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ABSTRACT 
Different approaches of design methodology that 
have been developed throughout the history of the 
design methods movement have produced many 
insights into the structure of the design process 
(Alexander, 1964; Simon, 1969; Schön. 1983; Hubka 
and Eder, 1987; Pahl and Beitz. 1984; Roozenburg 
and Eekels, 1995). It seems however, that little of this 
accumulated knowledge is used in the daily practice 
of designing. The relation between design 
methodology and design practice is still weak (Cross, 
1993; Achten et al. 2005). One reason might be that 
design methods are not addressing the designer’s 
needs. And thus are not supporting the designer, with 
a specific task, to solve the problem at hand. (Badke-
Schaub et al. 2005) The aim of this research project 
was to develop a solution for this problem: the 
concept of Community Based Design Support 
(CBDS). This concept, inspired by the online 
community platforms that are emerging on the 
internet, enables the integration of a personal, 
contextual, social and dynamic dimension in design 
methodology Based on the CBDS model a software 
platform was designed: Designflow. A prototype was 
built to test if the concept of CBDS can provide 
designers with efficient and effective design support. 

KEYWORDS 
Design methodology, online support, virtual 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Designing is a complex activity that encompasses the 
development of products and services to fulfill the 
needs of people and society. In the process of design 

many kinds of information are integrated, for 
example social, economical, ecological, human, and 
political information. Designers need to cope with 
this complexity to be able to develop products that fit 
their future context. Design methodology aims to 
support designers in managing complexity by 
providing structure. A quote from Dorst (1997) 
describes what kind of questions methodology should 
be able to answer:  “If I am a designer with the 
following capabilities and I am confronted with a 
design task with these characteristics, and I am 
working in this situation, and I have progressed to 
this particular point in the design process, then what 
should I do next?” 

Throughout the history of design methodology, a 
number of issues have been subject of discussion, 
such as the structure of designing (Alexander, 1964), 
designing as a scientific activity (Gregory, 1966) 
developing a science of design (Simon 1969; 
Gasparski, 1990; Hubka and Eder, 1987), the nature 
of design activity (Schön, 1983; Lawson, 2001) and 
the role of the designer (Frankenberger et al., 1998). 
This has led to numerous important insights into 
design and valuable knowledge about designing and 
the designer. It seems however, that little of this 
knowledge is used in the practice of designing. The 
relation between design methodology and design 
practice is still weak (Cross, 1993; Achten et al. 
2005). The most serious critics point to the fact that 
designers in practice do not use design methods on a 
large scale (Cross, 1993; Achten et al., 2005). One 
reason might be that design methods are not 
addressing the designer’s needs in his design 
situation, with a specific task, providing support to 
solve the problem at hand. (Badke-Schaub et al. 
2005) Designing is not only a complex activity that 
needs structure, it is also personal, contextual, social 
and dynamic activity. And thus, as Schön describes it 
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in a simple way: “the practitioner approaches each 
problem as a unique case. He does not act as though 
he had no relevant prior experiences; on the contrary. 
But he attends to the peculiarities of the situation at 
hand” (Schön, 1983, pp. 129).  

In this research we propose that design methodology 
largely lacks these dimensions, and as a consequence 
does not address the designer’s needs. We propose 
that if design methodology does include them, it will 
be addressing the needs of designers much better, 
and thus will be more useful to designers. Online 
community platforms, like wikipedia.org, last.fm or 
amazon.com are personalised, interactive and social 
internet applications that address the needs of their 
users in an interactive way. By developing the 
concept of CBDS, a first attempt was made to 
overcome the gap between design methodology and 
design practise. 

2. SURVEY 
The research addresses both the subject of design 
methodology and online communities. Therefore a 
survey on design methodology and on online 
communities was done. In online communities, 
participation and contribution is crucial, and thus also 
the motivation of its members. Therefore literature 
on motivation in online communities was also 
surveyed.  

2.1. Design methodology 
Design methodology aims to describe the design 
process in its ideal form, and prescribe how it should 
happen in practice. It aims to help designers to 
transform ill-defined problems into coherent, integral 
solutions. This is done by “providing insights into the 
process, structure, rules and methods and by 
proposing general strategies of solving problems 
independent of a branch of industry” (Badke-Schaub, 
et al., 2005). Roozenburg and Eekels (1995) defined 
two central questions for design methodology:  

• How does an effective design process look like? 

• How should the design process be approached to 
let it be efficient and effective? 

The methods trying to answer these questions 
provide knowledge designers can use to gain more 
insights into ways of designing that have proven to 
be successful. But if this is true why don’t all 
designers use these methods in practice. One reason 
might be that design methods are not addressing the 
designer’s needs in his design situation, with a 

specific task, providing support to solve the problem 
at hand (Badke-Schaub et al., 2005). 

Design methodology has been predominantly 
occupied with the rational aspects of design thinking 
and design processes, and the generalization into 
models that have a universal character, or aim “to 
scientize design” (Cross, 2001, p.1). This has 
resulted in rigorous descriptions of design processes 
on an abstract level (Dorst, 1997). Because of this the 
methods and techniques that prescribe how to control 
design processes lack information that is important 
on a practical level. 

2.2. Online Communities 
An alternative approach to the current situation of 
disseminating design methodology is making use of 
the collective practical experience and knowledge of 
designers in an online community. This has the 
following benefits: 

• It facilitates one-click uploading and distribution 
to thousands of consumers of designer generated 
content, 

• The existing knowledge and experience is 
combined and any maintenance effort is 
distributed over the designers themselves. 

This so-called ‘power of collective intelligence’ 
(Weiss, 2005) or ‘wisdom of crowds’ (Surowiecki, 
2005) is used by many popular websites like 
Wikipedia.org or YouTube.com. Wikipedia is a web-
based, free-content encyclopedia, written and 
moderated collaboratively and massively by 
volunteers. You Tube is a video sharing website. 
Users contribute not only by putting their personal 
videos on the website for others to see, but also by 
annotating and moderating them, thus enriching the 
content and making it better accessible for others. 
We assume that the use of an online community 
platform for designers would make design support 
more dynamic, more personal, more contextual, and 
more social. 

Online communities depend on the availability of 
distributed knowledge and on the quality of the 
content. However, they can consist of very diverse 
users. It is found that for systems like Wikipedia only 
one percent of a community is responsible for almost 
all of the contributions. Approximately nine percent 
of the users contributes once in a while, and ninety 
percent only consumes (Adar and Huberman, 2000; 
De Valck, 2005). Most of them do not feel 
responsible to contribute to the community because 



 

COMMUNITY BASED DESIGN SUPPORT   3
 

they usually remain anonymous. (Goren, Kurzban, 
and Rapoport, 2000; Harkins and Szymanski, 1989). 

There is no central authority to enforce this 
cooperation. An alternative is inducing cooperation. 
People do help others without obvious enforcement 
by an authority, not only in real life, but examples of 
altruistic behavior in online communities abound 
(Fokker et al., 2007). The term altruism - also known 
as prosocial behavior in psychology - refers to all 
actions that provide benefit to others but that have no 
obvious benefits for the person who helps (Baron et 
al., 1998) nor prospects for future interactions 
(Henrich et al., 2003). So, what could possibly 
motivate designers to share their knowledge about 
and experiences with design methodology? The 
human motivations that could underlie the massive 
and voluntary cooperation in online communities are 
discussed in the next section. 

2.3. Motivation in online communities 
According to Kollock (1999) people can have four 
reasons for contributing valuable information to a 
community of people: (1) The expectation that one 
will subsequently receive useful help in return. 
Theories like reciprocal altruism (Trivers, 1971) and 
social exchange theory (Homans, 1958) explain that 
cooperation is conditional: Help will only be given 
when reciprocity is likely. (2) The increase of one’s 
own reputation and status within the community. The 
theories of costly signaling theory (McAndrew, 
2002) and competitive altruism (Hardy and Van 
Vugt, 2006) describe how publicly visible altruistic 
behavior increases the status within a group. (3) A 
sense of efficacy.  Bandura (1995) has shown the 
importance of a sense of efficacy. By making regular 
and high-quality contribution to the community, a 
person can enforce his or her feeling he or she has an 
impact on the community and support the self image 
as an efficacious person (Constant, Kiesler, and 
Sproul, 1994). (4) The feeling of belonging. This is 
for instance supported by the social identity theory 
which explains that group membership contributes to 
the establishment of a positive self-concept (Tajfel 
and Turner, 1986) .  

In line with these four motivations, Kwok and Goa 
(2004) discuss four practical applications into 
software features for online communities: (1) 
Contribution-reward mechanism: Positive 
contributions are rewarded with a higher status 
within the community. (2) Individual identity and 
profile generation: By enabling each member to 

create a personal, publicly visible profile, he or she 
will feel more commitment to and responsibility for 
the community. (3) Sub-community organization: 
The need to belong to a group of people can be 
catered to by enabling the creation of sub-community 
groups. These can be for example organized around a 
specific topic or project and will improve the feeling 
of responsibility and commitment. (4) Reviews and 
peer recommendation: Opinions and advice from 
other, trusted, members can have a positive effect on 
the value of the content for individual members, 
generating more interest for it and boosting 
commitment. 

The motivational factors and related features are 
visualized in figure 1. For an elaborate overview of 
(social) psychological theories and possible 
applications to software features see Fokker et al. 
(2007). 

3. PURPOSE 
The purpose of the research was to embed design 
methodology in the context of design practice and 
investigate if this provides the designer with efficient 
and effective design support. The concept of online 
community platforms was used to facilitate the 
integration of personal, contextual and social 
dimensions into design methodology, and by thus 

Figure 1 Overview of motivational factors in online 
communities and their relational factors 
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provide a way to address the needs of designers. The 
community approach created design methodology 
that can react to the needs of a designer. For example 
the collective experience of the community of 
designers can be used to determine relevance of 
methodology in specific situations, for specific 
designers and specific design tasks and provide this 
information instantly. 

4. ASSUMPTIONS 
Design methodology often does not fit the needs of 
designers. It does not relate to the characteristics of 
the situation at hand, or to the designer’s 
characteristics. The central questions of this study 
were: Does the concept of online community 
platforms offer the designer efficient and effective 
design support? And “How can designers be 
stimulated to participate and contribute to an online 
community platform?” 

5. METHODS 
In this project the design inclusive research (Horváth, 
2007) methodology was used which is depicted in 
figure 2. DIR “supports analytic disciplinary and 
constructive operative design research by the 
involvement of various manifestations of design in 
research processes as research means, integrates 
knowledge of multiple source domains and lends 
itself to multidisciplinary insights, explanations and 
predictions, but can also generate knowledge, know-
how and tools for problem solving” (Horváth, 2007, 
pp.1). In this project, a software platform prototype 
served as a research means. This platform called 
Designflow, integrated knowledge from two source 
domains and was used to do gain insights in the 
concept of CBDS. Thus, based on the concept of 
CBDS, a software platform was designed, and this 
enables the evaluation of the concept of CBDS in the 
context of design practitioners.  

In the exploration phase, ten designers from five 
different companies were interviewed. They were 
asked how they use information and methodology 
during their design process. The participants were 
asked to draw the information exchange that takes 
place with other parties during the design process. 
This phase gave insight into flow of information 
during the design process and the use of design 
methodology in practice.  

The exploration led to the hypothesis that a solution 
for bridging the gap between theory and practice is 
an online community platform. A theoretical model 

of the mayor information flows within the design 
community and its context was created. The model 
was based on the different kinds of information flow 
form the exploration phase. Based on this model, the 
design phase consisted of the conception and design 
of Designflow, an online community platform that 
facilitates using, sharing, contributing and evaluating 
procedural information (including design 
methodology personal experiences). Then a 
prototype was built to verify if designers find the 
concept of CBDS effective and efficient. Nine 
designers within one company; evaluated a 
functional and a visual prototype. During the 
evaluation the participants were given a booklet in 
which responses were elicited about the different 
functions of the concept. After the test period of one 
week, all the participants were interviewed and asked 
to fill in a questionnaire. The data enabled to evaluate 
the functions of Designflow as well as the concept of 
CBDS as a whole. 

6. RESEARCH 
Ten designers from five different companies were 
asked to describe their way of working and the 
information (including methodology) they use and 
produce. The interviews were first analyzed on how 
much the designers used methodology during their 
design processes.  

Figure 2 Mayor phases of the design inclusive research 
process. (Horváth, 2007) 
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Table 1 shows the methodology that was mentioned 
by the participants as being part of their processes. 
Also, the total amount of typical activities that were 
mentioned during the interviews is shown. From 
table 1 we can see that the number of methods used 
by the participants compared to the total amount of 
typical design activities done during projects is 
relatively low. This confirms the previous claim that 
the relation between methodology and design 
practice is weak (Cross, 1993; Achten et al. 2005).  

The ten interviews also showed ten different styles of 
working on a practical level, i.e. the level of 
subsequent activities. They showed that designers 
have unique approaches for each project they do 
influenced by their personal way of designing, the 
context of a project, the people that are involved and 
the dynamics of a project in time. Thus designing can 
be seen as a series of activities that are chosen in the 
midst of action. And designers adapt their approach 
for a design project to the situation they are in.  

The second analysis of the interviews was focused on 
the information flows that were identified by the 
designers. All participants were asked to draw the 
kinds of information they used and produced during 
design projects. The typical kinds of information that 

were identified as part of their design projects in 
general are visualized in figure 3. The arrows in the 
model represent information that is typically shared 
in the design processes of the whole community. 
They can, but not neccesarely are always part of a 
single design process. Design methodology is seen as 
one kind of information that can be used during a 
project, depending on the characteristics of the 
design situation. 

The model in figure 3 shows designers as part of a 
community at the core of the model. On the one 
hand, they provide input for design projects, by 
means of one or more designers from the community. 
On the other hand, the community is generates the 
collective experience, or meaning, The model also 
shows the design research community as part of the 
‘system’. They observe designers and produce, 
amongst other things, methodology, which can  also 
be input for design projects Last, the model shows 
the context of the design community; technology , 
users and industry. 

6.1. Pattern of the design community 
system 

The relations between the elements of the model in 
figure 3 are information-based: each element needs 

Table 1 Mentioned use of methodology in design processes by the participants compared to the total amount of 
activities in a typical project. 
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information input, and produces information output 
that again forms the input for other elements. 
Although on an abstract level the elements 
characterize the design community system best, on a 
more practical level, the level where designing takes 
place, it is the organizational pattern of relations 
between the elements that characterize the system 
better: the flows of information that keep the system 
‘alive’ and enable the development of products. All 
elements that are part of this system are interrelated, 
and interdependent. We have seen however, that in 
practice some of the relationships are weak. For 
example a designers’ experience with a specific 
approach is hardly shared with other designers, 
which results in re-inventing the wheel by thinking of 
suitable approaches to their projects again and again. 
These weak links makes the whole system rigid, 
inhibiting designers to learn from past experience 
and insight from design research to adapt to new 
design situations. From a systems’ perspective, this 
results in sub-optimal performance of the whole 
design community. 

When we look at the designers that do design 
projects, we can see that they relate to many different 
elements. They have to cope with input from 
different parties to be able to do successful design 
projects. And although design methodology aims to 
support designers to bring structure to their complex 
processes, it does not provide them with the adequate 
information about what methodology to use in which 
situation, at what time and in what way.  

7. DEVELOPMENT 
Community Based Design Support is a concept that 
is aimed at empowering a community of designers to 
collaboratively develop and share a body of design 
knowledge that is available to anyone at anytime for 
using, sharing, contributing and evaluating. 
Therefore, the CBDS model was translated into a 
concept for a software platform. The information 
flows that were identified in the CBDS model are 
supported by the software platform. The functions of 
the application are supporting all the flows of 
information of the CBDS model, and thus try support 
the design community system to function efficiently 
and effectively. 

The key to this concept is the experience, meaning 
and information that is generated by the community 
of designers when using, sharing, contributing and 
evaluating the information content on an online 
platform. This allows users to find relevant 
methodology suited to their personal style and 
specific task, and receive recommendations for 
relevant and crucial process steps, methods or tools 
to use, etc. In other words: the experience of a 
community of designers is aggregated and accessible 
to the whole community. Methodology can be 
offered to designers based on their needs at a specific 
moment; on the characteristics of their way of 
working, their task, the circumstances, time pressure, 
etc.  

 
Figure 3 Conceptual model of the design community system and its context. Arrows represent the main information 

flows that are typical for design projects of the design community. 
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8. APPLICATION 
The application of the concept of Community Based 
Design Support is a software platform called 
‘Designflow’. Designflow has four basic functions:  

• Personal profile,  

• Advanced search functions (attached to a 
database of procedural design information),  

• Workflow manager. 

• Community access (see figure 4).  

These functions of the application are based on the 
theoretical model of CBDS (figure 3). This means 
that the most important functions of the application 
are based on insights from the explorative phase and 
can be used to test the hypothesis. 

8.1. Information sharing 
Members of the community platform have a virtual 
profile which describes their characteristics 
(generated by the system and by the user) and their 
use and collection of information. This makes it 
possible for any user to navigate on the platform via 
the community of users in search for projects or 
people to learn from. Or to include methodology in 
their workflow that has been recommended by the 
system. Two kinds of information are needed to 
enable such information sharing: (1) procedural 
information (content); design processes, 
methodology, tools, activities and (2) meta-
information; information about when, why, how and 
by whom specific processes were followed or 
methodology was used. Because the second type of 
information usually stays inside the head of a 
designer, some functions are integrated in the 
platform to induce designers to share their personal 
experience with processes and methodology. In this 
way the content becomes searchable and the system 
is able to learn from the community. In other words: 
design methodology is able to react to the needs of 
designers. 

Folksonomy 

A Folksonomy, a term coined by Tomas Vander Wal 
(2004), is a set of freely chosen, user generated 
keywords, or tags, related to objects in a virtual, 
social environment for one’s own retrieval. The tags 
are usually open to all others in community. It is the 
opposite of a formal categorization of items; a 
taxonomy. A Folksonomy reflects the meaning the 
users of a set of content give to it, while taxonomy 

reflects the categorization an individual or a group of 
experts have given it. The value is derived from the 
people using their own vocabulary to add explicit 
meaning. On the CBDS platform the users can tag 
users, projects and design methodology while storing 
them in their collections. This helps the user to find 
content easier and also helps the community to 
search in the database easier.  

User generated meaning 

The relations between users, their projects and design 
methodology are aggregated to generate insight into 
their characteristics and use. These relationships can 
exist on three levels:  

• A personal level: what kind of designer uses 
what kind of approach to design? 

• A contextual level: in what kind of situation, and 
for what kind of design task what kind of 
approach is being used? 

• A social level: how many designers use what 
kind of approach in what kind of situation? 

8.2. User interaction 
The CBDS application should support the day-to-day 
activities of designers, and improve the efficiency 
and effectiveness of their processes. In order to be 
accepted by the potential users however, the 
interaction with the system should be easy and 
should match with the normal activities of the 
designer. Three types of interaction of the user with 
the system are defined:  

• Between users: social navigation 

• Between a user and his project(s): workflow 
management 

• Between user and content: social organization of 
information. 

Social navigation  

Usually designing is a collaborative effort, and social 
interaction between colleagues is a common and an 
effective way to access information that is needed. 
However, colleagues might be busy, or people with 
knowledge on a specific topic might not be available 
in the given situation. Designflow provides an online 
social network that includes the expertise and 
experience of its users. Also a natural way of social 
interaction is mimicked, while the network becomes 
much larger, and accessible on demand. Finished 
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projects are stored in relation to the creators, 
including the meaning they gave to it.  

Workflow management 

Design processes are dynamic and uncertain in 
nature, since design problems are ill-defined 
problems (Simon, 1969). Thus, the management of 
design processes is also dynamic. Designflow 
provides a platform that supports the dynamic 
management of design projects and gives designers 
the opportunity to search for suitable methodology 
and external advice at any moment in time. 

Social organization of information  

In a design company, projects and information is 
stored i.e. for the use in future projects. This 
documentation is often realized in pre-categorized or 
chronologically ordered databases, which results is 
poor retrieval rates of information. Designflow 
supports a social way of organizing information; by 
organizing any data around the user profiles of 
designers, including the rich meaning they gave it, 
the chance of finding it back becomes much larger. 
Furthermore, the meaning that is attached to any 
piece of information enables the system to help the 
users by recommending content, based on user or 
project characteristics. 

8.3. Designflow 
Designflow is (the design for) a software solution 
that supports the design community to share design 
information in an integrated way. The design also 
proposes to integrate personal, contextual and social 
information to the design methodology. It is both, a 
translation of the conceptual model of CBDS and a 
community ‘tool’ for designers in practice. This 
means that it is a platform to support information 
sharing which is based on a specific idea of how the 
design community handles information, and a 
specific idea about how it should be supported. The 
basic functions as they appeared in the Designflow 
concept are visualized in figure 4 to 6. The personal 
status page in figure 4 shows the contributions the 
user has made to the community. It also shows 
overall user activity, called the design style, which 
gives insight into the expertise of the user .The 
design style is frequency graph of typical activities of 
the user, including the methodology that was used. 
Based on this information the system can recommend 
specific methodology. Other users can also see the 
user’s design style and decide if they can learn 
something from the user. Users can create a 

 
Figure 4 Screenshot of the opening page on 

Designflow. The four basic functions are 
beneath the Designflow logo 

 
Figure 5 Screenshot of the personal profile page. 

Designflow keeps track of the personal way 
of working and their status within the 
community.

 
Figure 6 Screenshot of the workflow support page. 

Designflow enables designers to plan their 
processes quickly and to add methodology. 
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collection of methodology that they find interesting, 
for example for use in a later project. The platform 
can be searched for projects (including typical 
activities) design methodology and users. The search 
results for design methodology can be filtered for a 
user’s or project’s characteristics. The content of the 
database is open source, is editable and can be 
reviewed. Users can save and review design 
methodology for later use. By giving personal 
keywords to the articles they are easier to find later 
on. It also becomes easier for other users to find 
articles since they can also search based on user 
generated keywords (see also folksonomy in section 
8.1). Projects can be managed in the workflow 
manager. The phases and activities within a project 
can be planned and altered, design methodology can 
be added and all content can be tagged and reviewed. 

Users can create a social network, through which 
information can be accessed in a natural (social) way 
via peers. There are three kinds of possible contacts 
implemented in Designflow: 

• Friends: users can gather other users to join their 
social network based on mutual agreement. 

• Neighbors: the system can recommend other 
users with a similar design style (or if preferred 
with a complementary design style). 

• Groups: users can create groups organized 
around specific topics to collaborate, for example 
a project, or a specific design method. 

9. RESULTS 
For the evaluation of Designflow, nine designers 
were interviewed. They also evaluated the concept of 
Designflow with a questionnaire, of which the results 
can be seen in figures 7 to 11. The figures show the 
average scores that were given to the questions and 
are divided into five topics: online design 
methodology, social navigation, integrated project 
management support, and personal design style. 

9.1. Evaluation of Designflow 
Designflow is (the design for) a software solution 
that supports the design community to share design 
information in an integrated way. The design also 

proposes to integrate personal, contextual and social 
information. It is both, a translation of the conceptual 
model of CBDS and a community ‘tool’ for 
designers in practice. It is a platform to support 
information sharing which is based on a specific idea 
of how the design community handles information, 
and a specific idea about how it should be supported.  

First of all, the conclusion from the open interviews 
was that the concept of Designflow is very good and 
promising. It addresses needs that are very relevant 
to design practice, and are not addressed right now. 
The different topics that the concept of Designflow 
addresses are discussed below.  

Online design methodology 

Designflow supports online access to procedural 
information and specifically to design methodology. 
The participants were very positive about the 
possibility to search for a variety of methods and 
tools that could be used in different situations in their 
projects. Also the possibility to access experiences of 
previous users, application in previous projects and 
examples of implementation was seen as a big 
advantage. Figure 7 shows the feedback in the 
general concept of online information sharing within 
the design community. Figure 8 depicts the average 
scores that were given by the participants for the 
different functions related to online design 
methodology.  

 
Figure 7 Average scores given to questions about 

functions related to the concept of online 
information sharing. Scores ran from a 
negative response (0) to a positive response 
(5). 
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Social navigation 

Designflow supports a virtual, social network of 
designers. Users can search for other designers to 
access for example methodology, expertise, reviews, 
etc. The participants evaluated this feature as 
positive. By supporting the natural way of 
information sharing between designers, via the social 
network, on a virtual platform the participants 
thought that this can become much more efficient 
than the current way they share information. 

Integrated project management support 

Designflow support project management by means of 
a workflow planner. The possibility to do project 
management within Designflow was evaluated both, 
project planning quickly and add positive and 
negative. The possibility to create a methodology to 
the project was seen as valuable. However the option 
that such a project management tool would be usable 
for all aspects of a project was seen as too 
complicated. 

 

Personal design style 

Designflow allows designers to create an online 
identity that keeps track of their activities and 
projects on the platform. The participants were also 
positive about the possibility to receive 
recommendations for methodology from the system 
based on their way of working (design style). The 
possibility to search for other designers with a 
specific expertise was seen as valuable. For example 
it would make it easier to search for people with a 
specific expertise. 

10. DISCUSSION 
Design methodology, at this moment, aims to 
provide structure to the design process. It usually 
does this by providing a description of a generalized 
design process, on an abstract level. We propose that 
due to this abstract and generalized nature of design 
methodology, is has largely distanced itself from the 
needs of the designer in practice. With the concept of 
CMBS we have developed a way to include those 
dimensions into design methodology that are 
valuable for designers on a practical level. CBDS is 

 
Figure 8 Average scores given to questions about 

functions related to online design methodology 
Question 27 addressed the expected frequency 
of use with a scale running from very frequent 
(1) to almost never (5) 

 
Figure 9 Average scores given to questions about 

functions related to social networking within an 
online design community. 

 
Figure 10 Average scores given to questions about 

functions related to a virtual personal profile 
and design style. 

 
Figure 11 Average scores given to questions about 

functions related to integrated workflow 
management. 
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therefore not a kind of knowledge management 
system, but rather a broadening of the scope of 
design methodology. This research was a first step 
towards understanding why designers do not use 
design methodology and towards developing a better 
way to support them. With further development and 
research we can create a better understanding, and 
develop (community based) design methodology that 
fits the needs of designers. 

10.1. Community Based Design support  
The conceptual model of CBDS is the representation 
of the elements and information flows that are 
characteristic for the design community as a whole, 
including the design research community. It has the 
purpose to bridge the gap between design theory and 
design practice by including them both in the 
solution that was developed. 

Structure and organization 

The conceptual model is the representation of the 
organizational pattern of the system and describes 
different information flows of the design community 
and the elements of that system. The elements are the 
design community, their design projects, the 
collective experience and  meaning, the collection of 
design methodology and the design research 
community. The properties of the elements and the 
way they relate at a specific moment in time form the 
structure of the system at that moment. This structure 
can change, because the elements can change: 
designers can evolve and develop different ways of 
working. For example because they adapt to changes 
in society, the nature of their projects can change 
from a focus on engineering to a focus on 
conceptualization, the design research community 
can change their focus of research, etc. Despite these 
changes however, the organization of the elements 
will stay the same. Design researchers will keep 
investigating designers, and trying to support them 
with design methodology. Designers will keep 
designing products for clients and use methodology 
to structure their processes. 

As it is clear from the description above, the 
organizational pattern, i.e. the pattern of information 
flows, is not as dynamic as the elements. The 
properties of the information flows do not change 
easy, e.g. if designers would not produce products 
(applied knowledge) they would not be designers 
anymore. If design researchers would not study 
designers, their processes or their products, they 
would not be design researchers anymore. Thus, the 

information flows are inherent to the design 
community system as a whole. We suggest that the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the way design 
methodology is shared within the design community 
determines the ‘health’ of the system. We also 
suggest that at this time some of the information 
flows are not shared properly. And that this can be 
supported and improved by the CBDS platform  

We can state that the gap between design research 
and design practice exists because some of these 
information flows do not always reach their intended 
users, or at least do not reach them in an appropriate 
way. This also became clear from the evaluation of 
the interviews:  

“I think that within a design office there is a need for 
such a tool, (...). It is something new, it does not 
exist”.  

“I think there is an enormous opportunity (...) I think 
there is a niche that is not touched, and is new. This 
(Designflow) can be a contribution, not only for 
research but also for practice” 

10.2. Comprehensiveness and 
confidentiality 

On a community platform that is open and accessible 
via the internet, design information (e.g. 
methodology and information about the context) can 
be shared between members of the community. This 
has the advantage that for example methodology can 
be used, shared, contributed and evaluated in a 
networked way. However, when design information 
is shared within an online community privacy issues 
arise. The risk of having a competitor seeing your 
design process for a particular product does not seem 
attractive to many design companies.  

It is however quite possible with modern information 
technology to built in security functions that can be 
used to protect sensitive information. Moreover, 
CBDS does not need members to contribute 
information about complete processes to the 
platform. It can learn from single choices within a 
process to add to the collective intelligence of the 
community platform. For example: the choice of a 
specific kind of designer to use a specific method in a 
specific moment in his or her process is very 
valuable knowledge when this kind of information is 
aggregated from hundreds of users.  

The main advantage of CBDS, as opposed to 
knowledge management systems, is that it supports 
all the different information flows of figure 3 in an 
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integrated way. It also aggregates the meta-
information that users of the platform attach to 
procedural information. It can therefore ‘learn’ from 
the community as a whole, and include all the 
dimensions that are relevant in a design process. It 
can learn from all the designers that use the system, 
and feed this collective experience back into the 
community.  

11. CONCLUSIONS 
The research started with an exploration of what 
kinds of information designers use, and what role 
design methodology plays in this. We concluded that 
methodology is only sparsely used. One reason for 
this may be that methodology does not fit the needs 
of designers. Based on these insights, we defined 
research questions with which we hypothesized that 
to overcome the gap between research and practice 
an online community approach is a solution.  

In more specific words; we concluded that every 
design project is approached in a unique way on an 
activity level; the level of subsequent activities. And 
design methodology, having the goal of supporting 
designers with structure for their processes, lacks the 
proper dimensions for it to fit these needs. We 
proposed that by including the personal, contextual, 
social and dynamic dimensions to design 
methodology this gap between the needs of the 
designer on a practical level and the generalized, 
abstract structure that design methodology offers can 
be bridged. The development and testing of a first 
prototype showed us that CBDS is able to bridge this 
gap. The community approach enables us to take a 
broader approach to design methodology and create a 
better fit.  

One of the kinds of information that deserves special 
attention is the experience and meaning that is 
created collectively by designers during their 
projects. It is needed to be able to learn from the past. 
To apply information that was created somewhere in 
the community in a new situation, by a different 
designer for a different task, this meaning gives 
important insights. Yet, currently it does not reach its 
potential users. However, design methodology would 
become much more valuable if these information 
flows would be integrated. “When you have a system 
with which you can share information very easily, 
with which you can built a virtual memory. A 
collective memory of experiences that you have (...) 
this is very valuable for people who work in 
innovation”.  

CBDS can be a powerful tool in doing research on 
how designers work, how their processes are created. 
And more important what their needs for 
methodological support are. This would be very 
valuable input for the researchers to create more 
efficient, but most important more effective 
methodology that can be used effortlessly by 
practitioners as well as students. 
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