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Abstract

Nowadays, there are different design models in the HCI design community, such as 

participatory design and user-centered design. Those design models all have different focus 

points, some seeing users as subjects, others seeing users as partners; some are more design-

led, others are more research-led. By introducing and comparing different design models, 

also by discussing and analyzing the strength and limitations of participatory design, I find 

crowdsourcing design is a promising design model in future’s large-scale design practices 

because it creates more space and opportunities for more users and other stakeholders to 

participate in the design process. In the crowdsourcing design model, users can be seen as 

their own designers.
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Seeing Users As Designers: Participatory Design And Crowdsourcing Design

Participatory design, as its literal meaning indicates, involves different stakeholders 

into the design process, to make the design results more effective and create more benefits 

to stakeholders. The practice of participatory design could be date back to early 1970s, when 

the Scandinavia design model already emphasized the participation of trade unions in their 

design process(Ehn, 1992). It is effective when balancing the different needs from multiple 

stakeholders, and it can build a more cohesive and effective design solution because it can 

help get more accurate insights of how the system should work in reality rather than in the 

imagination of the design team. 

The limitations of participatory design gather around the politics and participation 

process. To avoid some limitations, there comes an adapted version which is distributed 

participatory design. The distributed participatory design solved the participation limitation 

of traditional participatory design; however, it does not help with the politics part of the 

traditional participatory design. 

Coming to the 2010s, the Internet becomes so much prevalent everywhere 

worldwide. With the Internet, it not only hugely improves our access to resources but also 

provides much more opportunity for us to share our own resource to the world. Some of the 

examples are our knowledge, experience, opinion and thoughts. Here we come across the 

crowdsourcing, which is a sourcing model that individuals can share their strength into the 

system well-organized and create even more effective and beneficial to all stakeholders. 

Hence, to make the design system more effective in some large-scale cases, we meet 

the crowdsourcing design."Crowdsourcing, the assembling of strangers to accomplish a task, 

has the potential to transform the nature of work” (Sakamoto et al., 2011, p. 346). 

Sometimes, users are not just users; they can even become their own designers with 

crowdsourcing design. 

Participatory design and workshops 

Like we have discussed above, beginning from Scandinavia design, the participatory 

design has existed more than 40 years now, and it is considered a success. Take the DEMOS 

project started in 1975, Sweden, the project involved an interdisciplinary research team and 
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workers and their trade unions from 4 different enterprises, and they worked collaboratively 

and managed to agree on design and management within different stakeholders from a 

previously problematic situation (Ehn, 1992). The Scandinavia design model was not only 

effective when facing some conflicts of interest, but also so productive that it became 

popular in other areas, which led to participatory design worldwide finally.

Every coin has two sides, the strength of the participatory design is that it is efficient 

when balancing the different needs from multiple stakeholders, and getting more accurate 

insights of how the system should work in reality rather than in the imagination of the 

design team, which leads to building a more cohesive and effective design solution. 

As a novice designer, I find many folks like myself are overlooking the importance of 

participatory design, but it is really something that we should pay much more attention to. 

When we are designing artifacts, they will interact with many different stakeholders 

(Bjögvinsson et al., 2012). Take designing a side table, it matters to the end users, the client, 

the supply chain, the assemble manufacture factory, the shipping companies, the 

distributing market. If we only care about the end user or our client, there must come some 

problems and conflicts of interest in the real world. Maybe it is hard for the factory to make 

massively, or it is too expensive to ship, or even your distributor do not want it in their 

stores because it will affect their other sales. All those things would happen. 

If we are really going to use our design to make the world better, we have to consider 

all the real stakeholders, get to know their reactions and feedbacks, rather than stay in our 

comfort zone and design an impractical side table and leave all the problems to others to 

solve. The workshop is a really great solution to this design paralysis, by inviting all different 

stakeholders even non-stakeholders to a workshop and listen to their reactions, feedback 

and suggestions, this would be a great chance to balance all the needs from different 

stakeholders and create practical designs to solve real problems and make the world a better 

place (Greenbaum & Madeson, 1991).

However, the limitations of participatory design are that participatory design 

involves too many different stakeholders will lead to opinion disagreement; also workplace 

democracy is a concern (Kensing & Blomberg, 1998). As William Shakespeare once said, 

"There are a thousand Hamlets in a thousand people's eyes," so, there will always exist some 
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disagreements which lead to inefficiency and exhausting, more stakeholders are involved, 

normally more conflicts would emerge. When we are designing in a four or five members 

team, there is often disputation within us, no need to say more stakeholders with different 

perspectives are involved in.

For some large-scale cases, especially in the information technology world, it is hard 

to gather stakeholders together for the participatory design, say you want to improve the 

user experience of a cloud-based service for the worldwide users, how is it possible to gather 

stakeholders (server providers, governments, end users, management teams, developers and 

designers, onsite workers) altogether and work out a solution together? Some users may have 

better expertise even than the designers, but if they are not co-located with the design team, 

it is hard for those expert users to participate in.

Participatory design highlights the influence of different stakeholders, who may have 

very different perspectives. Without participatory design, the different needs of 

stakeholders would not be balanced during the design process, that is what participatory 

design is trying to solve.

However, it is not possible for stakeholders with different political preferences could 

have the same power of discourse in the participatory design process. If the participatory 

design is not working well, of course, it will cause some conflicts, sometimes even would 

cause the workplace out of control. Although it is called participatory design, the 

participation is a problem still. First, in reality, it is not possible that all direct stakeholders 

could take part in the participatory design process. Second, it is also not possible that all 

participators could take the same level of participation. These are the miss out of the 

participatory design.

The possible future of crowdsourcing design 

Recent years, an adapted version of the participatory design which is called 

distributed participatory design emerged. Similar but different from traditional 

participatory design, distributed participatory design focuses on how to bring those 

stakeholders who are not co-located into the design process, which is a nice try. There isn’t 

much exploration or research about distributed participatory design now; however, 
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Danielsson et al. (2008) raised a distributed workshop model to better organize researchers 

and practitioners in distributed design teams.

Crowdsourcing design, which takes a similar approach as distributed design, emerged 

from the 2010s, with the prevalent of personal computing and the Internet. It emphasizes 

the participation more than distributed participatory design, and by creating more space for 

crowd participation, it tries to make the crowd design itself in the future (Sakamoto et al., 

2011.)

It seems not convincing at first, but think about it: take doctors who are experts and 

know how to cure general patients, but some patients might know better how to cure 

themselves than a strange doctor in some occasions. Sometimes it is the same in the 

technology world, and there exist massive expert users who know what they want and how 

to build better user experience for users like them. In those cases, collective intelligence 

from users crowdsourcing could make a difference in the design process.

Unlike user-centered design, crowdsourcing design is more participatory-oriented, it 

relies on the internet communication and technology so much, that it might go out of 

control in some cases because of the immature system and stakeholders’ unfamiliarity with 

the system. As Burnap et al. (2017, p. 8) indicate, “Crowdsourced evaluation can fail for even 

a simple engineering design evaluation task due to the expertise distribution of the crowd.” 

Like many other new methods, crowdsourcing design needs more exploration, but I also see 

lots of possibilities in future’s design world.
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