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People are connected to each other and to information in a way they never have been before. 
Smartphones and netbooks allow them to bring that connection wherever they go, and these 
devices are increasing their ubiquity every day. People like being connected to one another and 
sharing their experiences. This is both a great opportunity and valuable resource for designers.  
 
With connectivity so prevalent, people have the capability to be involved in the decisions that 
shape the world around them – and they want to take advantage of that option. It is easy to see in 
the events surrounding the most recent economic recession that the willingness to tolerate being 
left in the dark is certainly in a decline, as a call for greater transparency ripples through our 
government and financial institutions. In addition, limiting the resources available to decision 
makers does not make the situation any easier. Businesses are now being asked to do more with 
less in a social climate that is going through some significant changes. 
 
So, here is the challenge: how do designers and researchers foster collaboration between those 
who create and those who experience design - even when resources are scarce? Luckily, there 
are a number of tools already available; we just have to know where they are and how to use 
them. 
 
A Typical User-Centered Design Process 
 
The design process is a remarkable tool that all designers share. Regardless of experience or 
area of expertise, it is what allows us all to gain insight into any number of problems. Its structure 
facilitates flexibility, and most importantly, creativity. And for every one of us it is different. Yet, we 
all generally follow a similar path: one that involves a repetition of research, creation and 
evaluation. When using this process, one would be lost if they didn’t keep the goals for why they 
were designing in mind. 
 

 
 
Working as designers brings all types of projects with all types of challenges. Yet they have one 
thing in common: the solutions that are generated are ultimately for end users. So naturally, 



involving users throughout the design process is very important. In an ideal world, user input 
would be utilized constantly to bolster the design process. Designers would gather information, 
execute solutions, evaluate their efficacy, and implement what is discovered with both their users 
and their clients.  
 
Research would take place with the input of all stakeholders to identify requirements and 
determine what metrics should be used to evaluate success. There are a number of methods that 
can be used to accomplish this. For example, surveys can provide breadth with many data points, 
however this is usually at the sacrifice of flexibility and depth. Structured interviews are a better 
way to gain a depth of insights as they allow designers and researchers to explore specific 
elements on a case-by-case basis. To maintain the integrity of real world usage scenarios, in-
context interviews and observations allow researchers to gather very detailed information using 
the environment in which the product is used. 
 
After designers and clients have begun to leverage their users to gather information, they can 
continue their collaboration as they begin to Create. The full range of execution, from prototypes 
to final products, can be useful tools in gathering information with users. As the solutions become 
more refined, more specific information can be gathered. For example, Group Interviews are an 
efficient and effective technique where several users gather the same place at the same time, led 
by a researcher, and talk about their experiences and feelings about a product. This is also an 
opportunity to give end users a chance to “design” exactly what they want.  
 
Evaluation is traditionally the most common phase in which designers involve their users. It is 
the perfect opportunity to test solutions with the very users for which they were intended. Having 
users confirm or refute design decisions when the opportunity to make changes is still available is 
an excellent use of resources. In an iterative design process the lines between evaluation and 
research become more blurred once the process has begun. Both serve to collect useful 
information and influence the direction of effort moving forward. For example, usability testing is, 
of course, an excellent example of how this information can be gathered directly from users. 
 
Much can be accomplished when the needs and limitations of users are well understood. 
Complex systems can be designed to allow people to do things that would never have been 
possible otherwise. The field of Human Factors was born out of the limitations of WWII fighter 
pilots. And yet it wasn’t too long after that NASA was shooting pilots into space. Just because 
there are limitations – financial, cognitive or otherwise, there is no reason to be discouraged. This 
isn’t an ideal world and the current economic recession can seem like insult added to injury. But 
these are only more requirements to design for, and metrics to evaluate against. They only create 
more possibilities. 
 
Designing on a Dime 
 
The following methodologies are intended to provide designers and researchers with elements of 
what would be gained from a fully funded user-centered design process at a fraction of the cost. 
Each methodology has their own limitations, but can still provide benefits if those limitations are 
understood and accounted for.  
 
Technique 1: Netmining 
 
Netmining is an early research activity that uses online product reviews, forums and other online 
user-generated content to gain insights into the point of view of the user. Expert users are more 
than willing to share their thoughts and opinions with anyone who will listen. The trade-off is that 
designers are unable to target questions directly to the users. They are at the mercy of those who 



take it upon themselves to share their thoughts. If a budget does not allow time for surveys or 
interviews, Netmining can be an excellent low-cost alternative. 
 
Here is an example of a well-conducted Netmininig activity - a major computer manufacturer was 
recently challenged with a reasonable, but formidable, task: they wanted to know what users 
thought of their products. They had a multitude of products on the market, with all types of users 
all over the world. They wanted a high-level overview of the general opinions that are widely 
available, but did not have the time or money to do formal field research. Netmining was therefore 
a perfect fit. It allowed them to gain access to users’ opinions without leaving their desks, and the 
information was being filtered through computer users who were inclined to share; this was 
perfect for a global computer manufacturer.  
 
The results did not represent the entirety of information they could have gotten from formalized 
field research, but it was quick and cost-effective way to be able to sample, at a high level, what 
opinions were out there. 
 
Different online platforms provide different kinds of information.  While online product reviews and 
forums are more analogous to surveys and interviews, user-generated video content can provide 
insights in a similar way to in-context interviews and field observation. Shared video sources 
show users in their own environment using products and commenting, real-time about what 
components of a product or system are well-liked, versus those that are not. Facial expressions, 
tone of voice, and other cues help communicate the general theme in what is being presented.   
 
How can videos help in the design process? Here is an example: recently, a medical device 
manufacturer wanted to create an innovative design for an insulin pump. They were new to the 
insulin pump market and although highly appreciative the value of traditional usability research, 
field research, and classic evaluation methods, they were relatively limited in funding. 
Regardless, they wanted to impress investors with a new user interface for the pump’s screen. 
When they did not have to budget to bring in users for interviewing, other options had to be 
explored. It turns out that a whole community of insulin pump users post videos about their 
experiences on YouTube. Many of them were exceedingly articulate in their usage reviews, and 
covered all the features the used, liked and disliked. Gleaning insights in this way was almost as 
good as conducting actual face-to-face interviews, but only a small fraction of the cost.  
 

 
 
 
Technique 2: Design your own device 
 
Users can provide a wealth of information if you know how to get them to help you. They aren’t 
always the best designers, but given the right tools, the information they impart can be invaluable 



in guiding your own design process. A great way to engage users during the creation phase is to 
have them complete a design your own device activity. These can be done anywhere – over the 
web via surveys, in virtual sessions using online tools such as WebEx, or by conducting classic 
in-person, one-on-one and group interviews. Designing your own device involves asking the user 
to step into the shoes of the product designer and design their own ideal product that works for 
them. Design your own device activities are a great way to generate alternate design concepts 
and potential inspiration. It’s important to understand that users are not designers. It is less 
important to acknowledge what they design as it is to understand why. 
 
Here’s an example of how this technique can be used: a company was looking to redesign 
several of their small kitchen appliances. Of particular importance was the design and usability of 
the appliance control panels. They wanted a best-in-class user experience, and as is frequently 
the case, had a small budget and faced a short timeline. They were already budgeting for a series 
of focus groups to get feedback on their existing concepts, so we proposed adding an activity 
called “Build Your Own Appliance” to the focus groups. Participants took blank line drawings of 
appliances and were given a list of features and paper cut-outs of various controls to choose 
from. They taped the most desirable control onto their blank appliance and explained to the group 
how their ideal control panel would work with the feature set. The important information came not 
from what specific controls and layouts participants selected, but from the discussion as they 
revealed why they selected what they did. When they described why they did what they did, it 
became clear what they actually were trying to accomplish. As a result, they had some real 
design guidelines to use to inform the design of the control panels for each appliance. This 
activity lasted only a few hours and in that timeframe, the team was able to make educated and 
pointed design decisions.  

 

 
 
 
 



Technique 3: Low-Cost, High-Volume Usability Tests 
 
Ideally, when a design concept is approaching final stages, target users are brought into the lab 
in order to evaluate and to gauge the importance of making design adjustments. Here is when 
stakeholders start really paying attention. The big question is: how accepting of the design are the 
target users, and is there anything that can be done to further improve it?  
  
Several classically-used research techniques can be used to answer this question: for example, 
1-on-1 usability tests held in a lab, in-depth interview sessions held in a lab or out in the users’ 
environment, focus groups with specifically-chosen users who can banter back and forth about 
the product.  
 
However, it’s at the end of a project where reality sets in. 
  
The budget is exhausted. Timeframes are crunched. People are stressed.  
 
So, what types of fast, low-cost evaluation techniques are out there?  
 
Here is an example: the challenge in one particular project was to collect several hundred user 
observations within a specific budget and timeframe. Sound familiar? How about a timeframe of a 
few hours and a budget under $1000? To prove that this goal was attainable, the team identified 
a unique venue and format of user testing. Within 4 hours and for approximately $400, they 
tested 200 users who individually interacted with a set of SLA prototypes while the design team 
categorized the way users approached and handled the device. These data were then compared 
using a simple statistic to the same data from its competitor, which was being tested in the next 
booth. 
 
The venue was a local fairgrounds, open each weekend to vendors selling their wares. Booth 
rental was a (whopping) $20 and the incentive to people who used the prototypes in the booth 
was $2.00 each. With a very simple set of questions and an interaction that lasted 30 seconds, 
the designers were able to sample from the general public: old and young, short and tall, those 
with disabilities, etc. – all of whom are part of the general population. And this device fit that bill. 
Everyone, regardless of demographics, was to be able to successfully step-up to the device and 
use it without instruction. 
 
Compare the costs and time with this technique to what it would take to conduct the same study 
in a usability lab, and it is a no-brainer. Taking a product out where people are, and out of the lab, 
can help save heaps of money – but only if the product and testing goals are well suited for this 
technique.  
 



 
 
 
This technique works best for products that are intended to appeal to a wide demographic. 
Screening for specific person-criteria is not easy to do in this venue. It becomes more difficult to 
document when a study leaves the lab, so photography fills the void left by video and streaming. 
People are also apprehensive to sign an NDA or consent form for something that takes 30-
seconds of time. In some cases it will even scare them away. 
 
In the end… 
Above are a few examples of how designers can still use a user-centered design process on a 
tight budget. Although each method has its own shortcomings, they can still be valuable if those 
shortcomings are acknowledged. To re-cap, Netmining is an inexpensive way to gather 
information when conducting initial, up-front research. Design your own Device activities can be 
helpful when it is time to gather user viewpoints on a design concept and low-cost usability testing 
allows users to evaluate designs using a common venue where hundreds of people can be found. 
When faced with a strained budget, some of these techniques can offer opportunities to maintain 
good practices of a user-centered design approach by taking advantage of technology and the 
openness of users everywhere. 


