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Abstract. Online design discussion sites are a popular networking platform
drawing thousands of designers from all around the globe. These sites show
promise as emerging design resource by enabling designers to learn about de-
sign techniques and tools, share ideas and to seek (receive) critique to help re-
fine their ideas, and to learn from other designers’ experience. In this paper, we
report results of a study that aims to understand designers’ experience and ac-
tivities in online design discussion site and how they relate to design. We have
analyzed member profiles (N=12164), posts submitted by one-time posters
(N=2854), and post-contents (N=1004) for a month and conducted follow-up
interviews (N=5) to investigate what roles such sites play in supporting design.
Our findings reveal that while designers find such sites extremely promising,
ineffective representation of ongoing activities, lack of visibility of contribu-
tion, and difficulty in finding needed information hinder (even discourage)
participation. We propose actionable implications that can lead into better site
design.

Keywords: Creative Design, Design Community, Online Design Discussion
Site, Design Critique.

1 Introduction

Online discussion sites provide a place for informal conversation for people with
similar experience [1] as well as offer opportunities for building and maintaining
relationships. Online discussion sites serve as effective sources of communication [2],
information gathering and entertainment [3]. Online design discussion sites (ODDS)
are a small but important subset, attracting many designers especially students and
freelancers - offering an informal environment for communication and collaboration.

Design researchers consider creative design to be a social process [4, 5] and crea-
tive outcomes are attributed to the discussion and collaboration among designers as it
promotes divergent thinking [6]. ODDS thus show promise in supporting design crea-
tivity by allowing designers to share and receive critique on their ideas from a diverse
group of designers, making design sociable. For many freelance and student designers
who don’t have access to a design team or colleagues to assist in the design process,
ODDS are the only source of critique.
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Due to the popularity of the online networking and socializing sites, a large number
of researchers have focused on understanding collaborative content-creation [7, 8, 9]
and users’ socializing behavior in this setting [10]. In addition to the facilities that any
online discussion site may provide, ODDS present an opportunity to share early ideas
and receive critique from a diverse group of designers — allowing the designer to
consider different perspectives and thus making these sites valuable resource for crea-
tive design. We believe research focusing on understanding designers’ experience and
activities in ODDS and how these ongoing activities relate to design will lead to bet-
ter design support sites - enhancing the utilization of ODDS as a resource for creative
design. We extend research in this area by taking a first step towards this goal — aim-
ing to offer insight about current practices and to identify areas that need to be ad-
dressed to increase the effectiveness of such sites.

In this paper, we report results from a study that investigated activities, contents,
and user experience in a popular ODDS aiming to understand the role of such sites as
a design resource. Our study offered several important insights - (1) requests for criti-
que and information about design techniques account for 70% of the total activity; (2)
novice (mainly student) designers utilize these sites to seek critique and to learn about
design techniques and tools; (3) expert designers (mainly freelance) utilize these sites
to find collaborators and to promote their work; (4) critique and information requests
receive notable number of responses within a short period of time (on an average, 7.8
and 5 replies respectively within the same day); (5) contribution is highly skewed
with only 6.1% members contributing 83.28% of total content; (6) contribution is a
function of members’ need, rank, and experience with the site; and (7) members’
experience varies as a function of involvement with the site and the information pro-
vided on their profiles. We also offer actionable implications that can improve the
design of ODDS.

2 Related Work

Internet facilitates information sharing using various systems including online net-
works [11]. Online discussion sites are successors of online bulletin boards which
created the culture of mass communication [1,12]. Bulletin boards and early discus-
sion sites concentrated on information sharing and problem solving in specific do-
mains such as sports, politics, religion, technical hot lines, etc. With the rapid increase
of Internet users, discussion sites became a part of the online culture [13].

Recent years have seen tremendous growth in the popularity of online design dis-
cussion communities (ODDS) (e.g., core77, highend3d, about.com). ODDS show
potential to support creativity in design by providing a platform for exchanging ideas,
refining ideas based on critique from a diverse group of designers through open com-
munication and collaboration. However, ODDS look exactly like any other discussion
group and provide little support for identifying the ongoing design activities - hinder-
ing the effective utilization of these sites as a design resource. Little is known about
the designers’ needs and experience surrounding ODDS. In our research we take a
first step towards filling this gap by offering insight about existing practice and identi-
fying areas that deserve attention.
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Researchers examined the pattern of participation in the online setting, especially
sites that create encyclopedic material [9], provide entertainment resources [7, 8],
and/or offer social networking capabilities [10]. Work on online movie databases
examined factors that influence contribution [7]. Considerable amount of work also
focused on the contribution pattern in Wikipedia [14, 15, 9]. While both entertainment
and content-creation communities try to motivate users to contribute by creating an
opportunity for self-satisfaction, ODDS additionally offer an opportunity to enhance
the quality of designs by receiving critique on ongoing designs from a diverse group
of designers. The difference in ongoing activities and users’ expectation makes it
difficult to directly apply lessons from other communities to encourage effective par-
ticipation in design discussion sites. Our work attempts to extend existing research on
online communities by offering deeper understanding about ongoing activities and
factors that influence designers’ experience in these sites.

3 Methodology

The purpose of our research was to gain insight about activities and motivations for
participation in ODDS and whether and how they relate to design. Our study com-
bined both quantitative and qualitative research methods to investigate the activities
and learn about user experience of core77, a thriving online design discussion site
[16]. For our study, we have chosen core77, but we believe that our findings are gene-
ralizable to other ODDS.

We have collected and analyzed member profiles (N=12164) along with post
history (rank, number of posts, number of replies) to examine participation pattern
and to identify factors that influence members’ experience in the site. We have also
analyzed all contents posted in a month (N=1004, 177 threads receiving 827 replies)
to investigate types of posts and their relation to different design activity. Additional-
ly, we have analyzed all posts (N=2854) submitted by the one-time posters (members
who posted just once) to identify underlying factors, if any, that motivated the only
post but hindered or discouraged further active participation. To better understand
members’ experience, we have conducted semi-structured interviews with five core77
users who have varying level of involvement with the site - ranging from administra-
tor to semi-active users. See table 1 for a sample of the interview questions.

Table 1. Sample of the questions asked during the interview

Participation

What factors influence your participation in the site?

Does your participation pattern change with time? What factors influence this change?

Motivation

What motivates you to contribute in the site?

From your perspective, what are the potential benefits of active participation in the site?

Challenge

From your perspective, what are the main obstacles that hinder active participation?




222 M. Sharmin and B.P. Bailey

4 Study Results

4.1 Post Categories — Conversational, Design Technique and Information,
Informational, and Critique

Designers participate in ODDS for a variety of reasons, including informal conserva-
tion, query about design tools and techniques, seeking critique about ongoing ideas or
just sharing information about design events. In core77, there are 21 different topic
categories from which we identified 12 most active categories, such as general design
discussion, sketching, portfolio, etc. in terms of number of posts and views. Analysis
of the posts indicated that posts related to critique and design technique dominate 10
of the 12 most active categories. Overall, requests for critique and question regarding
design techniques and tools accounted for over 70% of the posts in the 12 category
studied. This clearly indicates the predominant utilization of these sites as a resource
for creative design as opposed to a place for informal networking.

We have analyzed the post-contents to identify types of posts and whether and how
they relate to different types of design activity. Content analysis revealed that posts
can be broadly categorized into four types — (i) Conversational: Informal experience
sharing - targeted to initiate discussion (e.g., good examples of “design language”);
(ii) Design Technique and Information: Query seeking information on tools and tech-
niques (e.g., How do I do good transition surfaces?); (iii) Informational: Posts con-
taining links of design events, jobs, blogs, or articles (e.g., design job websites); and
(iv) Critique: Posts seeking or providing critique on a design, often including a link to
the project or portfolio or images along with a brief description of the project (e.g.,
feedback please...maybe a critique here and there). Figure 1 presents a screen capture
of one such category indicating that different types of posts get represented in the
same manner providing no information about the type or content.
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Fig. 1. Posts from one category of core77. Posts can be categorized as a) conversational; b)
informational; and c) design techniques and tools, but the current interface represents all these
similarly, providing no feedback to the members about the post types.
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Table 2. Post categories and activities surrounding posts by one-time posters in core77

Category Average (Reply) | Stdv (Reply) | Average (View) | Stdv (View)
Design Tech. and Info. | 5.06 10.58 2210.26 4584.07
Conversational 12.23 18.86 5458.22 13570.98
Critique 7.82 7.90 2844.88 2620.85
Informational 1.58 2.48 1168.11 1009.13

Our interviewees expressed that not all designers are interested in all types of posts
and consider it difficult to find posts of interest. Similar finding has also been reported
in [17] for online Q and A sites, where some users preferred to look at informational
vs. conversational posts. The high cost associated with finding posts that demand
attention and can be benefitted by a members’ response limits the utilization of such
sites. As a result, to ensure effective participation, it is utmost important to distinguish
between different types of posts. While categorization and filtering of posts based of
types will allow the members to find posts of interest effectively, categorization solely
based on content is difficult and often imperfect as the original and subsequent posts
can fall into multiple categories. Providing option for indicating the post type along
with content-based categorization may lead to better representation of posts.

4.2 Pattern of Participation: A Function of Need, Rank, and Expertise

Posts are prompted to satisfy information need: 75% of one-time posters posted on
the same day they have become registered members. This behavior may occur due to
the fact that users are “required to register” to post. 60% of the one-time posters were
seeking information on specific design tool or technique while 28.6% engaged in
conversational topics. Interestingly, only 5.6% of the one-time posters were request-
ing critique — emphasizing members’ tendency to become familiar with the site before
posting a critique request. See table 2 for the community response for posts submitted
by one-time posters — reflecting that even new members receive significant number of
replies and views from the community. Interestingly, 30% of these one-time posts
also replied to other designers’ posts, indicating the presence of passive participation
from a significantly large number of users.

Ranking as an ineffective mechanism to encourage contribution: Like many existing
online communities, Core77 uses a ranking model to categorize its members. The cur-
rent ranking model utilized is as follows: Administrator, Moderator, Full-self Realiza-
tion, Step four, Step three, Step two, Step one, and then members without any rank. See
table 3 for a rank-based distribution of members and their contribution. Moderators and
administrators not only maintaining a clean and welcoming environment but also are the
most active users (23% posts are contributed by them who are 0.13% of the total mem-
bers). Most of the other members take a semi-active role, posting when needed. Posi-
tions such as moderators and administrators are usually awarded to members who have
high rank (calculated based on number of posts). While ranking is used as a mechanism
for encouraging participation, the current ranking is proved ineffective as 93% users in
the site have no rank, with 39.5% never posting anything and an additional 23.5% post-
ing just once. High effort required for finding thread of interest is reported as one of the
main reasons hindering contribution.
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Table 3. Contribution statistics of members in core77

Rank Category Post Post Member Post Member | Post

(Required) | (Avg.) (% of (% of (cum %) | (cum %)
Total) Total)

Administrator - 3275.0 0.02 7.35 0.02 7.35

Moderator - 1608.3 0.11 15.6 0.13 22.95

Full self- >=600 0.19 16.2 0.32 39.15

realization 943.1

Step four 200~599 340.6 0.57 17.6 0.89 56.75

Step three 100~199 136.9 0.75 9.3 1.64 66.05

Step two 50~99 68.7 1.40 8.7 3.04 74.75

Step one 20~49 30.2 3.06 8.4 6.1 83.15

No rank <20 2.0 89.5 16.7 95.6 99.85

Spammer - 0.00 3.19 0.00 98.8

Banned - 0.19 1.2 0.02 100

step ke __ slep o ___slep murank
A% o= T 0%
2%

* step tour ﬂ
7% )

Fig. 2. Distribution of rank-wise daily posts

Time of involvement with the site and expertise influences participation: In core77,
93% of all daily posts are replies from members who are involved with the site for a
long time and are highly ranked members of the community (see figure 2). While a
majority of the new members post on their first day, only 0.005% of the daily post is
submitted by the new members. Expertise of the members also plays an important
role in the participation. In core77, expert designers rarely request critique on their
own design, but offer critique and/or information on design to novice members. While
novice designers mostly seek help, expert designers almost always offer help. Inter-
view revealed that expert designers utilize other medium for seeking critique — mostly
sending e-mails to friends whom they found and build relationship through the site.
Expert designers also consider providing critique as a way of repaying the design
community. The quotes from two interviewees nicely summarize this behavior:

“If designers are just going into the industry, I feel more apt to share information
with them as I don't want them to fall into the same holes where I fall on to...I try to
respond to requests for design feedback as much as possible.”
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“I started using core77 as a student and I was blown away with the idea of being able
to interact with real designers. I like the fact that as a professional, I am accessible to
students and can give back what I've earned over the past decade in a way that is easy
to access and fully documented.”

4.3 Motivation for Participation

Finding mentors and collaborators: Student and freelance designers, who have limited
access to expert designers, utilize ODDS to contact expert designers in their area of
design. The site provides opportunity to create relationship with expert designers and
find mentors and collaborators in an informal environment. Freelance designers often
mention ODDS as the place for meeting other designers, finding mentors and collabora-
tors for future projects. However, while long-time members find mentors or collabora-
tors by judging the interaction history, new comers in a site have no information about
how to search for a potential mentor/collaborator. One designer commented:

“If you are looking at sites, where you see people again and again, it’s the perception
that you grow about the people, what type of materials they post, how is the quality of
information, how do they help, etc. to see how he will be able to mentor me personal-
ly. Ask questions and see how the designers respond. (But) background and expertise
information about designers would be great as then there will be experts to whom you
can go to.”

Access to design resources: Members utilize the site to receive critique from a
diverse group of designers. Additionally, the site features articles and events of latest
and greatest happenings in the world of design. Designers view it as a one stop place
for their informational, emotional needs, nicely summarized by a designer:

“We joined to discuss among us, but it was a useful source for getting feedback, pro-

fessional people give you advice, you can get news about things that interest you,
there are groups that discuss overseas jobs, recruiters also participate in this site. It
is a place where you can get all sorts of news and entertainment.”

Experience sharing in a less competitive environment: Designers become users of
online sites, primarily to interact with designers who share similar experiences but
could not be reached by any other medium. ODDS also provide an environment
where designers can share ideas without the stress of constant evaluation and peer
pressure, which can enhance design creativity [5]. One designer stated:

“Online forums create a much more accessible, less formal community than attending
local IDSA or AIGA events where the designer is often with people he/she is directly
competing with. The forum can be anonymous and less threatening.”

4.4 Influence of Profile Information on Member Activity and Experience

While race, gender, and social status can highly impact the interaction of participants
in offline communities, in online setting it is likely to have less impact. However,
users’ self-portrayal in an online setting influences her networking and communica-
tion behavior. Lampe et al. discussed how inclusion of certain information in user’s
Facebook profile enhanced their friend-making capacity [18]. In core77, members can
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add (optional) information such as website, occupation, and avatar in their profiles.
The average number of replies received is 23.2 vs. 4.3 for users who provided addi-
tional info vs. no information. While there is no option for providing information on
race, gender or social status, our interviewees expressed that gender and affiliation
play a role to gain more attention. One designer commented:

“Better school usually gives a certain amount of respect to posters. Women are usual-
ly given special attention because they are rare (in ID at least).”

In core77-like setting, it is difficult to verify user profile and racial and gender associ-
ation. In-depth analysis is needed to learn how these information impacts members’
experience with the site.

4.5 Lack of Control over Audience Forces Interaction to Be Not So Informal

As a medium, ODDS preserve all user interaction history and it is possible to track
down members responsible for posts by any other member and at any given point.
This makes participants conscious about their interaction as they can be held
responsible for a comment that they made 10 years ago when they were unfamiliar
with the setting. This everlasting memory of the site hinders fluid participation as it is
impossible to imagine target audience [14] and participants have no control over it.
Allowing participants to define their own privacy model (e.g., Facebook allows
users to define who can view their profile, posted materials, etc.) may encourage
more designers to participate more as they will have control over their posted
materials.

5 Design Implications and Discussion

5.1 Create Awareness of Posts of Interest

Though there are high level categories that guide users to post their requests under a
specific topic, each of these categories contain a number of subcategories and get
numerous new posts every day. The overhead of finding threads that require help and
would benefit from a reply is extremely high. This leads to inefficient distribution of
efforts where some posts get more responses while others get overlooked. One
solution can be routing posts to different users based on their area of expertise. This
routing can be done automatically by collecting data from a user’s profile and by
analyzing previous posts and interaction history.

5.2 Provide Activity-Based Summary of the Categories

Like almost all ODDS, core77 interface provides a linear list of discussion categories
with an icon indicating new posts. To read a post, users have to go through a series of
steps and sometimes several pages before finding anything interesting. Also, to get an
idea about the post content, users have to click on the individual posts to see the orig-
inal and subsequent posts. Additionally, all the posts look similar despite differences
in their contents. One possible solution is to provide a visual summary (graphs indi-
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cating new posts and number of replies and views) of the activities of each category in
the discussion home page — providing better awareness of ongoing activity. Highlight-
ing keywords from new threads may also reduce the burden on users to search for
topics of interest.

5.3 Support Categorization of Posts Based on Content

At present all posts are presented under the same label irrespective of the content.
However, not all members are interested in all types of posts and categorizing posts
such as conversational or critique will benefit members to effectively find posts of
interest. Similar finding has been reported by [17] in context of Q and A sites. Provid-
ing a default set of tags or keywords such as conversational, critique will allow users
to attach these to their posts. Alternatively, content classifiers can be used to suggest
tags or keywords to a user for a new post and users can accept or select a tag that best
describes the post.

5.4 Provide Awareness of (Quality) Contribution

Like many other sites, ranking in core77 is solely based on number of posts - ignoring
the quality and impact of the posted material (e.g., an in-depth critique is considered
similar to a comment like “great work!”). The ranking system also ignores works such
as efforts required to maintain a clean environment (site). Users who contribute quali-
ty materials or are engaged in the maintenance often feel demoralized as their contri-
bution is not visible and well-recognized.

Making contribution visible will make users aware of their and other’s contribu-
tion. Adding an automated activity graph in users’ profile can help in this direction.
To reflect the impact and quality of a contribution, users can award points or rank the
post and it can be used along with number of posts to determine overall ranking. As
contributions will be judged in terms of quality and quantity, users may feel moti-
vated to contribute frequently and it may also improve the quality of contribution.
Additionally, providing a summary of top contributors may motivate more users to
actively participate as they become aware of the level of effort necessary to achieve
higher rank in the community.

6 Conclusion

This paper offers insight about activities and designers’ experience and participation
pattern in ODDS. The study sheds light on the factors that influence particpartion in
these sites — highlighting areas that need improvement. As more and more designers
are getting involved in these communities every day, it is important to understand
what factors hinder their participation and how we can assist in lowering these bar-
riers. As a new form of creative community there is a lot to learn about the audience
of these groups, individual’s perception of privacy and security in this setting and
how that can be maintained, and how individuals can best utilize this setting for en-
hancing design creativity. Ineffective representation of activities and information are
considered as one of the major factors that hinder participation. Another major issue
observed is the lack of active participation by the majority of the members. To ensure
the success of such communities, it is essential that a significant number of members
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actively participate and eventually reduce the burden on the few committed ones who
carry the community. In-depth research is needed to understand how to close the gap
between passive and active participation and encourage more people to effectively
participate. Another area of future research is the role of status and power in this set-
ting and how that affects overall participation.
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