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WHAT IS PARTICIPATORY DESIGN (PD)?








PD is an approach to the assessment, design, and development of technological and organisational systems that places a premium on the active involvement of real or potential users of a system in design and decision- making processes.





PD is a way to increase the chances that a design corresponds to real needs and will be used as intended.





PD is a set of theories, practices, and studies related to end-users as full participants in activities leading to software and hardware computer products and computer-based activities.





PD is an interdisciplinary approach to design.  It draws on fields such as user-centred design, graphic design, software engineering, architecture, public policy, psychology, anthropology, sociology, labour studies, communication studies and political science.





Researchers and practitioners are brought together by a pervasive concern for the knowledge, voices and/or rights of end-users. 











2. History of Participatory Design





PD is rooted in the Scandinavian tradition of cooperative system design that emerged in the 70s.  It is linked to preceding socio-technical commitments to increasing workplace democracy and participative practices of job design, whether or not computer technology was involved.





Trade unions and social democratic party have played a key role in the dissemination of PD.





PD has traditionally focused on the active involvement of a largely unionised workforce in the development of the computer systems they will use in their work.





Since 1990 the Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (CPSR), a Palo Alto-based public-interest alliance of computer scientists concerned about the impact of computers on society has contributed to fostering PD internationally by sponsoring biennial PD conferences (cf. www.cprs.org)





Over the last decade PD has been enjoying a growing interest both commercially and within an international research community.  Today PD is extensively used by IT companies such as Microsoft, Intel, Xerox and is part of the curriculum of many computer science departments.





PD is no longer used exclusively to design workplace software and hardware for specific and clearly identifiable end-users, but increasingly as a tool to design mass-products oriented towards heterogeneous populations of end-users 








3.  Why Participatory Design?








“As software developers we have to accept


that the real experts in the application area


are those who are traditionally called users


or end users” 





(Lilienthal and Zullinghove 1996:153)








Pragmatic perspective:  PD is a functional way to increase the effectiveness and productivity of a new information technology.  PD has a role in getting the job of systems design done better by recognising that the people who do the work know best how it is done and that involving them in systems designs benefits everyone involved.  This argument is crucially relevant for small companies.





 Theoretical perspective:  PD is a strategy to overcome the problem of lack of shared understanding between developers and users.  It recognises that designers and users differ in their experience and knowledge.





Political perspective:  PD is a democratic strategy to give people the means to enhance workplace democracy by recognising that people have the right to influence the design of technologies affecting their work, and that designers have a responsibility to build systems to improve the quality of work life. 
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4.  participatory design Techniques





How can participation of users in the design of information systems be triggered?  Through which methods can their ideas, needs and concerns be captured?  Participatory designers use a wide range of techniques to facilitate the involvement of users varying in their complexity and abstraction.  In this section I present a number of PD methods and techniques that are commonly used in PD.  In some cases only one technique is used.  More often, however, they are combined in a package.  The Proceedings of the biennial PD conference provide numerous examples of their application within the framework of real system development projects.  





The production of user-friendly, application-oriented documents





Participatory design may be understood as a communication and learning process.  The need for application-oriented documents as the basis for this process should be fairly obvious and there is a general consensus among those interested in user participation that new document types are needed.  Examples of application-oriented documents are:





Scenarios describing the possible applications of a technology 


Glossaries defining and reconstructing the terminology of the professional language in the application domain


System vision anticipating future work/play/communication situations 





b) Democratic Meeting Technique (DM)





DM aims at visualising participants’ point of view during meetings.  The purpose is twofold: to decrease differences in power and influence between meeting participants and to visualise all options put forth during a meeting.  Differences in power are decreased by use of e.g. strict turn-taking round the table.  Visualisation is achieved by use of flip charts where the opinions are written, for all to see.  The options on the meeting theme are structured according to three headings: positive, negative, and suggestions (Ehn et al. 1996)








c) PD Workshops





Workshops bringing together system designer and system users are a commonly used technique in participatory design.  PD workshops pursue the following objectives:


developers and users work together to design a solution


give users a voice in the design process, thus increasing the probability of a usable design;


enable technical and non-technical participants to participate equally


provide an opportunity for developers to meet, work with and understand their users


provide a forum for identifying issues











d)  Ethnographic Research





There are two approaches towards PD: 1) Bring the designer to the end-users natural environment and, 2) Bring the end-users to the design room.  The ethnographic approach advocates for this second approach. 





Ethnographic techniques are seen as a way to handle the ‘say/do problem’.  Indeed IT professionals must be aware of the discrepancies between what people say they do or what they want to be able to do, and what they really do as it may be observed by IT professionals as outsiders.





Ethnographic research puts its emphasis on the ‘natives’ point of view’, holism, natural setting.  Ethnography is interested in understanding human behaviour.  Ethnography involves fieldwork, where the ethnographer becomes immersed in the live of the people studied.  Fieldwork typically involves some combination of observation, informal interviewing, and participation in the ongoing events of the community.  Through extensive ethnography it is possible to develop a descriptive understanding of the observed behaviour.





Ethnographic research may be very effective to study how people respond and use a technology or prototypes, the difficulties they encounter and how they cope with them. 








Prototypes and mock-ups





Prototypes and mock-ups have for the last decade been used in participatory system design approaches as a replacement or complement to blueprint and written specifications.  This kind of design tools allows for active user involvement as opposed to the use of traditional specification documents.  For good and bad, they actually help users and designers transcend the borders of reality, and to imagine the impossible.  They allow for “hands-on experience” and design by doing, hence user involvement beyond the detached reflection that traditional descriptions allow for.





Some of the advantages with mock-ups as design tools are that they are understandable, hence there is no confusion between the simulation and the “real thing”, and everybody has the competence to modify them.  They are also cheap, hence experiments can be conducted without big investments in equipment, commitments, time and resources, and last but not least they are fun to work with (Ehn et al. 1996:150).








f)  Focus Groups





Focus groups are a technique of group discussion largely applied in scientific commercial and development circles for assessing the perspective of specific categories of stakeholders on specific subjects.  Focus groups bring together a homogeneous group of 7-12 people who are solicited to express their perspective of view on a specific subject.  Various training tools and different types of prototypes and mock-ups may be used as prompts.











g)  Interviews 





Face-to-face open-ended interviews with representative end-users and key informants may a valid instrument to capture their knowledge and concerns and to obtain feedback on specific ideas and proposals.  








h) Stories 





Stories and storytelling have played an important role in the history of HCI.  In participatory work they may function in at least three ways.  First, they may be used as triggers for conversation, analysis and feedback.  Second, they may be told by end-users as part of their contribution to the knowledge required for understanding product or service opportunities and for specifying what they should be able to do.  Third, they may be used by design teams to present their concept of what a designed service or product will do, how it will be used, and what changes will occur as a result. 








Opportunities and Constraints for Participatory Design within the framework of MOBILEMAN











Opportunities





A PD approach could contribute to focus already during the early development stage on the real needs, concerns and innovative ideas from potential MobileMAN end-users





PD would contribute to make MobileMAN socially more relevant and to achieve its declared objectives





The design of MobileMAN could be better adapted to real life situations and reflect the type of applications in which real people are more interested;





Testing of prototypes could involve various categories of potentially real end-users





PD would contribute to the MobileMAN dissemination





PD would make MobileMAN declared social objectives more credible and contribute to achieve the promised social outputs








Constraints





MobileMAN developers are geographically scattered





It is difficult for potential end-users to participate to the development of a technology that does not yet exist and that does not address a specific need or problem with which they are confronted in their daily life





Potential end-users may not be interested to participate in the development of a technology of which they may benefit at best in an indirect way








C) Possible Solutions





DLS-SUPSI acts as an interface between ‘system developers’ and ‘system users’ (intensive collaboration between DLS-SUPSI and system developers is required)





We will focus on limited categories of potential end-users, i.e. students and organised communities of disabled people.  Students may be motivated if we can integrate the PD exercise within the framework of some on-going seminar.  Organised disabled people may be motivated through their organisation or through some incentive





The concept and potential applications of MobileMAN may be presented to them through user-friendly information material, games, drama, prototypes (we may require the input of some communication expert)  








A TENTATIVE APPROACH TO FOSTER PD WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF MOBILEMAN








1st  step:  Produce some user-friendly information material about MobileMAN, i.e. ‘translate’ MobileMAN project document into a document understandable to end-users.  Pilot test the accessibility and social response to MobileMAN with a small representative sample of potential end-users  





2nd  step:  Establish contact with potential users communities; present them MobileMAN concept and possible applications and get their feedback through focus groups, interviews with key informants, questionnaires, etc. ; Feedback to system designers.





3rd  step:  Present user communities with a MobileMAN prototype.  Study their response and applications through multi-instrument empirical research methods (observation, participant observation, case studies, interviews, etc.).  Feedback to system designers. 





4rd  step:  Present user communities with a MobileMAN improved prototype.  Study their response and applications through multi-instrument empirical research methods (observation, participant observation, case studies, interviews, etc.).  Feedback to system designers.
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7.  QUESTIONS





Within the framework of MobileMAN, where, when and in which context is there a scope for participatory design?





What category of potential end-users could best be involved in a PD exercise?





MobileMAN promises the following social outputs:


creation of virtual communities of users;


validation of the self-organising paradigm from a socio-economic point of view;


creation of an environment for promoting new business opportunities;


study of the socio-economic acceptance of the ad hoc networking paradigm;


measure on real test beds users’ satisfaction of the ad hoc paradigm;


Large scale test beds with a large users community;


validation of each incremental step





Could we discuss the concrete meaning of the above mentioned expected social outputs? How could PD contribute to achieve them? 
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