on track.”
Leadership persistence was exhibited repeatedly in
Mentorship where there was “a commitment to not
fail.” During its first year, the team experienced high
turnover due to technology setbacks. Nevertheless,
core team members “didn’t give up.” The team
leader reported, “I felt like it was too important to
not implement, and we had to find a way.” Another
stated, “The team leader…made sure that we were
reviewing our action items and making progress.
And when we weren’t making progress, she would
help hold us accountable.” Mentorship refreshed its
membership through new student representatives.
In Intercultural Competency, leadership was not a
salient theme.

Diversity of Input

The theme of diversity of input featured promi-
nently. A Flex Co-Op team member stated: “I
was coming in as a disruptor of tradition but…I
wanted to make sure that everything that I was dis-
rupting was not destroying the good (in the exist-
ing)…program.” Another played the role of “devil’s
advocate” contributing “a spark to some of the con-
versation because of…[her] opinions.” Yet, it was
clear that the team’s goal was to “converge,” “com-
ing to consensus, coming to an agreement” on the
Co-Op Program’s future. Mentorship’s diverse input
was largely the result of occupational experiences:
“(The team) really brings a good blend of different
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F I G U R E 1 . Cross-communication among team members.

skill sets, different perspectives so that we make sure
we can serve all the students and not just a certain
sector of students.” By contrast, Intercultural Com-
petency benefited from diverse input primarily as
a function of expert knowledge: “Each of us spe-
cializes in some aspect (of intercultural learning).”
University staff from certain complementary areas
were assembled from time to time: “We worked on
many of our own initiatives and worked together
when our paths collided, so to speak.” This empha-
sis on specialization appeared to be time-limited as
indicated in this statement: “I told Marc even like
whenever he would want to meet again or some-
thing, let me know.” Such statements set Intercul-
tural Competency apart from both Flex Co-Op and
Mentorship.

S t u d y - P a r t i c i p a n t D r a w i n g s

o f Te a m D y n a m i c s

Visual Analysis of the Drawings

In this first analysis, we assembled the drawings
to see if common attributes emerged within the
teams. Six of the eight Flex Co-Op drawings sug-
gest engagement in an activity involving a small
group. Team members are illustrated together—
physically proximate—in a particular space such as
seated around a table. In two drawings, lines or ar-
rows represent visible indicators of the exchange of
ideas and information during meetings (see Fig. 1).
Mentorship exhibited the same pattern with five of
the six team members depicted in a circular pattern,
three of which incorporated arrows between team
members (see Fig. 2).

The role of leadership was evident in four of
the eight Flex Co-Op drawings. In three of these
cases, leaders take the head position at the ta-
ble or are illustrated standing and speaking to

F I G U R E 2 . Arrows symbolizing the cir-
culation of ideas.

the team (see Fig. 3). In the fourth drawing, the
leaders are shown in the top two positions on
an organizational chart reflecting the team’s com-
position. Mentorship revealed a similar arrange-
ment with leaders highlighted in four of the six
cases.

Notable about three of the Mentorship and one
of the Flex Co-Op drawings was the sense of ac-
tion at the meetings. In one drawing, the combina-
tion of key concepts (e.g., “ideas,” “goals”) depicted
on the table, around which named team mem-
bers are seated and connected by double-sided ar-
rows, suggests movement and activity in process (see
Fig. 4). All four drawings seem to invite the viewer
into the scene. Arrows appear in these drawings
emphasizing flow of information or team-member
interaction.

6
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F I G U R E 3 . Leader centrality during team meetings.

F I G U R E 4 . Ongoing team activity in addressing team goals.

The Intercultural Competency drawings have
few of the features found in Flex Co-Op and
Mentorship drawings. No shared meeting setting
is portrayed. Team members are not referenced by
their names or initials on the drawings, though in
two of the six cases, their organizations are named
(see Fig. 5). Generally, the Intercultural Compe-
tency drawings are nonspecific to the team’s work.
Thus, the visual analysis of the drawings, like
the content analysis of the descriptions, demon-
strates a number of shared attributes held by
the Flex Co-Op and Mentorship teams. By con-
trast, Intercultural Competency drawings can be
distinguished by the extent of abstraction they
display.

Draw–Describe Comparisons

In our second drawing analysis, we explored the re-
lationship between the Draw and Describe steps,
comparing the drawings with initial verbal descrip-
tions. Remarkably, all interviewees offered some
novel element in their drawings beyond what they
conveyed in their verbal descriptions. These value-
added features can be categorized into two types:
those adding detail or specificity and those repre-
senting general concepts or a symbol (see Table 3).
Taken together, these features crossed every team.

One category, feature specificity (N = 14), per-
tains to the addition of new details that the draw-
ing offers. For example, several study participants
illustrated the setting where the team meetings

7
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F I G U R E 5 . Synergistic efforts from four participating organizations.

TA B L E 3 . Specificity vs. Generality in Drawings

Flex Co-Op Mentorship
Intercultural
Competency Total

Feature specificity 6 6 2 14
Feature generality 2 0 4 6
Total 8 6 6 20

occurred; these drawings typically showed team
members around a conference table. Others intro-
duced one or more new team-member details (e.g.,
name or number of team members, leadership role)
that were not previously mentioned (see Fig. 6).
Still others named either the team members or
the university organizations with which they were
affiliated.

A second smaller category among the draw-
ings, feature generality (N = 6), reflects the usage
of abstract symbols and shapes with no identifiable
team characteristics (see Table 3). For example, two
Intercultural Competency study participants used
recognizable symbols (e.g., infinity, dreamcatcher)
while two others depicted an arrangement of cir-
cles and lines or arrows to convey team dynamics
(see Fig. 7). This same pattern was evident in Flex
Co-Op where one interviewee drew a yin yang sym-
bol and the other a series of connected shapes. De-
spite the generalized nature of these six drawings, we
know that the drawings hold meaning for the inter-

viewees or they would not have drawn them. For
clarification, we just have to wait until the Explain
step.

Table 3 suggests differences in the drawings cre-
ated by Intercultural Competency compared to the
other two teams. In particular, Intercultural Com-
petency drawings appear to be general depictions
while those of Flex Co-Op and Mentorship ap-
pear to be specific, even personalized. This pat-
tern is consistent with the descriptions of team dy-
namics provided by all interviewees (Describe step).
Moreover, even when we examine the two Intercul-
tural Competency drawings categorized as specific
(because they contained identifiable team features),
those features are more general than those of their
counterparts on the other two teams. Both draw-
ings represent Venn diagrams of overlapping organi-
zations contributing to Intercultural Competency’s
work (as in Fig. 5), rather than the specific, named
individual team members that appear in the Flex
Co-Op and Mentorship drawings. As a result, we

8
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F I G U R E 6 . Emergence of new team-member details
including a key technical expert.

F I G U R E 7 . Linkages expressed in a hierarchical
form.

hypothesize that Intercultural Competency’s team
culture is not as well defined as either the Flex Co-
Op or Mentorship teams.

S t u d y - P a r t i c i p a n t

E x p l a n a t i o n s o f Te a m

D y n a m i c s

Supplemental Elements

In the Explain step of the Describe–Draw–Explain
sequence, we only consider study-participant state-
ments that added new information beyond what
was provided earlier. We found that 85 percent of
interviewees offered additional detail. They either
referenced their own drawings as a basis for further
discussion (N = 14) or they simply articulated new

insights related to their team’s dynamics (N = 3) (see
Table 4).

A majority of members of all three teams were
able to expand on features in their drawings, thereby
augmenting understanding of what they had drawn.
A Flex Co-Op team member drew icons to repre-
sent her team members (see Fig. 8). In her expla-
nation, she elaborated on why she had drawn these
icons:

So for Carl I drew a set of eyes because…he was
like very observant and kind of quiet a lot of
the time…I put Annika as an ear because she
was mostly in charge of listening and…orga-
nizing everything…I put Simon as a hammer
because I felt like he’s such a doer…if you give
him a task, he will do it…And then Grace…I

9
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TA B L E 4 . Value-Added Descriptions Post Drawing

Flex Co-Op Mentorship
Intercultural
Competency Total

Expansion on the
drawing’s features

6 4 4 14

New discussion points
beyond the drawing

0 0 3 3

Total 6 4 7 17

F I G U R E 8 . Icons characterizing the team
members.

put a little flame…a fire, an ignition, a spark to
some of the conversation….

A Mentorship team member pointed out why
she had included one name in her drawing of ar-
rows shaped in a circle (see Fig. 9): “I mean in some
ways it’s a circle, I guess, but yet a circle with a
point…I would say the point person is definitely
Sandy. I mean he is the main person driving all of
the action. I mean if we didn’t have someone do-
ing that, I mean all ultimately, we would not have

F I G U R E 9 . A “pointed” circle highlight-
ing the new leader.

the team.” Similarly, an Intercultural Competency
team member offered her reasoning for drawing an
infinity symbol:

We sort of altered roles and so one of us
would take leadership one time and another
one would be taking notes. We sort of had that
process of shifting leadership and kind of in a
cyclical or iterative way, balancing and rebal-
ancing the efforts and the contributions that
people were making.

Three other study participants, all associated
with Intercultural Competency (see Table 4),
brought new topics into their interviews—beyond
what they included in the Draw or Describe steps.
Two of these interviewees stressed the role of univer-
sity leadership in implementing intercultural learn-
ing on campus. One indicated his relationship with
a particular dean: “We work with him quite a bit
in terms of programming with university partner-
ships, exchanges…” while the other spoke of the
administration generally: “The university has this

1 0
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F I G U R E 1 0 . Recalling the specifics of the team setting.

F I G U R E 1 1 . Reimagining the experience of “being there.”

initiative and priorities of incorporating this (inter-
cultural learning) into the curriculum.”

Experiential Dimension

The Explain step yielded another salient finding:
in focusing on their drawings, some team members
possessed the ability to re-create the team-meeting
context verbally. Three interviewees from either the
Flex Co-Op team or Mentorship team offer us a
glimpse of what they personally experienced. Look-
ing at his drawing (see Fig. 10), a Flex Co-Op team
member recalled:

So, what comes to mind is the room. And we’re
sitting around this conference table. And the
people that come to mind are (person A), who
kind of sat in front and right of me. There
is a person from (another Engineering School,
person B) who was sitting on that side of the
table. There was a Co-Op student…(person C)

who sat on my side of the table. And then of
course, there was (person D) who was at the
front. And so, I see these people there and I can
watch them, and I can get from their demeanor
what their thoughts are.

A Mentorship team member put it this way (see
Fig. 11):

There are six people sitting around the table
with all of them kind of leaning into the table
and two out of the six have a piece of paper that
they’re kind of using to write down ideas or
communicate their ideas. Five out of the six are
kind of leaning in and listening and the sixth
person is a little bit more casual, just kind of
thinking about things. But they’re all kind of
equally spaced around the table and everyone
is looking at each other and kind of focus kind
of towards the center of the table, if you will.
All the conversations are going inward.
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These reflective narratives convey a particular
moment—a snapshot in time—of activity. They are
the closest we get to “being there” in the conference
rooms as participant observers.

D i s c u s s i o n

We had difficulty finding examples of anthropolo-
gists soliciting drawings from study participants to
understand their views and conceptual models be-
cause they typically rely on images such as pho-
tographs and videos (Soukup 2014) or on their own
field drawings (Taussig 2011). Convincing adults to
draw is not always easy: one researcher reported
being unable to convince her adult study partici-
pants to complete some sketches (Johnson, Pfister,
and Vindrola-Padros 2012), an issue we did not en-
counter. An exception to this dearth of literature
on study-participant drawings is Edgar’s (2004) im-
agework, which emphasizes both drawings and dis-
course to reveal broader group patterns. His charge
that “imagework and its objectified forms (such as
artwork, drama and mask-making) become part of
visual anthropology in future” (2004, 90) has not
roused a significant following.

M e t h o d o l o g i c a l V a l u e o f

S t u d y - P a r t i c i p a n t D r a w i n g s

i n t h e

D e s c r i b e – D r a w – E x p l a i n

S e q u e n c e

Johnson, Pfister, and Vindrola-Padros (2012, 175) as-
serted the usefulness of combining visual and tex-
tual data as “complementary methods with chil-
dren.” We take a more expansive view as we address
our first research question about the methodolog-
ical gains in applying the Describe–Draw–Explain
sequence. We argue that “entanglements of image
and text” (Geismar 2014, 101) can extend beyond
children to adults, and beyond anthropologists to
study participants—with no inherent necessity for
restrictions by age or occupation.

Our data gathering and analytical sequence in-
volving description, drawing, and explanation in-
corporates both visual and verbal outputs from the
interviews. While similar to Ingold’s “making, ob-
serving, and describing” (2016, 4), our approach

bookends the drawing step with verbal responses
and discussion related to the interview questions.
It has the value of keeping the visual and the ver-
bal “in balance with each other” since, as Causey
(2017, 3) explains, “There are some things one can
capture in words to convey information, some oth-
ers best photographed, yet other experiences are
best drawn.” The Draw step is a focal point be-
cause of the request for and creation of an un-
usual and imaginative product. It allows study par-
ticipants to expand their perspectives in a visual
and open manner, revealing different “ways of see-
ing” a particular phenomenon such as internal
team dynamics (Kuschnir 2016, 105). The draw-
ings are also expressive in their own right, provid-
ing researchers with “ways of knowing the world”
(Kuschnir 2016, 105) through study-participant
conceptualizations.

We also discovered some additional benefits of
including drawings in the research design. First, cre-
ating a sketch is fast—assuming that one is not
seeking artistic excellence! Second, interviewees ap-
peared to enjoy the process once they got over their
discomfort. Requesting that interviewees create a
drawing “fast” and “not overthink it” seemed to
be a satisfying challenge that encouraged intervie-
wees to convey their emic perspective in a mode
other than words. Third, drawing lends itself to
phone (or online) interviews, a particularly use-
ful technique in the COVID-19 era. Study par-
ticipants can describe what they drew and then
later send the interviewer a copy of the drawing
electronically.

Comparing the Draw and Describe Steps

All 20 study participants added some novel content
to their drawings (e.g., pertaining to team mem-
bers, meetings) when we compared the Draw step
in relation to the Describe step. This finding is con-
sistent with the work of Afonso (2004, 76). She
discovered that local illustrations by an anthropol-
ogist colleague resonated with her Portuguese vil-
lagers and led to a “profusion of ethnographic de-
tails” and an exploration of their “social memories.”
Moreover, the details that Afonso’s study partici-
pants remembered were quite specific (e.g., strate-
gies for crossing a river), as were ours. Many other
drawings incorporated or were composed of sym-
bols depicting conceptual generalizations of team
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dynamics—consistent with Kuschnir’s (2016, 123)
view that drawings may convey “not only visual in-
formation, but also abstract concepts.”

Comparing the Explain and Describe Steps

This same pattern of novel content reappeared in
the second part of the sequence, this time with
words. When we contrasted verbal statements in
the Explain step with those in the Describe step, 85
percent of study participants offered further detail.
The majority of these study participants used the
drawings as a springboard to enhance the in-
terview with stories, viewpoints, and other in-
sights. The drawing process seems to paral-
lel the use of cultural probes by design re-
searchers (Gaver, Dunne, and Pacenti 1999).
Where sketches, mock-ups, and “things-to-think
with” (Brandt 2007, 185) become a foundation
for reflection, debate, and consensus building
for the design community, drawings encourage
new flows and types of information during the
interview.

A related aspect of the Explain and Describe
analysis involved the use of drawings to re-create
the experience of team meetings. We identified a
few instances in which study participants spoke
directly from their drawings as if those draw-
ings illustrated live activity. In effect, the draw-
ings functioned as “platforms” on which study par-
ticipants could “represent their experiences, views,
or culture” (Pink 2004, 10) by explaining what
was going on, what team members were doing,
and how they were reacting. As such, the Ex-
plain step enabled study participants to “relive
the moment” (Ingold 2016, 1), engage in a “dia-
logue with [their] surroundings” (Taussig 2011, 30),
and reflect on the experience “of being there”
(Hendrickson 2019, 200).

C u l t u r a l V a l u e o f

S t u d y - P a r t i c i p a n t D r a w i n g s

Our second research question asks how request-
ing drawings from study participants adds cultural
value to an interview. The answer is that the draw-
ings on their own, or drawings and their accom-
panying verbal statements, reveal sizeable cultural
differences across teams (see Table 5). We discov-
ered that drawings add significantly to standard
interviewing practices because they shed light on
emergent team culture, even when those groups ex-

hibit many commonalities (e.g., co-location, staff-
led, successful) as ours did.

Flex Co-Op and Mentorship exhibit many of
the same attributes as shown in the X’s matched for
size. In the Describe step, we see that team members
talk about being part of a particular team and of-
fer details on their collaborative interactions, shared
goals, and achievements. The drawings (Draw step)
not only reveal small-group activity but also team
leaders that are visually distinctive from team mem-
bers, suggestive of the salient leadership role. In the
Draw–Describe comparison, study participants in
both teams added new features in their drawings
(e.g., names, number of team members). Symbols
were reflected in a limited number of team draw-
ings as indicated by the lower-case x and consistent
with the Draw step. Finally, both teams used their
drawings in the Explain step to (1) elaborate on the
information they introduced in the Describe step,
or (2) re-create the atmosphere of being in a team
meeting through a retelling of the experience. Al-
though these two Explain-step elements were not
weighted similarly (as indicated by the sizes of the
X’s), they confirm the value of the drawings as a
mechanism for evolving the interview’s content.

Differences between Flex Co-Op and Mentor-
ship appear both in the initial verbal descriptions
and in Table 5. For example, the leadership theme
was expressed differently with a stress on guid-
ance in Flex Co-Op and persistence in Mentor-
ship. Mentorship team members conveyed a greater
sense of action and movement (visual analysis) and a
somewhat greater ability to re-create the team expe-
rience (Explain step) than their Flex Co-Op coun-
terparts. On the other hand, Flex Co-Op used their
drawings to reflect and contribute more details than
did Mentorship.

Intercultural Competency’s emergent cultural
features sharply diverge from those of the other two
teams. Notable among the differences are that its
members neither perceived themselves as collabora-
tors on a team effort nor were they able to specify
attributes about interactions and activities at team
meetings. This team’s goals were also primarily rel-
evant for the team leader, not all members (De-
scribe step). In addition, both the Draw step and
Draw–Describe comparison reveal generality rather
than specificity. We argue that this greater reliance
on generality and abstraction is more congruent
with a network than a team. Networks have mul-
tiple areas of focus and many goals coexisting si-
multaneously. Network members only occasionally
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TA B L E 5 . Comparison of Selected Attributes by Grassroots Team and Step in Describe–Draw–Explain
Sequence

X, dominant presence; x, limited presence.
[Correction added on March 09, 2021 after first online publication: Table 5 was updated.]

interact to work on an issue (e.g., by sharing exper-
tise). Intercultural Competency’s work seemed to be
only one of several initiatives focused on student
acquisition of intercultural learning. Its projects
orientation appeared to be less about the work
and outcomes of a cohesive team and more about

satisfying a variety of individual and/or organiza-
tional objectives. It is not surprising then that Inter-
cultural Competency team members were not able
to re-create the sense of “being there” as part of the
team experience (Explain step). The team leader’s
drawing represents this apt metaphor (see Fig. 12).
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F I G U R E 1 2 . Intercultural Competency’s dreamcatcher symbol.

C o n c l u s i o n s

We draw some key conclusions from our approach.
First, incorporating drawing as an intermediate step
in a three-step methodological sequence is useful as
a way to triangulate the data collection and anal-
ysis process. Interviewee discourse before and af-
ter the drawing is done helps to place the draw-
ing in context. This sequential approach enables
comparison and contrast, which ultimately im-
proves validity. When the verbal statements and
sketches appeared at odds, our follow-up questions
and responses helped clarify, explain, and/or lead
to further insight. Once consistency between state-
ments and drawings was evident, our confidence in
this methodology was validated; we had captured
the anthropological concept of holism in a new
way.

A second and related matter pertains to nov-
elty that the three-step sequence affords. The act
of drawing resulted in creative illustrations along
with upbeat interviewees. Moreover, the sequence
of steps proved highly informative. Twice we discov-
ered that study participants contributed new details
after their initial descriptions of team dynamics. In
the Draw step they exercised their imagination by
linking and making sense of their team experiences
in an unorthodox manner. Their drawings embel-
lished and amplified what they had offered in the
Describe step, products that were highly salient to

the interviewee—much like the top elements in a
free list. Then, when asked to explain what they had
drawn, further insights arose (Explain step). Typi-
cally, statements and stories followed, enabling us
to understand study-participant perspectives in an
in-depth way—including moments at team meet-
ings which some recalled upon looking at their own
drawings.

Third, our analyses align with many of the same
features captured in the burgeoning literature re-
lated to anthropologist field drawings. For example,
the drawing process encourages the artist—whether
anthropologist or study participant—to contem-
plate and express ideas in a nonverbal medium.
The output of the drawing process, the sketch pro-
duced, allows the artist to call attention to certain
cultural details. Thus, both process and product are
“transformative” (Ingold 2013, 129) for the producer
and the viewer. Our replication of insights from
anthropologist field drawings highlights the poten-
tial of this drawing method. We believe it is time
for anthropologists to embrace the solicitation of
study-participant drawings in an interview context,
thereby including this value-added technique in the
anthropological toolkit.

Finally, in simple, clear strokes, drawings can
illuminate key aspects of culture. Sets of draw-
ings and their accompanying narratives can be
compared for similarities and differences, position-
ing the anthropologist to explain patterns within
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and across groups. The differentiation may be sin-
gular, focused, and integrated with groups act-
ing as cohesive teams, or multipronged, evolving,
and tangential as networked individuals occasion-
ally contributing to some effort, or something en-
tirely different. The point is that drawings com-
piled by a group or organization tell a story, re-
vealing the dynamics and structure of that en-
tity’s culture or emergent culture. Given the im-
mediate and time-limited nature of the drawing
request, positive study-participant response during
the interview process, and analytical value derived
from it, we challenge anthropologists to sharpen
their pencils and create new research designs
that encourage discourse around study-participant
drawings.
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