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Abstract 
 Ethnographic studies in their many forms have played 
a major role in informing the design and development 
of a multitude of systems, from pervasive games to 
ubiquitous systems that support market traders. This 
paper presents an alternative response to the 
understanding of the practices of procurement and 
usage of wild food, and the way that one might 
technologically intervene within these group practices 
in order to support an environmentally aware approach 
to such activities. The initial findings of this study not 
only suggest that there are multiple points where 
technological intervention is possible, but also 
demonstrate both the complexity and range of 
technological possibilities in regard to the act of 
foraging, the culture of wild food and biodiversity.  
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INTRODUCTION 
This paper starts rather unconventionally by not setting 
the research in the context of an existing literature, or 
as an answer, or even as an attempt to solve a 
problem. Instead, we start by introducing the site of 
the work and our motivations for carrying out the 
study. In many respects the work is highly personal, 
but we would argue that this is one of the positions that 
is often taken by ethnographers as they attempt to 
analyse and unpack data in order to convey an 
understanding and tell a story [1]. This remains a 
rigorous process [2], but we would like to be honest 
and explain the true nature of the research and its 
current state in relation to the account presented. This 
ethnographic study does not take a methodologically 
dogmatic position in regard to the type of ethnography 
that we carried out. 

This continuing research is set within the context of a 
rural Finnish summer cottage, known as the mökki, 
during the summer months. The mökki is next to a 
small lake, as is often the case, within a forest (approx. 
25 minutes drive from the main road). The nearest 
settlement, a small town, is roughly an hour away. The 
forest is a mixture of mainly plantation pine and birch, 
with roads running through the forest enabling vehicles 
to get access to the occasional summer cottage and 
houses that are lived in all year round.  English and 
Finnish are spoken while at the mökki, and this is 
largely dependent upon who is there. Every summer 
family and friends head to the mökki and engage in a 
range of activities. Our research will focus on the 
collection, preparation, cooking and eating of wild 
foods, and the way that these practices intertwine with 
the day-to-day goings on at the mökki, the localized 

environmental concerns that are raised as a result of 
this and the activities that this supports.  

We have now been to the mökki on four different 
occasions for periods that have lasted up to a fortnight, 
in order to both appreciate the context on a personal 
level and to develop a vulgar competence [3] in regard 
to the in-situ practices occurring; especially those 
relating to wild food.  In particular we focus upon 
“hunting” the "tatti" and the even more elusive 
"kanttarelli" mushrooms. As a side note, Alan admits to 
not knowing the species names in his native English, or 
taking part in the ‘hunt’ while at home (Rural Wales), 
indeed he would not trust himself, or others for that 
matter to safely find wild fungi. Instead, he sticks to 
the berries and nuts that he learnt as a child. 
Mushrooms are not part of his foraging repertoire in the 
UK, however, he does take note of the environment in 
which they occur.   

The main actors in this setting are: Sirkka – the owner 
of the mökki who knows the area and its inhabitants 
well, is an expert mushroom picker, and has owned the 
mökki for over 20 years. Sirkka lives in the city 
(Helsinki) and during the summer months often drives 
the 4 hours to get to the mökki.  The 2 other actors are 
Alan and Chloe, friends who have previously visited the 
mökki and also picked mushrooms several times 
previously. 

In presenting this study a more radical perspective is 
given on the way that the practices based around the 
culture of food are not solely based in its procurement, 
processing and preparation, but sometimes rest within 
other paradigms relating to biodiversity, friendship, 
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leisure and learning. In particular there is a focus on 
the localized nature of the discourse. 

This reflective paper presents our research in a format 
that might not be perceived as adhering to the norms 
of a computer science workshop, but in using this 
reflective position we feel that we are able to give a 
truer perspective on the work and perhaps invite more 
insight from the readers of this piece. The ethnography 
is purposefully presented at a ‘high’ level in order that 
we might further publish more detailed accounts. 

At the time of this paper’s publication this research is 
ongoing. 

Green spaces for green design 
The act of foraging for wild food, its procurement, 
processing and the culture surrounding it is a rich and 
complex area for study. Trying to understand the role 
that technology could play in this area and the 
interactions that could take advantage of existing 
concerns related to the understanding of the 
environment in which the food is found could have 
serious ramifications for our understanding of a 
community’s concerns for the localized environment, 
the methods they use to express these and the 
practices that they enact as part of this. Appropriately 
weaving technology into this design space is 
challenging, and within this paper we would like to 
present some implications for the design of such 
systems, that relate to wild food and the environment.  

Preparing for the “Hunt” and occasioning 
the experience  
Prior to arriving at the mökki, in fact prior to arriving in 
Finland, we (Alan and Chloe) discuss collecting the 

mushrooms and reflecting on what we had found in 
previous years. How many there might be, how big and 
if it might be the right season for them to be coming 
up. We discuss this with a friend who is related to 
Sirkka and also enquire about the state of mosquitos 
this year. Mosquitos are a big concern to all at the 
mökki, or those thinking of going to the mökki. 
Mosquitos are not the only insect that is discussed, with 
a degree of trepidation, there is also: the Elk Fly that 
apparently crawls up the roots of one’s hair, beard and 
so on; ticks that can embed themselves into the flesh 
and carry Lyme disease; and the Varma, a fly-like 
creature that seemingly cuts out small pieces of flesh 
from its victim’s body. Once on site, before any foray 
into the woods, a series of negotiations occurs in 
relation to the procurement of “anti-mozzy” sprays and 
how to best cover the body to avoid such insects. This 
is shortly followed by a stock check and fitting session 
in which hats, jackets and face-nets are assembled and 
tried. In this particular instance we needed to drive to 
the local store in order to get nets that would cover our 
heads to save us from attack. While at the store we 
purchased a berry picker. These are hard to find in the 
UK, yet relatively easy to find and cheap in Finland 
(€6), perhaps due to the Finns’ apparent fondness for 
wild blueberries. It was worth reflecting that, before we 
had even entered the wood, we had coated ourselves in 
noxious chemicals, driven for 2 hours and bought more 
plastic tools. Foraging is not a carbon neutral activity! 
The acts of checking, fitting, trying, buying, wearing, 
and spraying all seemed to act in many ways as a set 
of activities to occasion the forage. 

Equipment and Procedure 
We have learnt that there are a series of acts and 
artefacts, which are important for a mushroom hunt in 
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the woods of Finland.  Many of these seem obvious to 
the seasoned picker, however to the first timer the use 
of such items might not be so apparent. Firstly, it is 
important to cover the body, tuck trousers into socks to 
avoid insects crawling up the leg, fasten cuffs of shirts 
and jackets, wear an over–the-head net and a hat:  it 
is vital to wear anti-mosquito repellant.  

Each person gets a bucket and a mushroom knife, as 
seen in figures 1 & 2. It is a small-bladed knife, with a 
brush on one end to brush the dirt from the mushroom. 
Mobile phones are also taken in case something should 
happen, along with bottles of water to keep hydrated. 
Summer in Finland can be hot - even hotter wearing 
this amount of clothing - and although uncomfortable, 
it is surprising how quickly everyone adapts. 

Discovery and Harvesting 
Before we leave a neighbour arrives with what appears 
to be around 5 kg of blueberries for Sirkka and her 
family in Helsinki. They talk for a little while and he 
drives off. We are then told that a bear has been seen 
to the south of the lake. The blueberries are taken 
inside; some are put into another bag for us to eat, 
while the rest are put into storage to take home to 
family and friends in the city. As people who have 
picked blueberries we marvel at the patience and time 
that must have gone into collecting that many berries, 
but this appears to be a commonplace exchange. The 
bear becomes a topic of conversation as we move 
towards the first “place to find tatti”.  As we walk along 
the track Chloe sees a butterfly and identifies it as a 
Camberwell Beauty, apparently a scarce species in the 
UK. Sirkka reflects that it has been cooler this year, so 
there aren’t as many butterflies; however, there are a 
lot of mosquitos, and Sirkka is not quite sure if this 

weather is tatti weather. More rain is needed, like in 
previous years when there has been a good haul. The 
other species of interest are: flowers – of which we 
take samples to identify; a dragonfly – we take a 
picture with our camera; birdsong; birds; and Elk 
droppings (this is important as Sirkka tells us what to 
do if approached by an Elk). Later in the evening we 
identify the species using the small library when we are 
back at the mökki. 

When out in the woods, the conversation often relates 
to reasoning about the local environment. How much 
will we get, what it was like in previous years, other 
species that have been found, the weather, species 
identification, what is safe to eat, where to find it, and 
who has been here previously are all conversational 
topics while in the field. 

We enter the wood together as a group, we walk with 
Sirkka, who is explaining what to look for, and she 
picks a tatti and shows it to us. We trust Sirkka:  we 
know that she has expertise in this area and won’t pick 
mushrooms that will poison us. Her expertise is 
demonstrated in numerous ways: by the fact that she 
knows where and when to pick; what tastes good; what 
doesn’t; what parts of the mushrooms are edible; how 
to prepare and store the harvested mushrooms and in 
the past we have also witnessed that her family and 
friends trust her, and eat what she picks.  

Sirkka takes the mushroom and examines it, she looks 
to see how old it is and also if there is any damage. In 
examining the general state of the mushroom she is 
assessing its worthiness to eat. She shows us the 
mushroom, demonstrating how solid it is and its 
colouring. Taking the knife, she brushes the dirt from 
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the cap and from the stem. Next she turns the 
mushroom, slicing off the bottom of the stem in a 
manner akin to sharpening a pencil, thereby removing 
the earth-covered base. Turning around the knife, she 
slices through the stem, then the cap of the mushroom, 
forming two equal segments as can be seen in figure 1. 
We look at this and notice that there is a skin on the 
stem and that the cap of the mushroom is made up of 
two layers, the first of which is the soft gills (these are 
“tasteless” and “mushy” if cooked). The second layer is 
the solid white flesh. We can see that the mushroom is 
slightly worm-eaten in the stem, and there are some 
marks on the cap under the gills. This one is good 
enough to cook, to eat and therefore to bother putting 
in the bucket. For a short time we walk together 
spotting mushrooms and pointing them out to each 
other, checking back with Sirkka to see if they are fit 
for purpose. After learning about the ‘right’ mushrooms 
to pick there is no need to cut them open as their 
outward appearance often dictates their inward 
condition, although this is not always the case. We then 
split up and start to pick, keeping an eye out to see 
where each person goes in order not to re-cover the 
ground that they have already searched.   

When we get to the end of the woodland we come back 
together and briefly examine each other’s buckets. We 
pick about a quarter of a bucket each. We notice that 
Sirkka has some different sorts of tatti that we don’t, 
apparently Birch Tatti. Sirkka says that we should move 
on, as there is a better patch further on. While walking 
she says that when she arrived she had noticed that 
there had been a car parked near her favourite picking 
spot and that she hoped that other people had not 
picked all of the mushrooms. She tells us that people 
are professionally picking mushrooms now and that 

they take everything, leaving little for the inhabitants of 
the area. Sirkka is also concerned about the impact 
that this could have in the long term. On the way we 
also start to scope the area while en-route, occasionally 
finding and picking a tatti in the hedgerow, and noting 
that there are a few raspberries worthy of picking. 
When we arrive at the new patch Sirkka describes 
where the best places are to find tatti and we go on our 
way. It is obvious that someone has been there before 
as some tatti have been picked and then discarded. I 
ask Sirkka about this and she says that the professional 
pickers need to pick tatti that are “perfect” in order to 
be able to sell them. 

 

Figure 1.  Checking and showing the inside of the tatti 

However, we still find enough to add to our buckets and 
move on. This time Sirkka says that there is a special 
place where we can find "kanttarelli". These are 
apparently much more rare and unlike the prolific tatti, 
Sirkka knew of only one place that they appear in a 
specific locality. We are guided off the road into a part 
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of the forest that is much further away from the road 
than the previous site. Here Sirkka walks up to a 
specific spot and there we find "kanttarelli". We are 
eventually led out of the forest, homewards. 

Preparation and Processing 
There is a skill in preparing a mushroom for cooking 
and storing. The three of us sit together, reflecting on 
the day’s haul and debating if we should go again 
tomorrow. We each have a knife, and there are three 
tubs between us as seen in figure 2. Each tub serves a 
purpose: the first is full of unprepared mushrooms; the 
other is the waste mushroom and the third is the 
prepared mushroom. In order to prepare the 
mushroom one must remove the edge of the cap, this 
allows you to then scrape away the gills in order to 
examine the flesh of the cap; the dirt from the stem 
must be removed and it must be sliced in half to look 
for infestation. Once this stage is complete the 
mushroom is cut into pieces around 2cm square, as 
seen in the prepared mushroom tub in figure 2. Sirkka 
says that in some years the mushrooms are all clean, 
while sometimes they are full of worms and insects. 
The waste mushroom is taken outside and thrown into 
the compost bin, which resembles a large, plastic rock, 
an attempt to make it fit in with its surroundings.  

Sirkka cooks the small cubes of mushrooms indoors in 
a frying pan. This takes some time, as there are three 
buckets’ worth to cook. The processing of the 
mushrooms in this way gives the mushrooms a longer 
shelf life and means that they are already prepared if 
one needs to cook with them. The mushrooms are then 
put into portions and placed in small plastic containers 
in the fridge. This is important, as it saves time later 
meaning that one can simply tip a cooked portion of 

mushrooms directly into the food that is being 
prepared. Some of the mushrooms that are picked on 
the last day before we leave the woods are taken back 
to Helsinki. One of the people that lives in the same 
apartment block as Sirkka has a device that can dry the 
mushrooms, this means that they can be stored for 
later consumption. From what I understand, some 
mushrooms are exchanged for the use of the device. It 
would certainly be interesting to find out how much this 
kind of activity occurs and how it relates to the informal 
economics of wild food. 

 

Figure 2. Sorting and Preparing the Mushrooms. 

Water is often used in the preparation of food, to wash 
it and to wash oneself. The water for washing the food 
and for drinking comes from a local well that has to be 
driven to. However, the water which is for washing 

Session: Green Food Technology: Ubicomp Opportunities 
for Reducing the Environmental Impacts of Food

UbiComp’13, September 8–12, 2013, Zurich, Switzerland 

580



 

oneself in the morning and for the sauna, is hand-
pumped from the lake when needed.   

Cooking 
Although much cooking is done inside the mökki on a 
traditional gas stove, sometimes the grilli is used. The 
grilli is a shallow metal dish that sits above a fire as 
seen in figure 3. The food is cut up into smallish pieces 
and the grilli is used like a wok for stir-frying the food. 
Recipes often contain what has been picked while at the 
mökki, and many of the cooking implements are 
wooden, made from Finnish Birch. 

 

Figure 3. Cooking on the Grilli 

Cooking in this way is somewhat effortful as it is 
necessary to chop wood for the fire. Wood for fuel is 
essential at the mökki for heating, some cooking and 
sauna. The wood is cut on site by a neighbour and 
sawn into manageable sized logs that are piled up to 
dry. Once dry they need to be chopped into the right 
size for the sauna, and stored in the wood shed.  

It is important to take the time of day into 
consideration when food is being prepared. If there is 
going to be a sauna then you can’t eat, or drink too 
much as this makes being very hot in the sauna an 
unpleasant experience. There is often a set of 
negotiations with the cook about how long it will take 
before dinner is ready: the primary reason for this is 
that there are often rowing, fishing and swimming 
activities that take place before dinner is served. 

Design Implications - Eating & Reflection 
From this point on we’d like to draw attention to the 
concept of eating as a reflective practice, and then offer 
other design implications that relate to the issues that 
can be addressed in regard to the development of 
green HCI-based systems and wild food. At the mökki 
we eat together three times a day and this is a time 
that we are together to talk about the day’s events and 
to reflect on what we have seen, done and what we are 
going to do. These are times that could possibly be 
used if there were to be any temporal points of 
technological intervention. It would also be possible to 
use the foraging expeditions this way, although this 
would be a time where capture, perhaps of data 
relating to the environment, would be more 
appropriate, by perhaps making use of a combination of 
the camera and GPS on a smartphone to capture 
relevant environmental data, although the interaction 
would need to be lightweight and not impact upon the 
task of collecting. Species ID guide apps may be of use 
to get an overview of the different species that one has 
come across while foraging, environmental pollution 
could also be sensed in places that few people visit. The 
ID guide would be to discover species names, and 
record the numbers seen, as opposed to a ‘mushrooms 
you can eat’ guide, which could be dangerous in the 
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case of a mis-identification. As we have seen from the 
ethnographic data, many of the concerns that people 
have are about the local setting that they are in, so 
providing data that is understandable in that context is 
important – global data would not be as relevant as 
seeing what your neighbours have picked, or data 
relating to your previous year’s harvest.  The 
interaction at meal times is perhaps more about 
expanding upon an experience, telling a story and 
sharing it with others in order that they might co-
reflect. It may be possible to take these experiences 
beyond the localised setting of the dinner table and 
relate the localised environmental concerns to a wider 
range of people once back in the city. Here we are not 
offering technical solutions, but spaces for exploration 
where we think that technology could possibly be used. 
Food and reflection upon eating and the tastes, 
textures, and physical feelings associated with food and 
drink, such as being sated, drunk and so on in 
themselves could be used as a mechanism by which to 
engage people in thinking about the foods they are 
eating. Perhaps by further exploring this using sensory-
ethnography we could further understand how and 
what people do experience and what these experiences 
might be used for in Ubicomp systems that relate to the 
greening of food. Other aspects that we might explore 
are the ways that people use leftovers in other recipes 
(as often happens at the mökki) or how to compost, 
the carbon footprint of wild food vs. imported and the 
specific culture that is associated with food may be a 
way to involve people in understanding food culture 
and the importance of eating locally produced/ethically 
sourced food. This data could be linked to from 
restaurant menus, so that people can see where 
ingredients came from, which would also be useful with 
ingredients lists and labelling at farmers’ markets [4]. 

The provenance of food [5], in terms of its traceability 
and anthropological provenance is important.  There 
are two key things to be aware of when working in the 
area of wild food. Firstly, in many rural areas, such as 
the area where the mökki is based, there is no 
3G/Internet coverage, so alternative post-event data 
transfer needs to be thought about. There may be 
SMS-based solutions. Secondly, technology in itself is 
not green/eco friendly, or free. There is embedded 
carbon in all IT, IT-based infrastructure uses huge 
amounts of energy globally and often IT equipment is 
not ethically produced. Many people that buy organic, 
pick wild food, compost and live green lifestyles are 
very aware of this, so it is worth considering how one 
might deal with these issues in any system developed. 

The design space that exists around the practices of 
foraging is a complex and difficult space to work in, as 
it relates to trust, learning, time, friendship and 
localized environmental concerns, and yet many people 
can relate to, or have engaged in the practices relating 
to foraging themselves. The passing on of foraging 
skills and trust are two areas that have started to 
emerge from our research, which we intend to further 
explore. Many foragers have their specialties; for 
example they are expert in a limited number of species 
of mushroom that they would trust themselves to 
identify and pick. The passing on/teaching of foraging is 
somewhat trickier to deal with in terms of supporting 
this activity by using digital systems. Whist some 
people had learnt from friends and others had learnt 
from books, it is fair to say that people had trusted 
their companions and the materials they had used. 
Understanding the reasoning behind this and the way 
that expertise and experience is displayed and 
provenanced, is key to the success of any project 
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where there are perceived and genuine dangers 
associated with those activities. Indeed in our 
discussions it was pointed out to us that some of the 
information that was contained in books wasn’t quite 
right – in this case the wrong labels had been assigned 
to the wrong plants, while another person said “Who’s 
going to trust an ID app?”  However, it’s not just trust 
in what is identified and eaten, in relation to the more 
social side of foraging, that is important, we have seen 
that trust also relates to who you tell about, for 
instance, exactly where you found your mushrooms, 
and how much you are willing to tell them about your 
activities. Can you trust them not to tell others about 
your harvest sites?  

Another key area of interest has related to the 
perceived value of the crops that one is foraging and 
the value of knowledge in relation to those crops. The 
site of the crop, depending on its value is often kept a 
secret. As reported in a news article, a Finnish 
cloudberry forager says, "The location of this jankka 
(bog) has been a family secret passed down for 
generations, and I don't want anyone else to find out 
where it is. So I deliberately park my car in the wrong 
place, even if it means I have to walk a while." [6]. In 
our interviews we found that there were issues relating 
to other pickers getting closer to secret harvesting 
places. One interviewee, who worked with mapping 
technology, said that some of his clients had got quite 
alarmed when they found out that new mapping 
services could be used to see the places that they 
picked. This obviously raises issues for anyone who 
wants to look at the use of social mapping services in 
relation to the procurement of wild foods. What would 
people show and whom would they show it to? Within 
our research we have started to examine some of the 

activities of professional foragers and the ways in which 
they use social media, and although they might show 
what they pick and how they use it, they certainly don’t 
give out details that are exact enough for one to find 
the location. 

There are existing tools that might support this activity, 
such as Placebooks [7] and it is also possible that 
these, if slightly adapted could support activities that 
some of the foragers engaged in, such as sharing a 
harvest or could act as tools to support learning and 
reflection.  We aim to examine the use of such tools in 
order to support the activities that we have discussed 
in this paper. 

Future Work 
Currently this work provides an overview of the study 
as a catalyst for debate in a workshop setting. The 
perceived eventual outcome will be a much larger and 
more focused stream of research that will not only 
contain research based on auto-ethnographic and 
participant observation, but will also report upon 
participant interviews and the analysis of other wild 
food communities. During our foraging activities we 
came across the remains of an old abandoned dwelling 
and this led us to reflect on the previous inhabitants, 
the lifestyle that they had lived and how different 
things are now. We don't report on those observations 
in the article, but we aim to carry out further research 
into the way that reflecting on the past can perhaps 
trigger thoughts that enable us to raise concerns about 
sustainability and environmental issues.  

Conclusion 
Within this small paper we have demonstrated a 
breadth of issues and practices relating to foraging and 
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wild food-based practices. There are numerous points 
of intervention where technology might be used in 
order to support and augment these practices, which 
relate to sustainability. This ethnography is not about 
finding or demonstrating technical solutions, it is about 
providing an overview in order that people might 
appreciate the context of this particular study, and in 
so doing I hope that we have provided some food for 
thought. 

N.B. This work in its presented format is 
accompanied by a set of photographic data. 

 

REFERENCES 
[1] Crabtree, A., Rouncefield, M. and Tolmie, P. (2012) 

Doing Design Ethnography, Springer. 

[2] Crabtree, A., Rodden, T., Tolmie, P. and Button, G. 
(2009) “Ethnography considered harmful”, 
Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems, pp. 879-888, ACM 

[3] Garfinkel, H. (1967) Studies in Ethnomethodology, 
Prentice-Hall. 

[4] Chamberlain, A., Crabtree. A. and Davies, M. 
(2013) “Community Engagement for Research: 
contextual design in rural CSCW system 

development”, The 6th International Conference on 
Communities and Technology 2013, C&T 2013 
Munich, Germany. ACM 

[5] Chamberlain, A., Crabtree, A., Davies, M., 
Greenhalgh, C., Rodden, T., Valchovska, S and 
Glover, K. (2012) “Fresh and local: the rural 
produce market as a site for co-design, ubiquitous 
technological intervention and digital-economic 
development”  MUM 2012 11th International 
Conference on Mobile and Ubiquitous Multimedia, 
Essen, Germany. ACM 

[6] Matt Bolton, Finding Finland's favourite fruit the 
cloudberry a sacred tradition 
http://www.news.com.au/travel/holiday-
ideas/finlands-favourite-fruit/story-e6frfqer-
1226430760686 - Accessed 26/6/2012 

[7] Crabtree, A., Chamberlain, A., Davies, M., Glover, 
K., Reeves, S., Rodden, T., Tolmie, P. and Jones, 
M. (2013) “Doing Innovation in the Wild”, CHItaly 
2013, Trento, Italy. ACM 

 

This work was supported by the Research Councils UK 
(RCUK) Scaling the Rural Enterprise [grant number -
EP/J000604/1 & EP/J000604/2 
 

 

Session: Green Food Technology: Ubicomp Opportunities 
for Reducing the Environmental Impacts of Food

UbiComp’13, September 8–12, 2013, Zurich, Switzerland 

584




