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An aim of the i~design project is to examine ways of making designs accessible to the wider population including those who are elderly or have impairments. In order to do this, it is important to gain a better understanding of how designers currently work and in what contexts. We present results from an initial literature survey and some interactions with the design community, looking at methods they use to inform and guide design and when, how and why designers obtain and apply information about target users. We discuss some of the implications of the results for the development of provision of usable user information to designers engaged in inclusive design.

Inclusive design, designers, design practice, user information

1. Introduction
In order to foster good inclusive design that will help older and disabled people, we must successfully engage with the actual design process in real situations. The designers and design managers involved need to become aware of and responsive to the needs and wants of these important user groups in order for the products they design to become truly inclusive. But first, in order to engage with designers effectively, we need to know what these industries and the designers within them currently do. 

Following a triangulated methodological approach using multiple convergent methods [10], we are conducting an initial study into designers’ work practices. This focuses on methods that designers use to inform and guide design and when, why and how they obtain and apply information about target users. Key questions include: What design methods are currently commonly used and why? In what situations? What are the characteristics of these methods that make them likely to be used? What are problems with them that should be avoided?

This paper presents some initial results from the study: the answers suggested by an extensive literature review and by initial observations of the design community.

2. literature review

We carried out a review of the literature on designers’ work practices, from fields such as HCI, engineering design, product design, methodology and psychology. Due to limited space in this paper, we report just a few of the aspects we investigated and summarise some of the key findings. 

2.1 Current Design Methods

The literature suggests that a wide range of methods is used in design but that these are not always applied in their formal, accepted form and may be adapted to particular situations [3]. Common design methods, especially in the product design field, include sketching and modelling [15], scenarios [9] and implicit and informal techniques [8].

Of particular interest for design for older and disabled people are user research practices. There is some variation between disciplines but, again, implicit, lightweight techniques have a tendency to dominate, i.e. methods such as self-observation, intuition, referring to self-experience or other specialists, looking at related products and obtaining feedback from family and friends. When more formal methods are used, many designers use the same few methods again and again, whether or not they are appropriate [5]. Information about users is also obtained from other sources, such as the client [16], a marketing or research department [9] and published paper and electronic documents [14]. Popular information sources are: people (colleagues and experts) [13], published paper sources (such as magazines) [13] and previous designs, product exemplars or case studies [16].

2.2 Characteristics of Methods

Methods that are commonly used tend to be those that can be adjusted to individual needs and “used in an intuitive and iterative manner” [3], supporting an informal approach. Also popular are methods that enable designers to visualise their ideas, e.g. sketching and modelling [16]. It is also important that methods provide an appropriate level of detail for the current phase of design [1]. This requirement for flexibility indicates that a method set or “toolkit” should not provide a neat set of defined formal methods but rather methods that can be overlapped, combined and used in flexible ways.

Information formats that are commonly used tend to be flexible, familiar and accessible formats, such as people, paper and product examples. Visual formats are better than ones heavy on text, particularly in more creative industries, such as product design, which attract significant proportions of people with dyslexia [6]. Initial interviews suggest that designers will also seek data directly from users in a number of ways if it is seen as resource efficient.
2.3 Problems with Methods

Various problems with current methods limit their popularity and usefulness. Some formal methods are seen as too “artificial”, while others require too many resources, such as time, money, staff or expertise [3]. Some fit poorly with designers’ work practices [2] or lack documented reliability, validity, and information on their strengths and weaknesses [4]. In addition, designers can be wary of user research in general, afraid that it will constrain their designing, uncertain of its benefits and resistant to change [3]. It may also be the case that designers prefer to take ownership of information they obtain by criticising and interpreting sources. It seems that more information and reassurance about user research in general, more information on individual methods in particular and guidance as to their selection would improve the take-up of user research methods. 

3. initial observations 

The literature review was supported by data from interviews with designers and from a small-scale survey of design practitioners [12]. This information backed up the findings from the literature on the high use of informal methods and adaptations of existing methods. What is more, the survey found that only 3 out of 19 respondents had received any training in user research, although 12 out of 19 design teams had someone trained in either ergonomics, human factors or design research. Seven participants felt that there was a lack of key information on user research methods and tools. The survey also found that there was a wide range of methods used in design but that these had widely varying popularity, with the most popular being “brainstorming”, which was used often or always by all 17 respondents to the question.

4. Further work 

Continuing observations of designers on real design projects are underway. We aim to develop better methods of presenting information about users and suitable strategic and timely guidance for designers on the choice and use of user data. An initial approach will involve comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of different methods of involving users and formulating the format and structure of information about them.
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