Running with Scissors, 13th EAD Conference University of Dundee, 10-12 April 2019

Designers Should Evaluate Their Work. You
say those are scissors you are running with,
but do they even cut? Author post-print copy
Sander Hermsena*
a

Utrecht University of Applied Sciences, Utrecht, Netherlands
*Corresponding author e-mail: sander.hermsen@hu.nl

Abstract: Designed artefacts for health and wellbeing presuppose an actual impact
on people's health or wellbeing; similarly, proposed improvements to design
processes
presuppose
improved
design
processes.
Unfortunately,
design(research)ers often do not evaluate the efficacy of their designed artefacts and
processes. This paper argues that it is essential to evaluate the assumed effects of
designs and processes, to avoid common pitfalls and encourage the growth of
knowledge, as a responsibility towards the users of our designs, and to enable an
exchange with adjacent fields. To encourage doing so, the paper offers
recommendations for evaluation strategies that fit designerly methods.
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1. Designers don't evaluate
Designers often display an ambiguous relationship with evaluating their designs. Although muchcited design researchers such as Papanek (1991, p. 13–15) and Norman (2007) stress the importance
of investigating the effects of designed artefacts on their users, this investigation more often than
not fails to take place.
This is especially true for designs that aim for behaviour change, which is often the case when
designing for health and wellbeing, and sustainability. Designed artefacts (products, services,
communication designs) displayed at well-known outlets such as graduation exhibitions, design
(research) conferences and funding platforms for creative projects, give the impression that the sky
is the limit: design appears capable of totally transforming our lives. However, upon closer scrutiny,
the presented designs are often hardly more than a hypothesis waiting for a test. Design processes
and theoretical frameworks are even less often subject to rigorous evaluations and are often
assumed true without testing.
This paper argues that this lack of evaluation is detrimental not only to the development and the
position of the field of design (research), but also to the health and wellbeing of the users of the
many designed artefacts, and to the development of and integration with adjacent fields. Finally,
some suggestions for evaluation approaches that fit designerly methods are introduced.
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2. Reasons (not) to evaluate
In the previous section, I claimed that many designed artefacts and processes remain without
evaluation. But is this really the case? A systematic review of evaluative approaches in design
research work would be beyond the scope of this positioning paper, but a brief look at the design for
next health-track of the previous EAD conference confirms the statement. Of the 47 presented
papers, 29 did not contain any form of evaluation of the designed artefacts or proposed frameworks
whatsoever. Those that did mostly used methods that are easily susceptible to bias, such as case
studies (9 papers), expert reviews (2 papers) and focus groups (1 paper). An interesting research
question to answer would be why this is the case. When asked, designers often mention a lack of
time or budget, or the scope of the commission. However, one suspects that it is more a matter of
unwritten practices: evaluation is just not something designers do. Is thoughtful, rigorous scrutiny of
the effects of one's work simply too boring for a field that would rather run with scissors?
All this is a shame, because there are many arguments to support rigorous evaluation. Firstly, it is our
responsibility towards our own field. When we do not look critically at the efficacy of our works, we
are likely to fall prey to common errors available to people who depend on gut feelings to inform
their work: unsubstantiated intuitions, an overly rational or irrational view of human behaviour and
cognition, and an over-reliance on rationality or perceived utility to drive behaviour change (Kelly &
Barker, 2016). When we do not evaluate our work, we do not contribute to the growth of knowledge
in the field of design and do not learn to avoid common pitfalls.
Secondly, and very much connected with the first argument, is the designers' responsibility towards
the users of the designed artefact. (Potentially) ineffective designs can foster unwarranted hopes
that health and environmental problems have an easy solution, or even inflict damage. This issue is
most visible in the field of digital health solutions, colloquially known as the 'new wild wild west'
(Lobelo at al., 2016), but certainly not uncommon for other fields of design for behaviour change.
Thirdly, evaluating makes it possible to exchange our findings with the behavioural and medical
sciences – where rigorous evaluations are routinely expected for every intervention – and to ensure
our place at the table where new developments in scientific research and evaluation are being
shaped. Design (research) is certainly not the only area currently looking for ways to improve its
methodological rigour. In health-related disciplines, the role of its gold standard of evaluation, the
randomised controlled trial, is being discussed as it is too slow, too costly, and too inflexible (Mohr et
al., 2015). Similarly, the current standard in process evaluations (Moore et al., 2015) does not take
the benefits of approaches such as research through design, action research, or participatory design
into account. It would be immensely valuable when design (research) would take part in the scientific
discussions about the merit of new approaches in evaluation, not in the least because this would be
an excellent opportunity to promote the use of designerly methods in other fields.

3. How to evaluate?
Evaluation of our designs and design processes should have a high validity and a low risk of bias. But
the previous paragraph shows it would be unhelpful to simply copy current best practices of other
disciplines. Our evaluation methods should take the holistic, context-driven and system-aware
nature of design research into account.
When using quantitative data for evaluation, we can make use of recent developments in rapid
research designs (McCallum, Rooksby, & Gray, 2017). Single case studies, for instance, rely on
gathering many data points from a single individual, to not only test the efficacy of a design, but also
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contextual influences - what works for whom at what moment (Dallery, Cassidy, & Raiff, 2013).
Another promising approach is Multiphase Optimization Strategy (MOST; Collins, Murphy, &
Strecher, 2007), which integrates evaluation into design phases and allows for different iterations
and potential intervention components tested in small experiments.
Qualitative research is where design research is already showing its forte. However, there is still
room for improvement. A relatively new method that minimizes demand characteristics and provide
opportunities to involve the use context is Ecological Momentary Assessment (also known as
experience sampling, cf. Stone, 2017). Finally, a great opportunity lies in using and developing
qualitative methods for evaluating design processes, such as Systematic Process Analysis (Hall, 2006).
All in all, there is much to be gained in more rigorous evaluation of our design work. If we are going
to run with scissors, we might as well make sure they are sharp.
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