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Abstract

Software design, as a dynamic and context-dependent practice,
plays a crucial role in addressing the evolving challenges of soft-
ware development. It requires continuous adaptation to tech-
nological advancements and changing user expectations, making
ideation and problem-framing vital for successful outcomes. User-
Centred Design (UCD) is a foundational methodology prioritising
user needs and iterative feedback, recognised as a potential av-
enue to achieving human-centred software solutions. However, the
practical implementation of UCD faces challenges, particularly in
educational settings where guidance for students is often insuf-
ficient, and the need for structure and scaffolding is dire. This
discrepancy is compounded by the diverse needs of practition-
ers and the constraints of real-world environments, such as time,
resources, and organisational goals, which can hinder the applica-
tion of structured UCD processes. As software design challenges
become more complex, the need for flexible, yet structured soft-
ware design processes that balance detailed guidance with adapt-
ability becomes more pronounced.

This thesis explores the application of a structured UCD pro-
cess called the UCD Sprint, that aims to support the needs of
both students and practitioners in navigating these complexities
effectively while maintaining alignment with user needs. Through
five key papers, the research explores how the UCD Sprint can
address the challenges faced by practitioners and students. Key
findings include identifying limitations in current UCD practices,
such as time constraints, insufficient managerial support, and con-
flicting stakeholder priorities, highlighting the flexibility required
for practitioners to adapt UCD processes to unique project needs
while ensuring that these processes remain efficient and scalable
across various contexts.

A significant focus of the thesis is on students, while learning
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to conduct UCD activities in the early stages of software devel-
opment. The findings show that the structure offered through
the UCD Sprint proves effective in addressing the needs of stu-
dents learning UCD. The UCD Sprint provides essential scaffold-
ing, aiding students in developing critical skills like problem fram-
ing and avoiding premature fixation on solutions. Feedback from
classroom integration of the UCD Sprint shows positive outcomes,
including improved comfort with core UCD activities. The struc-
tured process can bring value through bridging the gap between
theoretical knowledge and practical application, thus demonstrat-
ing the importance of scaffolding in supporting students.

The theoretical and practical implications of this thesis em-
phasise the need for adaptability, and context-sensitivity when
aiming to cater to the specific needs of practitioners, and the role
of UCD processes in this environment. Furthermore, the findings
show the importance of breaking down complex projects into man-
ageable components and exposing students to a variety of UCD
activities to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the process.
Ultimately, this thesis contributes to the knowledge of the needs
of practitioners and students, but also to the knowledge of the
development of UCD processes.

Keywords: User-Centred Design, Design Process, Design
Practice, Higher Education
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Software design is cultural and context-dependent [1]-[3], it influ-
ences the world, and the world influences it back. Fundamentally,
it is a way of thinking and problem-solving that has increasingly
become recognised as crucial for innovation and addressing the
world’s challenges [4].

Software design has evolved to focus on how software systems
can enhance human lives and abilities [5], influencing lives for
better [6] or for worse [7]. This further positions software design as
a complex problem-solving practice. To navigate this complexity,
ideation and problem framing become crucial [8], [9].

Many approaches and processes have evolved for conducting
software design. In their research, Sanders and Stappers [11]
present a two-dimensional matrix to outline the map of design
practice and research, providing a framework that encapsulates
some of the varied approaches and perspectives present, further
discussed by Sanders [10], and illustrated in Figure 1.1. The
matrix maps design research across two dimensions: approach
(Research-Led vs. Design-Led) and mindset (Expert Mindset vs.
Participatory Mindset).

This thesis explores a software design process from User-Centred
Design (UCD) [12]. UCD positions itself predominantly at the
intersection of Research-Led and Expert-Mindset. As shown on
the map, UCD serves as an umbrella term encompassing various
methods and approaches, leading to variations in its definition
[10]. At its core, UCD is a foundational design approach, that
prioritises user needs, goals, and behaviours. Initially conceptu-
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Figure 1.1: Map of Design Practice and Design Research, Source
[10]

alised in the 1970s, it gained prominence from the second half of
the 1980s, through work by Donald Norman and Stephen Draper
[12]. UCD was formalised in the ISO standards such as ISO 13407
[13] and ISO 9241-210 [14], and it provides a framework that cen-
tres the software design activities around user tasks, contexts, and
feedback, promoting iteration in order to meet user needs [14].

UCD has evolved and matured alongside new challenges. The
existing principles for UCD, notably those outlined in the ISO
9241-210 [14] emphasise iteration and continuous user feedback.
However, while UCD is conceptually appealing, implementing it
as a practical, adaptable, and consistent methodology across var-
ious contexts and project scopes presents significant challenges,
revealing gaps between UCD theory and its practical application
[15]-[17]. This is partially due to the wide variety of activities
performed [17].

To address some of these challenges, UCD processes can be
essential, creating systems that respond effectively to complex,
dynamic user requirements. Processes can offer structure and
flexibility, linking together series of activities. The 2010 ISO



9241-210 [18] suggests a UCD process must be abstract and itera-
tive. It should encompass stages known under a variety of names,
from divergence, transformation, convergence [19], to discover, de-
fine, develop, deliver [20], offering guidance through exploration,
ideation, and refinement. These stages and the activities within
them are integral to understanding user needs, generating inno-
vative solutions, and evaluating design outcomes.

UCD processes may further facilitate collaboration and main-
tain consistency, especially in multidisciplinary teams where stake-
holders may have varying priorities or communication issues, as
processes can offer a shared language and set of practices. This
can enhance communication and streamline decision-making, en-
abling teams to address complex user needs efficiently [21].

As UCD is complex and dynamic, it has to be learned and
practised, thus the level of competencies can vary from being a
student to having a professional skillset. In this work, practition-
ers are defined as professionals focused on designing software so-
lutions, having a professional skillset to do so. While their scope
and experience levels might vary, they are employed in a role
that requires skills and knowledge in the field of software design.
Throughout the literature, these individuals are categorised under
a variety of job titles, including but not limited to human factor
specialist or user interface designer [22], Human-Centred Design
or UCD or User Experience (UX) practitioner/professional [23],
thus this thesis uses the term practitioner as an umbrella term. In
a similar manner, in this work, students are defined as individu-
als who are currently undergoing formal training in UCD, and do
not have practical experience. In the context of the publications
included in this thesis, this refers specifically to bachelor students
in Computer Science and Software Engineering.

Practitioners demonstrate rather different problem-solving abil-
ities and approach UCD differently than students, although they
might use the same UCD activities. For example, as UCD is com-
plex and iterative, it relies heavily on problem framing to define
and structure problems and ill-defined challenges. Early problem
framing is particularly critical when engaging in ideation or ex-
ploration, as it is the step clarifying boundaries and setting the
potential directions for the project [24], [25]. However, iteration
through framing and reframing is a highly complex task [26] and,
as problems and solutions co-evolve, problems require continuous
re-evaluation throughout [27], [28]. While practitioners can lever-
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age their experience and domain knowledge to frame complexity
effectively, students often lack these skills and tend to fixate pre-
maturely on solutions [25].

Research further shows practitioners leverage prior experience
to generate and evaluate solutions early, which leads to efficient
prediction and refinement of outcomes [29]. Those lacking expe-
rience and practice, on the other hand, tend to adopt a trial-and-
error approach [30], [31]. Additionally, Deininger et al. [32] found
that while students engaged in various prototyping activities, they
often lacked strategic intent, relying on trial-and-error. Based on
this, Deininger et al. [32] underscore the importance of reflective
practice, and targeted training for better outcomes, as well as by
encouraging iterative prototyping activities.

From the increasing complexity of UCD challenges, we see
not only a difference in approach to UCD activities, but also a
discrepancy in needs emerge. Limited time, resources, manage-
rial support, and alignment with rapid iteration cycles often con-
strain UCD practitioners [15], [17], [33], [34]. While adopted in
practice, rapid iteration cycles can restrict comprehensive user
research and testing, and insufficient managerial support may de-
prioritise comprehensive user research, limiting the depth of user
insights gathered, in favour of business objectives [33]—[35]. On
the student side, a reoccurring issue is that many of the existing
UCD principles are primarily addressed to practitioners already
familiar with UCD activities. This leaves unaddressed the need
for structured guidance that supports the needs of students in
understanding how to apply said UCD activities.

Students also benefit from a clear roadmap to develop founda-
tional skills. A UCD process can offer them a scaffolded approach,
as introduced by Wood et al., [36], offering temporary support
and gradually decreasing assistance as competence grows. This
can balance the need for detailed guidance with room for creative
exploration [15], [37]. A UCD process can also allow students to
dedicate themselves to the project without feeling overburdened
[38]. By providing a framework and boundaries, UCD processes
can allow students to build comfort and confidence with user-
centred activities, before starting to adapt these approaches based
on project demands. In this way, UCD processes can aim to pre-
pare students for professional environments.

To summarise, practitioners often encounter resource constraints,
tight deadlines, and competing stakeholder interests. The use of
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a UCD process in practitioner contexts can offer a foundation
that supports consistency and adaptability, ensuring that each
design decision aligns with user needs while accommodating re-
source and time constraints [33]. In educational contexts, a UCD
process can represent a manner of integrating a wide variety of
UCD activities in a constricted time period, in order to maximise
productivity while keeping track of goals and restrictions such as
budget, time, or team availability [15].

With the aim to introduce UCD into an iterative, fast-paced
process, the UCD Sprint was created. The UCD Sprint evolved
through iterations based on extensive feedback, leading to a re-
fined structure that emphasises user research. Designed by Human-
Computer Interaction researchers from the Nordics, as a step-by-
step process, it aims to aid software teams in idea generation while
maintaining a strong user focus [39]. It consists of three phases,
Discovery, Design, and Reality Check, each with six activities. In
these phases, the UCD Sprint aims to guide teams through a series
of UCD activities such as user interviews, low- and high-fidelity
prototype evaluations, and iterative redesign, emphasising under-
standing user needs early and consistently incorporating user feed-
back. This makes it particularly useful for exploring innovative
software ideas. Its structure aims to accommodate both students
and practitioner contexts, providing clear guidance for students,
while addressing limitations faced by practitioners.

1.1 Research Questions

This thesis aims to investigate how the UCD Sprint can address
the specific needs of both practitioners and students. The research
questions focus on key aspects of UCD practice and educational
contexts. This is done through the following research questions:

RQ1: Practitioner Needs and Results

How can the introduction of the UCD Sprint process address the
key limitations in the current ways of working of UCD practition-
ers?

RQ2: Student Needs and Results
How can the introduction of the UCD Sprint process address the
needs of students learning UCD?
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1.2 Outline and Publications

The work towards answering the research questions is comprised
of five papers, included in the current thesis, as shown in Figure
1.2. It aims to answer these research questions in the context
of the UCD Sprint process, applied across various contexts to
understand how it is perceived by practitioners and students alike.

RQ1: Practitioner
@ Needs and

.. RQL Student

<f° Needs and
Results

Results

A N

[ Publication | }[ Publication Il ][ Publication 1l ][ Publication IV }[ Publication V ]

Figure 1.2: Publication Overview

The UCD Sprint as a process is new, and its adaptability in
meeting both practitioner and student needs has not been exten-
sively studied, and there is limited empirical evidence regarding
its suitability as a UCD process across different contexts. By
studying the UCD Sprint from the perspectives of practitioners,
both within a structured course setting and through initial impres-
sions, and in student contexts with bachelor students at different
stages in their education, and in its application to a specific en-
vironment in the context of game design, this research aims to
identify whether the UCD Sprint, as a UCD process, can be con-
sistently applied across these diverse settings. Further, the thesis
aims to explore if, and how, the needs of these two demographics
- practitioners and students, can be met.

1.3 The UCD Sprint Digital Aid

The UCD Sprint digital aid is part of the contribution of the cur-
rent thesis. The process of designing the educational digital aid *
used across all publications focusing on students, followed a struc-
tured and iterative approach based on the UCD Sprint process.

Ihttps://ucdsprint.com/
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The aid was envisioned as a comprehensive resource hub contain-
ing instructions, templates, and examples to support educators
and students in engaging with the UCD Sprint process.

To ensure the creation of a relevant and useful platform, I
conducted interviews with students to understand their needs,
expectations, and potential challenges. I systematically analysed
the data gathered from these interviews to identify key features
and functionalities that the Digital Aid should prioritise. Based
on these findings, I created a series of prototypes, iteratively re-
fined them, and performed a series of tests to assess how well the
digital aid meets the needs of its target users. The development
process was supported by collaboration with a team containing
a professor and two practitioners. The professor contributed in-
sights into academic requirements and student needs, while the
practitioners provided technical guidance and the final develop-
ment effort. The digital aid serves as an accessible tool for the
educational community and a practical application of the UCD
Sprint process, aligning with the goals of the thesis.

The digital aid was formally validated in Publication III, was
presented in courses and presentations at a range of universities
and conferences, and is currently in use in courses at Reykjavik
University, and open to the larger public.

1.4 Thesis Contributions

The contributions of this thesis span theoretical and practical do-
mains. The theoretical contribution lies in the outlining of find-
ings and presentation in the context of core, contextual, and pe-
ripheral UCD activities, which aims to offer a nuanced perspective
that can be used when using or teaching UCD processes. The the-
sis brings together insights from multiple publications, analysing
the UCD Sprint process in both student and practitioner environ-
ments, findings of which can be transferred on a practical level on
potential approaches to UCD in educational environments. The
work towards this thesis further contributes through the develop-
ment of the UCD Sprint website, an accessible digital aid that sup-
ports the teaching and learning of the UCD Sprint. This website
serves as a structured resource, offering guided steps to navigate
the UCD Sprint process. Last but not least, the thesis provides
a series of recommendations based on the findings, on how to ap-
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proach UCD processes as a concept, and their potential role in
practitioner and student contexts.

1.5 Thesis Journey

The development of this thesis was shaped by an iterative process
informed by multiple stages of feedback and reflection, beginning
with the initial thesis proposal. In 2022, during the first year
of the PhD studies, the proposal was formally presented to the
thesis committee and peer researchers in an open presentation.
This session provided a platform for detailed critique and con-
structive feedback. The feedback from this presentation prompted
significant revisions, including the enhancement of the theoretical
framework and the study design to ensure its alignment with the
broader objectives of the thesis.

The iterative nature of the thesis was further reinforced through
participation in academic consortia. In 2023, the thesis was pre-
sented at the doctoral consortium of the INTERACT conference,
which provided an opportunity to engage with an international
community of researchers and practitioners, in a context focusing
specifically on the thesis and its direction. The feedback from
this consortium highlighted the importance of contextualising the
UCD Sprint within a broader design landscape and addressing
emerging challenges in its application. Building on this, another
round of feedback was received at the HCSE 2024 doctoral con-
sortium [40], which called attention to the need to narrow down to
very specifics in order to provide a comprehensive analysis of the
UCD Sprint process, that can then be used as a building platform
for future, more high-level research endeavours.

Each of these engagements prompted adjustments to the the-
sis, ranging from minor refinements in writing and framing to
substantial revisions in the methodological approach and analysis
strategies. Collectively, the feedback from these stages strength-
ened the thesis coherence but also underscored the dynamic, evolv-
ing nature of the research process itself. This iterative engagement
with expert feedback appeals to the core principle of adaptive re-
finement, which is central to the field of design and reflective of
the methodological framework of this thesis.



Chapter 2

Related Work

This chapter discusses the application and challenges of UCD in
both professional settings and educational environments. It high-
lights key UCD activities, while also identifying the challenges
professionals face, such as resource constraints and the lack of
structure. In student contexts, it emphasises the importance of
teaching design processes. Lastly, it underscores the need for
adaptable approaches to effectively prepare student for real-world
software design challenges, and presents the UCD Sprint, which
is researched as a potential solution to address these challenges.

2.1 UCD and Software Design Processes
in Practice

A gystematic literature review by Bano and Zowghi [41] confirms
the positive impact of user involvement on system success but
highlights that this relationship is complex, multifaceted, and in-
fluenced by various factors. Effective user involvement requires
addressing multiple perspectives and levels of engagement from
the side of users to maximise benefits. Key recommendations in-
clude identifying the right user categories and tailoring their level
of participation based on their roles and system impact. Par-
ticipation should align with psychological, managerial, method-
ological, political, and cultural perspectives to address challenges
and benefits effectively. Additionally, the degree and level of user
participation must be carefully planned to balance resources and
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desired outcomes, ensuring an appropriate involvement at each
stage of the process [41].

UCD activities commonly utilised by practitioners, such as
prototyping and iterative usability testing with substantial user
input, are integral to creating user-friendly designs [16]. Informal
approaches, such as user blogs and casual feedback on prototypes
from peers, have also been utilised [42], although research on the
usefulness of various UCD activities indicates that formal user
testing is highly valued by practitioners, ranking as the most use-
ful UCD activity [43]. While there is a consensus on the signifi-
cance of involving users, practitioners often employ a diverse range
of activities and tools to do this, frequently adapting existing ap-
proaches or developing their own [44], [45], which underscores the
importance of flexibility in practice and reflects the absence of a
single dominant software design approach [46].

Furthermore, real-world implementation of UCD faces numer-
ous challenges, including constraints related to time, resources,
and organisational support [17], [34], [47], [48]. Further barri-
ers include weak stakeholder communication, conflicting priori-
ties, and insufficient user involvement driven by resource and cost
limitations [35]. Research also highlights a consistent gap between
the theoretical ideals of UCD and their practical application, as
practitioners often revert to familiar activities to navigate project
limitations, due to a lack of structure and the barriers encoun-
tered when trying to learn and apply new approaches [17]. This
to say, while there is a wide variety of activities out there, practi-
tioners highlight it as difficult to learn and use them, and there is
a call for developing new ways to support the learning and usage
of these activities, primarily in the context of collaborative work
[17].

The integration of UCD activities into software development
circles prioritising feedback and improvement through continuous
iteration has been explored extensively since the 2000s, highlight-
ing shared aspects like user involvement, iterative design, con-
tinuous testing, and prototyping [49], [50]. However, challenges
persist, particularly in communication, tensions forming between
the prioritisation of software architecture over user requirements
[51].

UCD is supported by several established processes, each offer-
ing unique approaches to creating systems that align with user
needs. The ISO process for Human-Centered Design [14] provides
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a systematic, iterative framework that emphasises understanding
users and their contexts, defining requirements, generating design
solutions, and evaluating outcomes. This standardised structured
approach enables software designs to meet usability standards and
addresses potential issues early. However, it can be resource-
intensive, and due to its formality, it is generally utilised as a
guide rather than a process in itself.

For teams seeking rapid results, the Design Sprint offers a
streamlined alternative [52]. Condensed into five days, it facili-
tates problem-solving through focused collaboration, rapid proto-
typing, and user feedback. Its speed and cross-functional team-
work make it ideal for environments where quick validation of
ideas is critical. Yet, its rigid timeline can limit the exploration of
complex problems, and its intensity can lead to fatigue, especially
when repeated or extended. Furthermore, although condensed
to only 5 days, iterations of the Design Sprint have emerged con-
densing it even further [53], which deepens the issue of exploration
limitations and fatigue. However, the Design Sprint is heavily sup-
ported resource-wise, benefiting from a book [52], courses [53] a
guide created by Google [54] and plenty of anecdotal evidence of
its use, with many and frequent changes to suit the people using
it, some better documented than others [15], [55].

Approaches to UCD share common strengths, including their
usefulness in ideation and iterative nature, reliance on collabora-
tion, and structured frameworks, but their ease of application of-
ten hinges on adaptability. Experienced practitioners tailor these
approaches to fit specific project needs, balancing user require-
ments with practical constraints such as timelines and budgets
[15].

In conclusion, UCD practices can have a beneficial effect on
software success [41], with formal user testing being the most val-
ued activity among practitioners [43]. However, real-world UCD
implementation faces challenges such as time and resource con-
straints, weak stakeholder communication, and lack of managerial
support, leading to the use of diverse and often adapted activi-
ties, at times isolated to only parts of the development process
[56], [57]. The integration of UCD in these software development
processes is partially built on common principles [49], [50], but
issues persist, especially in balancing user requirements with soft-
ware architecture priorities [51]. Practitioners seem to frequently
face challenges in learning and implementing these UCD activ-
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ities, especially in collaborative environments [17]. Despite the
abundance of UCD activities, a significant gap persists in the
literature regarding their successful application in a structured
manner. While numerous papers explore approaches for the inte-
gration of UCD in rapid iteration software development, they are
insufficiently described [58], or their evidence is anecdotal, lacking
validation in controlled experiments, which highlights the need for
more empirical research [21].

2.2 UCD and Software Design Processes
In Student contexts

Defining and framing problems is a critical step in the software
design process, yet its non-linear nature poses challenges, particu-
larly for students [8], [9], [59]. Framing establishes boundaries and
provides the structure for addressing problems effectively, but it
requires experience, as practitioners spend more time on framing
and information gathering compared to novices such as students
[25], [27]. Despite the iterative nature of software design, problem
framing typically occurs early, though reframing is often necessary
as understanding evolves [24], [60]. This complexity makes fram-
ing a daunting but essential skill for students transitioning from
structured to open-ended problem-solving scenarios. While both
practitioners and students engage in problem structuring through-
out the design, practitioners are better at doing it coherently and
generally at strategic prioritisation, which is a hallmark of suc-
cessful design behaviour [61], [62]. A study by Chen et al. [63]
analysed these differences in a design task and found that while
both practitioners and students followed a similar sequence of soft-
ware design phases, with significant time spent in discovery, key
behavioural distinctions emerged: practitioners conducted early,
thorough problem analysis and persistently transitioned between
phases, while students struggled with problem scoping, leading to
less effective final performances. A study by Deininger et al. [32]
further revealed that students initially defined prototypes nar-
rowly but used them broadly during projects for communication,
testing, and iterative refinement. This may suggest that students
would benefit from more educational initiatives or opportunities
to gain experience through simulated projects, allowing them to
build skills in controlled environments that can be effectively ap-
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plied in practice.

Introducing students to UCD activities within cyclical pro-
cesses involving multiple stakeholders, can enhance the ability of
students to address complex problems [59], [64], [65]. UCD further
supports the development of empathy, problem-framing, and so-
cially responsive skills, which are vital for tackling these complex
problems [66], [67]. As the industry increasingly adopts UCD,
there is growing momentum to integrate these practices into edu-
cational settings [68], [69].

However, in practice, more often than not informal activities
are used for UCD [17], [70], and this lack of formality and struc-
ture can make it difficult to translate them into educational ini-
tiatives. In order to guide students through the best combination
of activities when approaching UCD, educators are encouraged to
anticipate potential hurdles and offer a core set of activities to rely
on, to foster and cultivate skill development [71]. For this, some
parallels have been drawn between UCD and active learning, en-
couraging learner-centric approaches that follow similar principles
to UCD [72].

In their work, Pontis and Van Der Waarde [73] argue for a com-
prehensive pedagogical model to address nine interrelated changes
in software design practice, education, and pedagogy driven by
global transformations, introducing a student-focused, research-
led approach demonstrated through two courses while highlighting
challenges and providing step-by-step recommendations for adapt-
ing software design education. Amongst these recommendations,
they highlight creating a deeper understanding, focusing on prob-
lem definition, and including user-centred research throughout the
software design process.

As maybe one of the most popular processes, the Design Sprint
process was included in a university course [38], showing benefits
related to the process structure, such as increased satisfaction
and grade improvement. The authors implemented the process in
a first-year course, and along with improved grades, they found
that the sprint structure offered greater simplicity and improved
time management, with one of the highlighted benefits being the
software design activities being pre-planned. Similarly, Ferreira
and Canedo [74] implemented an adapted Design Sprint in an
undergraduate class, results highlighting the importance of time,
highlighting the timeframe of the adapted Design Sprint as not
feasible. Both studies [38], [74] researched adapted Design Sprints,
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and both aimed for findings related to the structure and the skills
developed through it. However, neither assessed the activities
within the Design Sprint, or the participant perceptions of process
usefulness.

Despite the demonstrated benefits of integrating structured
processes into educational settings, existing studies often focus
on outcomes such as grades and time management, overlooking
critical aspects such as the evaluation of specific activities within
the process and participant perceptions of their usefulness. Al-
though challenges exist, such as the lack of structured practices
and the complexity of translating industry practices into educa-
tional materials, a strategic, structured approach can foster skill
development for students. This gap highlights the need for further
research into how a structured, user-centred process can be pre-
sented in educational contexts to prepare students for real-world
challenges.

2.3 Prior Research on the UCD Sprint

The beginning of the UCD Sprint is tied to the search for a UCD
process that could appeal to students, and provide the desired
structure while maintaining a user focus. This search took place
within the boundaries of a series of three courses, through the
NordPlus [75] project. In the first iteration of the course, Contex-
tual Design [76] was used as a process, receiving mixed reviews.
This course was documented in Larusdottir et al. [77].

A different format was introduced in the second iteration of the
course, in 2018 [78], drawing on constructivist learning theories,
and expanding the Design Sprint [52]. The UCD Sprint was cre-
ated in response to a key limitation observed in the Design Sprint:
a lack of systematic focus on user needs and feedback at crucial
points. The traditional Design Sprint, as outlined by [52], empha-
sises rapid ideation and prototyping but does not incorporate com-
prehensive user input throughout the process. Recognising this
gap, researchers from several institutions in the Nordics sought
to merge more UCD activites with the Design Sprint framework
to better capture user needs. This resulted in the development of
the UCD Sprint.

The course where it was first introduced was structured over
two weeks, and aimed to emphasise hands-on practice with the
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Design Sprint activities in the first week, adhering closely to the
checklists and guidelines by the book. Each activity was intro-
duced through a brief lecture, followed by supervised practical
sessions. In the second week, the focus was on UCD, with added
emphasis on redesigning and evaluating prototypes to enhance
user experience. This phase combined lectures and applied prac-
tice in UCD techniques. By the end of the course, participants
were expected to understand the complete design cycle.

Week 1 Week 2
bt (ch GDS GDS GDS/ucD uco uco ucb ucb Wrap u
1 Sketch Decide |Prototype Test Define || Research || Iterate Iterate pup
g ucp uco uco GDS GDS (b3 GDS/UCD | UCD Wrap u
Q| Vision | Research || Define Sketch Decide | Prototype Test Iterate C

Figure 2.1: Overview of the UCD Sprint Process - 2018 and 2019
Tterations, Source [39]

In this 2018 course, the course structure focused heavily on
completing the Design Sprint “by the book” over the first week,
followed by UCD activities to refine the prototype in the second
week. However, this sequence presented challenges: participants
found it difficult to switch from the fast-paced Design Sprint ac-
tivities to the user-focused UCD ones, and after a weekend break,
fatigue set in, leading to diminished energy by the time the UCD
actually started.

To address these issues, a new iteration of the process emerged,
taught during the third occasion of the course, in 2019 [39]. This
iterated process prioritised introducing UCD activities before the
Design Sprint to establish a stronger understanding of user needs
and contextualise the design challenge. This adjustment resulted
from feedback indicating participants needed more context to
the problem before diving into a solution-driven mindset for the
Sprint. In the new format, participants began with three days
dedicated to UCD tasks, such as defining user groups, conduct-
ing user interviews, analysing needs, and setting UX goals. This
allowed participants to create a design brief and clearly establish
the challenge before starting the Design Sprint activities.

The subsequent Design Sprint process then ran from the fourth
day of the first week to the middle of the second week, allowing
participants to use the foundational UCD insights to inform their
design decisions within the Design Sprint. The final days of the
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course were devoted to UCD evaluations, including testing and
iterating prototypes based on user feedback. This restructured
approach helped maintain momentum throughout the course and
created a balanced workflow, aligning creative ideation with real
user insights for a more comprehensive and engaging learning ex-
perience.

The UCD Sprint process officially received its name in the
INTERACT 2021 conference paper titled "Focus, Structure, Re-
flection! Integrating User-Centered Design and Design Sprint"
[39], when the 2019 results were published.

Discovery
" User group Interviewing Refining Map/ o

It mapping | mp analysis = users B | uxgosks | Ep Selecting target *; Design bitet
Design
Exploring webs Defining Bralnstorming Minking clacign Low-fi
suggested by uters = users’ tasks * Idead ’ solutions ’ Bappy paths ‘ pratotyping
Reality check

User testing " Users testin Analyiing Conclude and

3 Analysing Realistic clickable ]
low-1l = testing results B | prototype Ep | realistic | vasting | decide future
pratotype prototype results work

Figure 2.2: Overview of the UCD Sprint Process - Current Ver-
sion, Source [33]

The latest version of the UCD Sprint introduces three phases:
Discovery, Design, and Reality Check, each containing six steps,
as seen in Figure 2.2. Unlike the earlier time-bound structure, this
version offers more flexibility by not being linked to specific days
of the week. This new structure was first published as part of the
current PhD research, in the Larusdottir et al. [33] publication.

The UCD Sprint as a process aiming to meet both practitioner
and student needs has not been extensively studied, with limited
empirical evidence on its suitability across professional and edu-
cational contexts. This thesis addresses this gap by examining the
UCD Sprint in diverse settings, aiming to identify how the pro-
cess, but also the individual activities it includes are perceived,
and whether it can meet the distinct needs of practitioners and
students.



Chapter 3

Research Approach

This chapter outlines the methodological foundation of the the-
sis, detailing how the research was designed, conducted, and anal-
ysed. It introduces the empirical context in which the study takes
place and describes the overall research strategy, including philo-
sophical underpinnings, participant demographics, data collection
techniques, and methods of analysis. The chapter highlights how
the research was structured to explore the dynamic nature of the
UCD Sprint process across different settings.

3.1 Empirical Context

This thesis addresses the dynamic nature of the UCD Sprint pro-
cess through a series of contexts and environments. By examining
the UCD Sprint across different environments and contexts, this
thesis aims to understand how it can be presented and adapted to
meet the diverse needs of practitioners and students. The research
is structured as a 3-year multiple-case study, including four cases,
where data is collected and analysed in iterative cycles allowing
for research optimisation over time. Each paper is structured to
stand alone while contributing to the overarching aim of analysing
the UCD Sprint within various contexts, as seen in Figure 3.1.
Multiple-case studies are particularly suitable when the re-
search question focuses on process questions. Yin [79] highlights
a series of criteria which would make a multiple-case study the
right approach, and the alignment between these criteria and the
research design and objectives of this study drives the decision

17
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when using UCD, and how the an additional data collection on

UCD Sprint could address them. comfort progression

Figure 3.1: Case Overview

to adopt a multiple-case study methodology. In this thesis, the
research questions examine how the UCD Sprint is seen, learnt,
and applied to achieve specific goals across diverse settings. This
inherently process-oriented inquiry makes the multiple-case study
approach an ideal fit. This research examines the UCD Sprint as it
is implemented and refined, in a context-dependent manner. This
enables iterative adjustments to data collection and analysis as
new insights emerge from each case. Furthermore, a hallmark of
the multiple-case study methodology is the integration of diverse
data sources, which aligns with the mixed-methods approach em-
ployed in this thesis. Each case involves collecting and analysing
multiple types of data, adapted to fit both the UCD Sprint and
the context in which it is applied.

An initial paper builds the foundation for the case studies,
evaluating the broader implications of the UCD Sprint applicabil-
ity and adaptability. This is done through synthesising findings
from literature and practitioners (Publication I). The research
is further structured around four core case studies, each repre-
senting a distinct context: a professional training program for
practitioners (Publication II), two university courses in a first-
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semester Computer Science bachelor’s programme (Publications
IIT and IV), and a game design course (Publication V). These
cases were purposefully selected to explore the dynamic interplay
between process design and contextual needs. In each case, data
are collected from multiple sources, adhering to Yin’s principles of
using diverse evidence [79]. This methodological approach ensures
that findings are comprehensive and reflect the complex realities
of learning and applying a design process.

The iterative nature of the research process mirrors the cycli-
cal refinement of the design process itself, with each case study
building upon the insights of the previous one. By structuring
the research around the UCD Sprint, this thesis is able to explore
its immediate applications and the dynamic nature of how it is
learned, modified, and used across varying levels of expertise and
environments.

3.2 Research Philosophy

This research adopts a pragmatism paradigm [80] to understand
the dynamic nature of a UCD process, the learning behind us-
ing said process, and the adaptation and application needed for a
successful approach, through objective and subjective experiences
of participants engaging with it. The pragmatism paradigm was
chosen for its bringing together of the positivistic and interpre-
tivistic beliefs, and providing a middle way that allows for a flexi-
ble and problem-solving approach that integrates both qualitative
and quantitative methods. Given the diverse nature of the data
collected and the varying analytical approaches required, prag-
matism provides the best fit by valuing both overall findings and
individual experiences, ensuring a comprehensive understanding.

Throughout this thesis, the pragmatism stance highlights the
prioritisation of the study context and the unique needs that go
with it in order to analyse the UCD Sprint process. The thesis
adopts a contextual and iterative methodology. While consistent
for the sake of comparison, data collection is designed to be dy-
namic and responsive to emerging insights, reflecting the belief
that understanding evolves through interaction and iterative ex-
ploration. This approach allows for the adaptation of tools and
methods to better suit analysing participant experiences as they
unfold, ensuring that the study remains grounded in their lived
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realities. For instance, qualitative methods such as interviews and
reflective surveys are tailored to explore the subjective interpreta-
tions of the design processes participants hold, and quantitative
data complements these insights, offering additional dimensions
of analysis.

By adopting a pragmatic approach [81], this thesis embraces
the diversity of experiences across participants and settings, recog-
nising that the meaning and usefulness of design processes cannot
be universally defined, and the data gathering and analysis move
beyond a more constrictive paradigm, into adapting to the needs
of the specific study at hand. Through this lens, the research
not only examines the practical application of UCD activities in-
dividually, but also provides insights into the dynamic nature of
learning and applying a UCD process as a whole, in real-world
contexts.

3.3 Participants

The participants in the publications presented include industry
practitioners and students - undergraduate students from com-
puter science and software design-related courses, to capture both
real-world and educational perspectives on the UCD Sprint pro-
cess. The students were drawn from various academic levels, rang-
ing from first-year undergraduates to those nearing graduation,
offering a view across different stages of academic development.

The research spans multiple international contexts, with Reyk-
javik University (Iceland) serving as the site for two student cases,
complemented by a student case from the University of Campinas
(Brazil). Additionally, practitioners from Italy and Iceland con-
tribute practitioner insights, aiming for a balanced understanding
of how the process is perceived, adapted, and applied in both
academic and professional environments. An overview of the par-
ticipants can be seen in Figure 3.2.

3.4 Data Collection

The data collection process for this study is quantitative, quali-
tative, and iterative. A mixed-methods approach is employed to
collect data, combining both qualitative and quantitative mea-
sures to gain a comprehensive understanding of participant ex-
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Figure 3.2: Overview of Participants

periences, and to facilitate triangulation. This also facilitates a
nuanced understanding of how participants engage with the UCD
Sprint. Within courses, data are collected at different stages, aim-
ing for a thorough analysis of participant engagement.

As this thesis is comprised of 5 publications, each representing
a separate study, the methodology for data collection and analysis
is kept consistent to a degree that would allow inter-study com-
parison, but also allow for modifications to fit the study context
and participants, as seen in Figure 3.3.

Publication l [ Description ] [ Data Collection Methods
This non-case publication examines the role of the .
Publication | - UCD Sprint in addressing common UCD challenges, Semi-
Exploration of UCD highlighting strengths in streamlining practices and Structued
Practice Limitations fostering user involvement while emphasising the Interviews

need for adaptability.

Publication Il - UCD This first case explores the impact of the UCD Sprint . .
Sprint: A Fast Process to on UCD practictioners, highlighting its potential to Semi- Process Activity
Involve Users in th? address challenges and foster teamwork while Structued Evaluation Evaluation
Design Practices of emphasising its dual role as a practical tool and Interviews (Qual) (Quant)
Software Companies educational framework.
Publication Il - i i i
, " This second case evaluates the UCD Sprint and its igi i ivi
Supporting Active digital aid as educational tools for 1st year Computer Digital Aid Process Activity
Learning in STEM Higher Science students, highlighting practical application Evaluation Evaluation Evaluation
Education through the while identifying areas for improvement. (Quant) (Qual) (Quant)
uCD Sprint y p
N This third case explores the integration of the UCD L
P“b:fzt(':‘g‘;;;ﬁ;‘i'::f"’e Sprint in a 1st year Computer Science course, Comfort Process Activity
Experiences In ng,;er showing improvement in comfort with UCD Levels Evaluation Evaluation
Education activities, fostering practical skills, and providing (Quant) (Qual) (Quant)
structured learning.
Publication V - This fourth case examines the Experience-Driven . )
Experience-Driven Game Game Design process, an adaptation of the UCD Experiential | |[Remembrance
Design: A Process for Sprint for game design, highlighting its effectiveness Evaluation Evaluation
Game Design Focused on in fostering player-focused design through hands-on | | (Qual+Quant) | | (Qual+Quant)
Affective Outcomes activities.

Figure 3.3: Overview of Data Collection
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Surveys were administered in the courses of publications II to
V, to gather insights into the participant perspective of the process
and the course context. As part of the Activity Evaluation, partic-
ipants evaluated the activities within the UCD Sprint, focusing on
their thought-provoking nature, usefulness in the course, and po-
tential future use in professional or academic settings, on a 7-point
Likert scale. This measurement was kept from [78]. These eval-
uations offered insights into the relative strengths and areas for
improvement of different activities, and their perceived usefulness
in real-world applications. Comfort Levels used self-evaluation,
present in one publication, to further extend the quantitative ex-
ploration, allowing participants to assess their comfort with core
UCD activities at the beginning and end of the course. This en-
abled the track of changes in comfort over time.

In the Process Evaluation, the qualitative dimension of the re-
search encouraged participants to reflect on their experiences with
the UCD Sprint through the Retrospective Hand Technique [82].
While in Publication II the method was used in its entirety for
Process Evaluation, meaning inquiring about the five dimensions
as following: 1) This was good; 2) I want to point this out; 3)
This was not as good; 4) I will take this home; and 5) I would
have liked more of this, in Publication III, IV, and V, a variation
of this method was used, asking the participants about positives,
negatives, and areas of potential improvement. This was done as
the usage of all five dimensions led to overlapping or confusing
comments, the nature of which had to be determined during the
analysis. In the practitioner studies, the qualitative findings were
enriched through semi-structured interviews. These interviews de-
tailed personal experiences with UCD activities, challenges faced,
and the broader implications for their problem-solving skills and
professional development. The flexibility of the semi-structured
format meant focusing on in-depth, structured data collection,
with room for adaptation for new insights that might emerge [83].
These reflective exercises encouraged deeper engagement with par-
ticipants and their beliefs, and provided a platform for them to
critically assess their interactions with the UCD Sprint.

Publication V splits the evaluation in Experiential and Re-
membrance Evaluation [84]. The Experiential Evaluation uses
the UMUX-Lite [85] seeking to evaluate the usability of certain
activities or provided material. Additionally, the full Retrospec-
tive Hand Technique [82] was used to assess the process phases
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(Discovery, Design, and Reality Check). For the Remembrance
Evaluation, the Activity Evaluation is used, together with the
Process Evaluation.

Overall, the studies in this thesis adopted an iterative ap-
proach to data collection, allowing the process to evolve in re-
sponse to emerging findings. Refinements to tools such as the
Retrospective Hand Technique [82] and the semi-structured inter-
views ensured that the research remained responsive to the com-
plexities and diversity of participant experiences. This adaptabil-
ity was central to the dynamic and context-dependent nature of
UCD. Details on the methods used in each of the papers compos-
ing this thesis can be found in section 4, as well as in the papers
themselves.

3.5 Data Analysis

Throughout this thesis, data analysis integrates both quantitative
and qualitative methods to provide a comprehensive understand-
ing of participant opinions, experiences, and the effectiveness of
the UCD Sprint process. Quantitative data is analysed through
descriptive and inferential statistics to evaluate participant per-
ceptions. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used for com-
parative analysis to examine perceived usefulness, and thought-
provoking nature across different activities and dimensions of the
UCD Sprint process, while the comfort levels allow for a pre-post
analysis. This numerical approach identifies patterns, highlights
significant differences, and underscores the effectiveness of specific
UCD activities, to offer insights into their educational and profes-
sional applicability, while also highlighting the areas that would
require improvement.

In parallel, qualitative data analysis focuses on participant
narratives to uncover more nuanced insights. Techniques such
as thematic analysis enable the identification of recurring themes
and subthemes, reflecting participant expressions and contextual
dynamics. The themes created are cross-referenced between pub-
lications and adapted to the specific context of research. Publica-
tion IV uses broad themes, while Publications III, and V use more
detailed themes, building on the ones previously used for assessing
the UCD Sprint [39]. Publication IT uses both broad themes - in
the semi-structured interview analysis, and more detailed themes
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building on previously existing ones [39] for the analysis in Process
Evaluation. This flexible approach was chosen in order to ensure
the themes represent the participant message, without restricting
it.

3.6 Researcher’s role

As per Reykjavik University guidelines, a declaration of author-
ship is submitted to the Research Group on Constitutional Studies
in the Computer Science Department, outlining my contributions
to each stage of the research and publication process for the papers
in this thesis. Specific contributions are outlined in the Appendix
A, and Table 3.1.
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Chapter 4

Results

The work towards answering the research questions is comprised
of five publications, included in the current thesis. An overview of
methods and findings, contextualized in relation to the research
questions, is provided below. The structure is deliberately chosen
to easier build towards a cohesive Discussion section.

4.1 Publication I: Exploration of UCD
Practice Limitations

Full reference:

I. Visescu, M. Larusdottir, and W. Choi, “Exploration of UCD
Practice Limitations,” Interacting with Computers, Oct. 2024,
doi: https://doi.org/10.1093 /iwc/iwae046

ool Study Setting Location o) Participants
E oo E Practitioners Iceland BD% a5
11

EBD  Methods
Interviews

Figure 4.1: Publication I Overview

Overview
This non-case publication explores the UCD Sprint in the con-

text of UCD practices, by synthesising prior research findings and
conducting semi-structured interviews with five Icelandic prac-
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titioners. The participants included four women and one man,
each with varied academic backgrounds ranging from business and
computer science to psychology and HCI. Their professional expe-
rience in UCD spanned from UX consultancy and product man-
agement to project leadership in diverse sectors such as health-
care, emergency services, climate change, and e-commerce, offer-
ing a rich and diverse view of UCD practices in the Icelandic tech
industry. The semi-structured interviews, each lasting approx-
imately one hour, focused on three key areas: participant pro-
fessional background and current UCD practices, the challenges
and limitations they encounter, and their perceptions of the UCD
Sprint after reviewing its structure and contents through a one-
page overview. This methodology allowed tailored follow-up ques-
tions to capture the different perspectives and more nuanced in-
sights. This publication was chosen as the first publication in the
thesis as it presents practitioner experiences - the five interviewed
practitioners with extensive experience across a variety of UCD
projects, contextualised within the findings from the literature
regarding UCD practices and limitations.

The findings in relation to the literature highlight that the
UCD Sprint could address common UCD challenges such as time
constraints, insufficient management support, prioritisation con-
flicts among stakeholders, and communication breakdowns within
organisations, streamlining UCD activities, fostering user involve-
ment, and reducing inefficiencies, such as post-implementation
changes.

Participants mentioned some activities they commonly use,
like interviews, brainstorming design ideas, and high-fidelity pro-
totyping, which are included in the UCD Sprint and were highly
rated for their practicality and relevance. However, other activ-
ities, such as personas and client/stakeholder interviews, were
mentioned by practitioners as commonly used but are not part
of the UCD Sprint. Integrating these methods could enhance the
UCD Sprint, either by replacing less favoured activities or pro-
viding them as supplementary activities to strengthen user and
stakeholder insights.

Despite the strengths and commonalities seen between the
UCD Sprint and their current practices, participants stressed the
need for adaptability to specific project contexts, as rigid adher-
ence to any process may limit its effectiveness. They described
the ideal usage of the UCD Sprint as what can be a dynamic tool-
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box that allows selective adoption of its activities to suit evolv-
ing work environments. This need for flexibility aligns with the
broader trend amongst practitioners of adapting and personalising
all processes and activities used to fit the context and stakeholders
they are addressing. Practitioners further highlighted the poten-
tial of the UCD Sprint as an educational tool for teaching UCD
activities to students. Its structured, guided approach provides a
solid foundation for learning and applying UCD activities.

Overall, the UCD Sprint was praised for its clarity, structure,
and ability to enhance UCD practices, though practitioners em-
phasised the importance of further refining its adaptability to di-
verse contexts.

4.2 Publication Il: UCD Sprint: A Fast
Process to Involve Users in the De-
sign Practices of Software Compa-
nies

Full reference:

M. K. Larusdottir, R. Lanzilotti, A. Piccinno, I. Visescu, and
M. F. Costabile, “UCD Sprint: A Fast Process to Involve Users in
the Design Practices of Software Companies” International Jour-
nal of Human-Computer Interaction, pp. 1-18, Nov. 2023, doi:
https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2023.2279816
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Figure 4.2: Publication IT Overview
Overview

This first case publication investigates the impact of the UCD
Sprint on design practices among practitioners in Italy, combin-
ing semi-structured interviews, a practitioner-focused course, and
follow-up interviews to assess its utility and adoption. Seven prac-
titioners in Italy were initially interviewed to identify current UCD
practices and challenges, followed by a course on the UCD Sprint
with 14 participants, whose feedback was collected through a com-
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prehensive questionnaire containing mixed methods. Seven weeks
later, follow-up interviews with eight participants explored if and
how they integrated the UCD Sprint into their ongoing projects.

In the initial interviews, seven participants were selected through
convenience sampling, representing various roles including devel-
opment managers, Ul/UX managers, a developer, and profes-
sional service managers. They worked at four companies of vary-
ing sizes and domains, ranging from a small 16-employee software
company to a large international business consultancy with over
2000 employees. This sample offered a diverse range of organi-
sational contexts and professional perspectives relevant to UCD
practices. In the practitioner-focused course, 14 participants (4
females, 10 males), aged between 24 and 42 were included. Par-
ticipants were selected to ensure availability and competence, and
they came from mixed educational and professional backgrounds.
The group included full-time designers/developers at IT compa-
nies, part-time designers/developers pursuing industrial PhDs in
Computer Science, freelancers with experience in graphic design,
and individuals with a strong interest in UCD. Finally, in the
follow-up interviews, eight of the 14 course participants were in-
cluded. Among them, four were full-time employees at IT compa-
nies working as designers/developers, three were part-time design-
ers/developers concurrently pursuing industrial PhDs, and one
was a freelancer studying Computer Science with a strong UCD
interest.

This publication presents findings from practitioners with a
varying level of experience - from part-time and freelancers, to
full-time designers. The seven practitioners initially interviewed
had extensive experience in user-related activities, from require-
ment gathering to UCD. The 14 course participants had varying
backgrounds and professions, and while they were all employed
or freelance working with UCD activities, their experience level
differed.

The findings of the initial interviews show significant limi-
tations in current UCD practices, such as neglecting end users
during requirement gathering, over-reliance on customers as user
proxies, and insufficient systematic user feedback during design
and development. Participants also underlined the undervalua-
tion of their roles, which are often conflated with graphic design,
and resource and time constraints, as well as management sup-
port were highlighted as barriers that hinder effective UCD im-
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plementation. Findings from the course showed the UCD Sprint
was perceived as a way to partly address these challenges through
activities such as iterative user testing, prototyping at various
fidelity levels, and collaborative decision-making, offering a struc-
tured, systematic approach to integrating user insights.

Results on the UCD Sprint and on the course itself from both
the Process and the Activity Evaluations show that some activities
stood out, either positively or negatively. The most highly rated
activities were user testing of high-fidelity prototypes and the sub-
sequent analysis of test results. These steps were seen as thought-
provoking and highly useful for both the course and future ap-
plications. Participants appreciated the hands-on approach of
testing prototypes with external users, finding it beneficial for
understanding user needs and refining their designs. Discussing
results post-user-testing in a visual manner, where key takeaways
from user testing were documented using post-it notes on a black-
board, was an engaging and effective way to synthesise insights.
Low- and high-fidelity prototyping were well-received, reinforcing
the importance of iterative design and user testing. Some activ-
ities were less positively received, particularly refining the map
and selecting a target, as well as examining user-suggested webs.
These steps were perceived as less thought-provoking and less use-
ful for both the course and future work. One reason for this could
be that participants had already engaged in initial mapping early
in the process, making the revisiting of the map feel repetitive or
redundant. Additionally, the time constraints meant that activi-
ties like examining user-suggested webs were deprioritised, leading
to lower perceived usefulness. Many participants felt constrained
by the time allocated to the course, wishing for an extra day to
develop prototypes more thoroughly and to receive more guidance
on prototyping tools. However, the overall feedback was positive,
with many participants valuing the practical, interactive nature of
the course and recognising its potential application in professional
settings.

Post-course interviews underscored the potential of the UCD
Sprint to involve stakeholders, foster teamwork, and create resource-
efficient, user-focused designs. While six of the eight intervie-
wees had not yet applied UCD Sprint activities due to ongoing
advanced projects, all participants expressed strong interest in
adopting the process in future work. Participants praised the
course for fostering teamwork, practical learning, and iterative de-
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sign, and particularly its emphasis on user engagement and soft
skills. However, time constraints and limited opportunities to
explore prototyping tools were noted as drawbacks, with recom-
mendations to extend the course duration for deeper exploration.

The results echo the findings from Publication I, highlighting
the dual role of the UCD Sprint as a potential practical solu-
tion to industry challenges and a potentially effective educational
tool. Its structured approach can serve as an up-skilling process
to equip practitioners to address resource limitations and enhance
user engagement, while its emphasis on theory and hands-on prac-
tice provides a robust foundation for fostering collaboration and
creative exploration. This being said, the feasibility of the UCD
Sprint as an educational tool in practitioner contexts is tightly
tied to the time frame of the course. Due to the limited time
practitioners have available, a course on the UCD Sprint must be
adapted to their schedule. The 4-day approach presented in this
publication was perceived by participants as too short. A longer
course might prove ill-fitting due to the long hours required, proof
of that being that time availability was one of the dictating factors
during participant recruitment.

4.3 Publication 111: Supporting Active
Learning in STEM Higher Educa-
tion Through the User-Centred De-
sign Sprint

Full reference:

I. Visescu, M. Larusdottir, and A. S. Islind, “Supporting Active
Learning in STEM Higher Education Through the User-Centred
Design Sprint,” in 2023 IEEE Frontiers in Education Conference
(FIE), IEEE, Oct. 2023, pp. 1-10. doi:
https://doi.org,/10.1109/fie58773.2023.10342978
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Figure 4.3: Publication III Overview

Overview
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As highlighted in the first two publications as a process to be used
as an educational tool, this second case evaluates the implemen-
tation of the UCD Sprint and its associated digital aid as educa-
tional tools for students - first-semester undergraduate Computer
Science students at Reykjavik University. Over the span of seven
weeks, participants were introduced to 14 UCD activities through
a combination of lectures and on-site problem-solving sessions.
They further had access to a digital aid designed to support their
learning of the UCD Sprint. Feedback on the learning of the UCD
Sprint process was collected through in-person surveys with 70 re-
spondents, and qualitative digital aid evaluations through student
reporting from 110 respondents.

The study employed a mixed-method approach through the
Process and Activity Evaluations. Insights were gathered using
the Retrospective Hand Technique [82] to assess course strengths,
weaknesses, and improvement areas, alongside a 7 point Likert-
scale evaluation of 14 UCD Sprint activities based on their useful-
ness, thought-provoking nature, and potential future application.
Out of the 103 students present in person during the class in
which the questionnaire was handed out, 68% handed in their re-
sponses, with some filling only parts of it in. The respondents were
relatively evenly distributed in terms of age: 33% were between
17-20 years old, 45% were 21-25, and 22% were over 26. Regard-
ing gender, 17% identified as female and 83% as male. Some of
the participants reported having a previous degree or work expe-
rience, which may have included some exposure to UCD concepts,
although this was not specifically quantified in the questionnaire.

Additionally, participant engagement with the UCD Sprint
website was analysed in the Digital Aid Evaluation, focusing on
its frequency of use, perceived functionality, and interface. In the
penultimate week of the course, participants conducted peer inter-
views to discuss their experiences with the digital aid, providing
anonymised reports that identified strengths and areas for im-
provement of the digital aid. This part of the study involved 110
students, whose feedback was collected through peer interviews.
No demographic data (such as age or gender) was collected for this
section, and the responses were anonymous. However, since the
participants were drawn from the same cohort as in the Process
and Activity Evaluations, it is reasonable to assume a similar de-
mographic profile. Regarding experience, their feedback focused
on using the UCD Sprint website, providing qualitative insight
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into their hands-on learning experience with UCD concepts dur-
ing the course.

The findings indicate that the participants found activities
involving direct user interaction, such as interviews and proto-
type testing, to be particularly valuable. These activities were
praised for their practicality and ability to align design efforts
with user needs. Hands-on elements like high-fidelity prototyp-
ing and user testing were especially appreciated for their rele-
vance to real-world design applications and their potential util-
ity in future work/study activities. Conversely, activities aimed
at refining initial ideas were rated lower, as participants found
these activities less directly connected to immediate practical out-
comes. Although participants provided some criticism regarding
the course structure, workload, and the alignment of materials
with assignments, they recognised the UCD Sprint as a process
able to improve collaborative efforts, and enhance practical design
skills, as well as improve their UCD skills. The multidisciplinary
and interactive nature of the course was seen as particularly ben-
eficial, reinforcing its applicability to real-world challenges. While
some participants initially struggled with understanding the UCD
Sprint process, their comprehension grew as the course progressed.

Feedback on the digital aid was generally positive. Partic-
ipants valued the clear instructions for implementing the UCD
Sprint activities but noted areas for improvement, particularly in
its intuitiveness and alignment with other course materials. The
digital aid was often used in conjunction with additional resources,
including slides, textbooks, and online tools, reflecting the impor-
tance of providing diverse and complementary learning materials.

This study shows how the UCD Sprint is perceived when used
in an educational context by combining structured UCD activities,
active learning, and digital support to prepare students to address
UCD challenges.

4.4 Publication IV: Exposure to User-
Centred Design Activities: Experi-
ences in Higher Education

Full reference:
I. Visescu, M. Larusdottir , and A. S. Islind, “Exposure to User-
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Centred Design Activities: Experiences in Higher Education”, Pa-
per accepted for publication at IEEE Global Engineering Educa-
tion Conference (EDUCON), IEEE, Apr. 2025
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Figure 4.4: Publication IV Overview

Overview
This third case builds on Publication III, acting as a replication
of it. However, this case no longer collects data on the digital
aid, but instead adds an additional layer on the assessment of the
effects of the UCD Sprint - the Comfort Level evaluation. The
publication investigates the integration of the UCD Sprint pro-
cess in a first-semester undergraduate Computer Science course
at Reykjavik University, aiming to expose students to a variety of
UCD activities in a structured manner, and enhance their comfort
with UCD activities. The participants in this study were students
enrolled in a university-level course, with the majority being Ice-
landic. The age distribution was relatively balanced: 38% were
aged 17-20, 28% were aged 21-24, 13% were aged 25-28, and
22% were over 28 years old. In terms of gender, 25% identified
as female, 73% as male, and 1% as non-binary (rounded values).
While specific prior experience in UCD was not formally measured
in this study, the participants belong to a similar cohort to the
one described in Publication III, thus it can be assumed some of
the participants had a previous degree or work experience, which
may have included some exposure to UCD concepts, although
most likely limited. Over seven weeks in a 12-week course, partic-
ipants engaged with the UCD Sprint through lectures, hands-on
problem-solving sessions, and comprehensive templates.

Two questionnaires were used for data collection. The back-
ground questionnaire, distributed at the start of the course, gath-
ered demographic information and assessed the initial comfort
levels of participants with UCD activities like user interviews, pro-
totyping, and user testing, from 215 respondents. Near the end
of the course, the Activity Evaluation gathered detailed feedback
from 57 respondents on the UCD Sprint process, asking partic-
ipants to rate individual UCD activities on in-course usefulness,
their thought-provoking nature, and perceived future applicabil-
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ity. Open-ended questions in the Process Evaluation allowed par-
ticipants to reflect on positive aspects and suggest improvements,
while quantitative ratings in the Comfort Levels evaluation pro-
vided a before-and-after comparison of their comfort with UCD
activities.

The feedback on the UCD Sprint process shows that it was
largely appreciated for its structured approach, engaging activi-
ties, and learning value. However, there were several suggestions
for improvement related to the course materials and the complex-
ity of the process itself. Participants highlighted the UCD Sprint
process clarity, usefulness, and the step-by-step structure, which
they found easy to follow, and many appreciated the learning
curve it provided, especially in cultivating design skills. On the
other hand, the improvement suggestions were largely directed at
the course and learning materials, participants suggesting more
examples, particularly those that showcase the transferability of
the UCD activities to different contexts. Furthermore, partici-
pants noted that assignment instructions should be more concise,
clear, and consistent. The remaining improvement suggestions
regarding the UCD Sprint process itself centred around simplify-
ing the structure, with participants proposing that some steps be
combined or skipped. Some found the process overwhelming, con-
fusing, or time-consuming, and expressed discomfort with certain
soft skills activities, such as interviewing users.

In terms of specific activities, in spite of the discomfort they
created in some participants, interviews received high ratings for
being thought-provoking, useful in the course, and likely to be
used in the future. Together with Hi-Fi prototyping, these ac-
tivities scored particularly well, standing out as highly relevant.
Lo-Fi prototyping, while valued for its course relevance, was rated
lower for future usefulness, suggesting that participants didn’t see
it as valuable in the long term. Process-related activities, such
as refining the map, and selecting a target garnered lower ratings
for future use, reflecting a potential preference for activities with
more immediate user interaction.

While the Process and Activity Evaluations reinforced findings
from Publication II, showing that the UCD Sprint is a structured
process perceived as useful and its activities enabled students to
learn about UCD skills through practice, assessing the progression
in participant comfort with UCD activities was a new addition
compared to Publication III. It aimed to assess whether exposure
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to UCD activities impacts the comfort level of students. The re-
sults on comfort highlighted statistically significant improvements
in their comfort levels across all UCD activities. By enabling par-
ticipants to self-assess their comfort levels with various UCD ac-
tivities, the study uncovered a significant progression across all
dimensions measured by the end of the course. This progress is a
promising indicator that exposure to a comprehensive range of ac-
tivities within the full design process can equip students with not
only the skills, but the assurance needed for future professional
applications.

This case reaffirms findings from earlier research in Publication
II1, both cases highlighting the UCD Sprint process as an effective
manner of scaffolding learning by providing a clear, structured,
and step-by-step framework that students can follow. This ap-
proach was praised by participants in both cases, for its ability to
guide them through the design process. The structured nature of
the UCD Sprint process enables students to build upon their un-
derstanding incrementally, fostering confidence in applying design
principles. Participants particularly valued activities involving di-
rect user engagement, such as interviews, citing their relevance to
real-world applications. However, process-related steps were rated
lower for long-term usefulness, with participants suggesting that
the UCD Sprint could be streamlined for efficiency.

By fostering comfort and competence, the UCD Sprint can
equip students with technical skills and a readiness to address
user-centred challenges in professional contexts. This case further
underscores the importance of early exposure to comprehensive
UCD activities, offering valuable insights into creating student-
centred, hands-on learning environments that prioritise both en-
gagement and practical application. As a replication study, this
case achieved its purpose of building on and extending the find-
ings from Publication III, thus vetting the usefulness and positive
perceptions highlighted by students in relation to the UCD Sprint.
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4.5 Publication V: Experience-Driven Game
Design: A Process for Game Design
Focused on A [edtive Outcomes

Full reference:

G. C. Natucci*, I. Visescu* 1, M. K. Larusdottir, M. A. F.
Borges, and A. S. Islind, “Experience-Driven Game Design: A
Process for Game Design Focused on Affective Outcomes”, Sub-
mitted to The Annual Symposium on Computer-Human Interac-
tion in Play (CHI PLAY)(Under Review)
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Figure 4.5: Publication V Overview

Overview

Lastly, this fourth case examines the Experience-Driven Game
Design process, an adaptation of the UCD Sprint, tailored to ad-
dress the context of game design by integrating elements that ad-
dress the cognitive, emotional, and motivational aspects essential
for player engagement. This study is set in a Project Manage-
ment for Software Engineering course at the University of Camp-
inas, Brazil, with Software Engineering Bachelor students in their
third year out of four. The course was chosen as students already
had substantial technical experience, but lacked formal training
in game design. A demographic survey completed by 56 students
at the start of the course showed that 75% identified as male and
25% as female. In terms of age, 53.6% were between 18-20 years
old, 35.7% between 21-25, and 10.7% were over 26. Regarding
professional background, 71.4% had worked or were working in
the technology sector, and 26.8% had experience in product or
solution design activities, which provided a relevant foundation
for engaging with the design-focused aspects of the course con-
tent.

As by this point the UCD Sprint was presented to students
in Publications III and IV, and was considered successful as an

1*These authors contributed equally to this work
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educational process for them to practice UCD activities, Publica-
tion V explores a new dimension, aiming to probe the dynamic
potential of the process, by keeping some of the core UCD Sprint
activities, but replacing some with specific game design activities.
In this way, this publication maintains a large share of the UCD
activities in the UCD Sprint, as well as the UCD Sprint struc-
ture, but contextualises them in a different scenario of use - game
design. As the UCD Sprint is an unexplored process, this pub-
lication adds an extra dimension to highlight the possibilities it
can foster.

The Experience-Driven Game Design process includes the struc-
tured phases from the UCD Sprint (Discovery, Design, and Real-
ity Check) and aspects of game design such as the Game Design
Document (GDD) and Player Sheet to guide game designers in
aligning their work with player expectations. Evaluated in an ed-
ucational setting, this case proposes the new Experience-Driven
Game Design process and validates it in an educational context,
assessing the perceived experiences of students when interacting
with the process.

The evaluation of the Experience-Driven Game Design process
is done through experiential and remembrance evaluations, to cap-
ture both immediate and retrospective perceptions. The experi-
ential evaluation gathered data after each phase of the Experience-
Driven Game Design process (Discovery, Design, and Reality Check).
Quantitatively, participants rated the ease of use and ease of un-
derstanding of each phase, tools and support material used. Qual-
itatively, through the Process Evaluation, participants answered
open-ended questions about what was useful, what could be im-
proved, and what they found most valuable for their game de-
sign journey, enabling comprehensive feedback. The remembrance
evaluation assessed participant perceptions of the Experience-Driven
Game Design process as a whole after its completion through
both the Process and the Activity Evaluations. Quantitatively,
participants rated each phase on thought-provocation, usefulness
for game design, and likelihood of future use, using a 7-point
Likert scale. This scale facilitated comparisons with prior stud-
ies included in this thesis. Qualitative feedback explored over-
all strengths and areas for improvement, prompting participants
to share positive and negative experiences with the Experience-
Driven Game Design process.

Activities such as playtesting, prototyping, and player inter-
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views were consistently praised for their hands-on nature and di-
rect applicability to tasks, making them highly valued by partic-
ipants. These activities fostered a sense of player-centeredness,
reinforcing the importance of grounding design decisions in real
player feedback. Conversely, more abstract tools, which require
theoretical understanding and extensive documentation, were less
well-received. These tools were often described as confusing and
overly complex, indicating a need for clearer templates, practi-
cal examples, and step-by-step guidance. Creative brainstorming
exercises like the "Crazy 8," although engaging during the pro-
cess, were not frequently highlighted in remembrance evaluation,
suggesting the need for stronger connections between such ac-
tivities and their perceived long-term design utility. Low-fidelity
prototyping was also polarising, as some participants struggled to
apply it effectively to their game concepts, pointing to the poten-
tial benefit of providing alternative activities or making this step
optional.

This case highlights challenges such as time constraints, the
complexity of some tools, and the difficulty in bridging theoretical
concepts with practical outcomes. Recommendations for improve-
ment include simplifying templates, increasing flexibility in the
process, offering genre-specific guidance, and expanding the time
allocated for critical activities such as prototyping and playtest-
ing. These adjustments aim to make the Experience-Driven Game
Design process more accessible to students while retaining its core
focus on player-centredness.

The results demonstrate that the Experience-Driven Game
Design process, like the UCD Sprint process, effectively scaffolds
student learning. Hands-on activities, in particular, were found to
be both engaging and impactful, providing actionable insights into
player needs. However, refining the process to address challenges
with abstract tools and ensuring clearer connections between ac-
tivities and their practical applications can enhance the value of
the process. By tailoring the process to meet diverse goals and
skill levels, the Experience-Driven Game Design process has the
potential to become a powerful approach for creating engaging,
player-focused games.

Modifying the UCD sprint into the Experience-Driven Game
Design process in order to bring UCD into game design shows po-
tential for the UCD Sprint process as dynamic and adaptable, ca-
pable of accepting modifications based on context-specific needs.
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The overall positive reception of the Experience-Driven Game De-
sign process further reinforces this. The Experience-Driven Game
Design process and game design context highlighted challenges
faced by students, particularly in terms of course structure and
the templates for game-related activities. These difficulties mir-
ror those encountered by students in Publications III and IV, who
also struggled with structural elements. Nevertheless, much like
in the other two publications, students found prototyping and user
testing enjoyable and recognised the user focus as a valuable and
enriching aspect of their learning journey.

4.6 Synthesis

Practitioners have highlighted significant challenges in their UCD
practices, such as time constraints, lack of management support,
and difficulties in prioritising stakeholder needs. Many have ex-
pressed frustrations with the disconnect between customer feed-
back and actual user needs, finding themselves in a position of ne-
glecting end users during requirement gathering and over-reliance
on customers as user proxies, leading to inefficiencies in the pro-
cess. The role the UCD Sprint can have in addressing these chal-
lenges is further discussed in section 5.1. The practitioners in
Publication I used and valued an extensive share of the activities
found in the UCD Sprint, such as interviews, brainstorming de-
sign ideas, and high-fidelity prototyping, which in Publication IT
were all highly rated for their practicality and relevance. This is
further discussed in section 5.2. As an educational tool for practi-
tioners, the UCD Sprint could serve in aiding with up-skilling or
presenting new activities or a new process. However, time remains
of essence, practitioners further emphasising the importance of
adaptability, stressing that the UCD Sprint should remain flex-
ible to suit different project contexts, or even that it might be
better suited for students contexts rather than practitioners, as
some practitioners saw its potential as an educational tool for
teaching UCD activities to students. This is further addressed in
section 5.3. Overall, the UCD Sprint was praised for promoting
user engagement, teamwork, and practical learning, with strong
potential for future application in the industry.

In student contexts, the UCD Sprint has been praised for its
clear, structured approach. Activities like high-fidelity prototyp-
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ing and user testing stood out positively in the reviews, as they
provided valuable real-world insights and fostered collaborative
decision-making. This is discussed in section 5.1, where the results
from Publications III, IV, and V are presented in context of the
UCD Sprint as a process to address the needs of students learning
UCD. The emphasis on hands-on engagement with users through
activities like prototype testing and interviews was particularly
praised, with participants noting that these activities not only
contributed to user-centric designs but also aligned closely with
what they perceived to be real-world challenges. Additionally, the
UCD Sprint’s iterative, feedback-driven nature was appreciated
for its ability to promote continuous improvement throughout the
design process. However, there were also criticisms regarding cer-
tain aspects of the UCD Sprint. Several participants found some
activities, such as refining the map and selecting a target, repet-
itive and less useful in the context of their work. Additionally,
activities requiring extensive documentation or theoretical under-
standing were perceived as too complex and not directly applica-
ble to practical design tasks. Moreover, the low-fidelity prototyp-
ing phase was seen as polarising in some contexts, particularly in
Publication V, with some participants struggling to see its value
in the game design context. This is further discussed in section
5.2. These critiques suggest that, while the UCD Sprint offers
valuable structure, there is room for streamlining and adapting
its activities to make the process more dynamic, and its activities
more accessible and applicable in diverse contexts. This argument
is further developed upon in section 5.3.



Chapter 5

Discussion

This chapter synthesises the findings presented in previous chap-
ters, contextualising them in relation to the research questions
proposed, and in relation to the type of implications they present.

5.1 Key Findings in Relation to the RQs

This section discusses the main research questions guiding the the-
sis, drawing on findings from the included publications to explore
how the UCD Sprint process meets the needs of both practition-
ers and students. Each research question is addressed in turn,
supported by evidence from the case studies and literature.

RQ1. Practitioner Needs and Results:
How can the introduction of the UCD Sprint process address the
key limitations in the current ways of working of UCD practition-
ers?

Current UCD practices, while conceptually strong, face signif-
icant limitations in practical implementation. Time constraints,
insufficient managerial support, and conflicting stakeholder pri-
orities frequently impede the integration of UCD principles into
workflows, as shown in Publication I [15] and II [33]. These issues
often manifest as a reliance on proxies such as customers or other
stakeholders during requirement gathering, exclusion of end-users
and their wants and needs from critical decision-making phases,
and inconsistent feedback mechanisms during iterative develop-
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ment cycles [33]. The introduction of structured processes, like
the UCD Sprint, can address some of these challenges by provid-
ing a clear framework that encourage cross-disciplinary collabora-
tion, streamlining some of the decision-making, and encouraging
a user focus [33].

However, flexibility remains a key concern for UCD practi-
tioners. While structured frameworks like the UCD Sprint offer
scaffolding, many practitioners adapt these pre-defined processes
to suit their unique project needs, integrating them as part of a
broader, customisable toolbox rather than adhering rigidly to pre-
scribed steps. These findings echo the literature [21], [44], [45],
this pragmatic approach highlighting the importance of adapt-
ability in UCD practices, particularly in dynamic environments
constrained by tight timelines and resource limitations. Addi-
tionally, the findings in Publications I and II align with existing
literature, such as [46], which underscores the absence of a sin-
gle dominant design approach and the ongoing need for flexible,
user-centred frameworks tailored to project-specific challenges.

Practitioners in both Publication I and IT have emphasised the
potential of structured processes like the UCD Sprint in enhancing
intra-organisational communication. By providing a shared lan-
guage and a cohesive set of practices, structured design processes
can bridge the communication gap between multidisciplinary teams
found in the literature [51], enabling effective collaboration even
in the face of competing priorities. Publications I and II fur-
ther validate these claims, showing that practitioners exposed to
structured processes recognise their potential for improving their
workflows. This positions the UCD Sprint as a tool for learning
and application, but also opens the door for the UCD Sprint as an
adaptable approach that practitioners can refine to meet evolving
project needs.

While practitioner-focused, both Publications I and II high-
light the UCD Sprint as a process apt for educational interven-
tions: Publication I through the recommendations and praise re-
ceived from practitioners related to using the UCD Sprint as a
learning material for students who will later become UCD practi-
tioners and will be able to use it as a toolbox; and Publication II
through the positive experiences and opinions expressed by practi-
tioners during and after interacting with the UCD Sprint through
the course, and the impact of the UCD Sprint in encouraging a
heightened user focus in the software design process.
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RQ2. Student Needs and Results:
How can the introduction of the UCD Sprint process address the
needs of students learning UCD?

In educational contexts, structured design processes like the
UCD Sprint are proving instrumental in addressing the needs of
students learning UCD students. Problem framing, a critical but
challenging skill for students [8], [9], [59], can draw significant
benefits from scaffolding provided by structured processes such as
the UCD Sprint. Students, who often struggle with premature
fixation on solutions and lack strategic intent in prototyping [30],
[32], gain confidence and clarity through step-by-step guidance.
Publications IIT and IV show the UCD Sprint encourages itera-
tive exploration, helping students build reflective problem-solving
skills through targeted interventions and real-world applications.
Publications IIT and IV highlight the feedback received on the
UCD Sprint classroom integration, showing an overall positive
view of the process, the activities it contains, and the teaching
style. Publication III assesses the UCD Sprint digital aid, which
students praised for its structured content and ease of access. Pub-
lication IV includes an assessment of pre and post comfort level
with core design activities, showing a significant improvement.

The UCD Sprint process and the digital aid not only scaffold
student learning but also promote active, problem-based engage-
ment. As shown throughout the literature [59], [64], [65], incorpo-
rating structured, cyclical frameworks with multiple stakeholders
into educational curricula fosters complex problem-solving skills,
encouraging students to develop more holistic sets of skills. More-
over, the use of iterative, cyclical processes within the UCD Sprint
encourages the development of empathy and socially responsive
skills, essential competencies for tackling complex design problems
[66]. The findings in Publications IIT and IV resonate with this,
and further with pedagogical literature such as [68] and [69], who
advocate for the integration of UCD activities into software de-
sign education to better prepare students for industry challenges.
These insights highlight the potential of structured processes not
only to address skill gaps but also to bridge the divide between
theoretical ideals and practical applications in design education.

Finally, the findings of Publication V demonstrate the po-
tential of context adaptation of the UCD Sprint, by introduc-
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ing the Experience-Driven Game Design process, which addresses
key challenges in game design, by merging the structured UCD
Sprint process with a model stemming from game design theory
[86] to prioritise player experience. Student experiences with the
Experience-Driven Game Design process revealed a strong prefer-
ence for hands-on, practical activities, which were seen as directly
applicable to real-world game design and aligned with findings
from all four previous publications. Conversely, abstract activ-
ities received mixed feedback, as students struggled to connect
these planning-oriented exercises to practical outcomes, which is
a challenge similarly noted in game design studies where students
face difficulties with complex mechanics and theoretical tools [87].

Ultimately, both the UCD Sprint and the Experience-Driven
Game Design process were positively received for fostering user
and player-centred experiences, providing a structured approach,
and targeted support for students. Nonetheless, both processes
could be optimised by providing more context and project-specific
flexibility. There is a growing body of literature advocating for
structured, user-centred activities in pedagogy [38], [73]. By po-
sitioning structured processes as adaptable, collaborative tools,
the UCD Sprint can offer a versatile solution that caters to the
complex needs of students.

5.2 Theoretical Implications

The findings of this thesis underscore a theoretical understanding
of the UCD Sprint, its containing UCD activities, and their usage.
The findings highlight a partitioning of UCD activities which can
be mapped into three concentric circles based on their centrality
and application within the UCD process, and the way the activity
is perceived by the people using it. This is represented in the
Figure 5.1, and further detailed upon in text, and is used as basis
for the recommendations provided thereafter.

The inner circle, representing the core, includes activities
that, throughout the five publications contained within this thesis,
proved fundamental to the UCD process: mapping, interviews,
high-fidelity (HiFi) prototyping, user or play testing, and result
analysis. These activities were universally recognised as essential
and are central to both students and practitioners, forming the
backbone of effective software design workflows.
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Additional activities
that can be used if
resources allow

Activities to be used Con'Fe?( t[ual
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Essential activities for Core

the design process Activities

Figure 5.1: Design Activities Overview

In the non-case publication [15], these activities were com-
monly mentioned by practitioners, with interviews and prototype
testing being mentioned by all practitioners included in the study
as regular practices within their software design projects. Fur-
thermore, testing is highlighted as the most useful UCD activities
in the literature too [43].

These activities received the highest scores in all case papers
[33], [37], [88], [89], or were seen as instrumental for the UCD
process. As seen throughout literature, students struggle with
problem scoping [63], and thus, mapping emerges as a complex
but much-needed step in the initial stages of the discovery and
exploration of a problem. Interviews emerged amongst the activ-
ities perceived as most useful within the UCD Sprint process, the
knowledge derived from them leading to actionable insights. Sim-
ilarly, HiFi prototyping and user testing received high scores, be-
ing seen as useful and thought-provoking, and consistently being
positively mentioned by both practitioners and students. Result
analysis is seen as a natural step in the ideation phase, deriving
insights into future work.

The second circle, comprising contextual activities, includes
activities such as low-fidelity (LoFi) prototyping and user testing,
and Brainstorming activities (including Crazy 8s). These activi-
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ties provide flexibility and adaptability but must be used in the
correct context. Some projects might benefit more than others
from the usage of these activities. The literature shows practi-
tioners using a wide variety of activities, many times informal
ones such as blogs or casual feedback [42], and adapting existing
activities and processes to fit their needs [15], [44], [45]. In the
non-case paper [15], all practitioners mentioned using or having
used Design Sprints, but modifying the process to fit the project
or team. Furthermore, in the same publication, more practition-
ers mentioned using LoFi prototyping than HiFi. However, within
the Experience-Driven Game Design process [89], some students
found the LoFi prototyping to be cumbersome and ill-fitting to
their needs. These activities received polarising reviews, due to
their need to be fit for context — they are seen as enriching, use-
ful, and fun when they fit the project context; and cumbersome,
useless, and even boring when they do not.

Finally, the third circle, representing the periphery, includes
exploratory and preparatory activities, as well as iterations of ac-
tivities from the previous two circles. Activities such as exploring
user webs, crafting a design brief, setting experience goals, or iter-
ating on the mapping, find their place here. These activities often
serve as supplementary tools, enhancing the depth of the design
process but not always being directly necessary. Given the se-
ries of challenges, including constraints related to time, resources,
and organisational support [17], [33], [34], [47], [48] faced when
carrying out UCD activities, activities from this circle are what
could be called “nice to have”, if the resources and project bound-
aries allow. Notably, the second and third circles exhibit fluid
boundaries, with activities occasionally overlapping or transition-
ing depending on the project requirements, and the preferences
and knowledge of the person applying them.

By organising UCD activities into these circles, this thesis aims
to offer a nuanced perspective that bridges student understand-
ing and practitioner expertise, emphasising the flexible but struc-
tured nature needed in effective design processes. This being said,
despite the diversity of existing software design processes, most
follow a fundamental exploration-design-testing structure. This
foundational framework not only serves as a guiding principle for
the development of effective software design processes but also
facilitates the systematic tracking of user needs and project re-
quirements, allowing for iteration and optimisation. However, it
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is important to acknowledge that, for the educational context,
student perceptions of UCD activities may not fully capture their
long-term relevance or effectiveness in professional settings. The
reliance on student-reported data introduces potential biases, as
their immediate engagement or interest in certain methods may
not align with industry needs or deeper skill development over
time. While practitioner data was also included when developing
this overview of activities, this limitation still exists.

The publications related to students presented in this thesis
highlight the benefits of structure within educational contexts [37],
[88], [89], aligning with previous studies showing a structured pro-
cess can allow students to focus on the project without feeling
overburdened [38]. The publications related to practitioners [15],
[33] highlight the need for flexibility and adaptability, in line with
previous studies [44], [45].

5.3 Practical Implications

The intended implementation of design processes in both educa-
tional and professional contexts highlights a crucial finding: the
perceived usefulness of a process is heavily context-dependent.
In student contexts, particularly in undergraduate courses, the
complexity of UCD necessitates a structured approach that caters
to the varying levels of prior experience and expertise of students,
thus the practical findings of this thesis pertain to educators pri-
marily. Scaffolding, the practice of providing temporary support
to students [36], is essential for facilitating accessibility, enabling
them to grasp core concepts of UCD, make informed decisions
within defined boundaries while maintaining a manageable prob-
lem scope, ensuring that students can engage with UCD principles
without becoming overwhelmed. This can involve breaking down
complex tasks into manageable components, enabling students to
grasp fundamental concepts before progressing to more advanced
UCD activities. Furthermore, the incorporation of decomposition
within UCD processes allows educators to split the design cycle
into phases, each with specific learning objectives. This strategy
aids students in developing a coherent understanding of the work-
flow, while also fostering critical skills such as analysis, ideation,
prototyping, and user testing. Students are seen positively high-
lighting the structured, step-by-step nature of the UCD Sprint
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throughout the publications [37], [88], [89]. Although struggling
with some of the initial activities, the step-by-step nature is men-
tioned as helpful and reassuring, making the UCD activities seem
more accessible.

In addition to providing scaffolding and decomposition, expos-
ing students to a wide variety of UCD activities is critical for a
comprehensive understanding. Exposure to a full design cycle,
which encompasses exploration, design, and testing, can allow
them to appreciate the interconnectedness of these stages and en-
hance their ability to address complex problems [59], [64], [65].
This need for a complete process is especially highlighted as we
see students struggle with the non-linearity of design [8], [9], [59],
and individual activities might appear disconnected if presented
out of the context of a full process. This exposure can equip stu-
dents with the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate each
aspect of the UCD process, fostering adaptability and creativity
in their future endeavours, but also allowing them to develop the
skills needed to see the bigger picture when approaching UCD. As
students engage with different UCD activities, they not only de-
velop technical proficiency but also cultivate a holistic perspective
of UCD, which can prepare them to tackle real-world challenges
effectively. Thus, educators are highly encouraged to use scaffold-
ing and decomposition, introducing students to a wide variety of
activities through a structured, complete process, and through a
diverse means of delivering information.

The need for context-sensitive processes becomes more evident
in the context of practitioners, as practitioners encounter project-
specific constraints, stakeholder requirements, or a lack of re-
sources [15], [17], [33], [34]. A flexible UCD process, which retains
core design principles while allowing for contextual adaptations,
can enhance their ability to address these varied challenges. This
being said, practitioners rely heavily on their experience when as-
sessing the context of a project, choosing activities based on it
[15]. While this might mean that a rigidly structured UCD pro-
cess does not necessarily fit them, exposure to new UCD processes
may be, nonetheless, a constructive endeavour for the purpose of
lifelong learning and exposure to potentially new individual UCD
activities. This being said, in the context of practitioners, Roedl
and Stolterman [90] have aptly summarised "In many cases, the
research is valuable enough by producing new understandings and
does not have to immediately have practical implications", a con-
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clusion bringing into focus the reality of practitioner research.

Ultimately, this thesis highlights the importance of a tailored
approach to design processes, where educators and practitioners
alike must consider their specific contexts, audiences, and objec-
tives when implementing UCD processes.

5.4 Limitations

One of the primary limitations of this research is the homogeneity
of the student sample, a large share of which is made up of Ice-
landic first-semester Computer Science students at Reykjavik Uni-
versity. While there is some variability in terms of age, education,
and previous work experience, the Icelandic sample is largely uni-
form in gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic background. This
lack of diversity may restrict the ability to generalise findings to
broader populations of UCD students, particularly those from
more diverse contexts. It is possible that the behaviours, pref-
erences, and challenges observed in this group may not fully cap-
ture the experiences of students in other regions or with differing
demographic characteristics. This limitation is partially medi-
ated by the introduction of Publication V, which shares insights
into students from the University of Campinas, Brazil, providing
diversity in terms of nationality, ethnicity, and socio-economical
background, as well as specialisation and interests.

On a similar note, the practitioner studies involve a limited
number of participants. Although these individuals bring varied
experiences and represent a range of roles and companies, the
small sample size inherently constrains the scope of generalisabil-
ity. The findings may not fully represent the broader spectrum
of professional practices in the field of software design, although
a deliberate attempt at targeting practitioners with diverse roles,
experience levels, and backgrounds was made. Furthermore, UCD
experience is hard to quantify. While ideally the experience would
function on a spectrum, between complete novice and experienced
practitioner, this was not implemented in the current work.

An additional element to be mentioned is the reliance on stu-
dent data to assess the effectiveness of the UCD Sprint in edu-
cational settings. While these data provide valuable insights into
student experiences, it is important to acknowledge the potential
bias in student responses, as their perceptions of what is interest-



52 CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION

ing or useful may not fully align with long-term skill development
or industry relevance. Additionally, the study did not explore stu-
dent choices if prompted to choose their own methods, which could
influence engagement and learning outcomes. This limitation is
particularly relevant when considering frameworks like the model
presented in Figure 5.1, where deeper layers of expertise and con-
textual understanding develop over time, with repeated use of
certain activities within a variety of projects and contexts. Fu-
ture research could investigate how giving students more agency
in selecting design methods impacts their learning and whether
structured processes like the UCD Sprint remain beneficial when
learners have greater autonomy.



Chapter 6

Conclusion

This thesis explored the challenges and opportunities inherent in
the usage of the UCD Sprint process for both practitioners and
students, addressing gaps between theoretical ideals and practical
applications. Through the analysis of an applied process, the
UCD Sprint, and its adaptation for diverse contexts, this work
provides insights into how a structured process can better align
UCD approaches with real-world needs.

For practitioners, this research highlights the tension between
structure and adaptability in the UCD Sprint process. While
structured processes like the UCD Sprint offer clear frameworks
that can facilitate collaboration, communication, and user focus,
they must remain flexible to accommodate project-specific de-
mands such as time limitations, stakeholder conflicts, and dy-
namic workflows [33]. The findings show that practitioners often
adopt structured processes as adaptable toolboxes rather than
rigid approaches, drawing on their experience to selectively inte-
grate activities that align with project priorities [15]. This aligns
with broader UCD literature, which underscores the importance
of maintaining a balance between systematic, structured processes
and creative freedom, as practitioners adapt processes and activi-
ties [44], [45]. The UCD Sprint, therefore, is positioned as a tool-
box that can enhance consistency and communication [33]. While
the findings of this thesis focused on uncovering limitations that
can be addressed by the introduction of the UCD Sprint process,
and presenting results from what can be considered a successful
intervention with practitioners, it can be largely deduced that the
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UCD Sprint would not be an ideal fit for practitioners.

From an educational perspective, this thesis better highlights
the value the UCD Sprint can provide. Students often struggle
with key skills that practitioners develop through practice and
trial-and-error, such as problem framing [25], iterative prototyp-
ing [30], and reflective practice [32]. By introducing structured
processes like the UCD Sprint into educational settings, this re-
search shows how scaffolding can guide students through the com-
plexities of ideation and design [89]. The step-by-step nature of
the UCD Sprint can help students navigate critical phases such
as exploration, ideation, and testing. The positive student feed-
back highlights the effectiveness of hands-on, practical activities,
which connect abstract concepts to tangible outcomes [37], [88],
[89]. However, the mixed responses to abstract exercises empha-
sise the need for educators to provide clearer contextualisation
and demonstrate the relevance of these activities within the larger
picture.

In conclusion, this thesis demonstrates that while the UCD
Sprint process can be a way of providing clarity, consistency, and
guidance, its success ultimately depends on adaptability to spe-
cific contexts. Practitioners benefit from flexibility within struc-
tured frameworks, using their experience to customise processes
to project needs. Students, on the other hand, require scaffold-
ing and decomposition to develop foundational skills and build
confidence in applying UCD activities. Therefore, while the UCD
Sprint, like other structured processes, may not be ideal for prac-
titioners, it could have a valuable role in educational settings,
where students benefit from its structured guidance in developing
foundational skills.
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Abstract

The integration of user-centred design (UCD) practices in software development is fundamental for enhancing the overall experiences
of software users. In this paper, we summarize the results of various research studies on what the stated limitations of UCD practices
are. A process called the UCD Sprint was introduced recently with the goal of addressing some of the existing UCD practice limitations
for integrating UCD practices in software development. The guided usage of the step-by-step process has been studied with students
and UCD practitioners in courses showing positive results, where participants describe benefits while using the process, such as the
speed of the process, its clear structure, guidance. In this paper, we describe results from a synthesis study summarizing results on how
guided usage of the UCD Sprint can address UCD practice limitations. Furthermore, we describe results from a series of interviews with
UCD practitioners on how they currently practice UCD, the challenges and limitations they experience and their views on how unguided
usage of the UCD Sprint would potentially fit their UCD practices. While the interviewees recognize the importance of user involvement,
they highlight challenges in aligning user interests with other stakeholders’ interests. All participants had used processes like design
sprints for structuring their UCD practices. Interviewees have generally tailored the traditional approach of design sprints, showcasing
a nuanced understanding of UCD practices. The results show that the UCD Sprint process is considered by UCD practitioners as a
promising approach for practicing UCD. The process is viewed with enthusiasm, but the need for clear objectives and adaptability to
the work contexts of the UCD practitioners remains essential. UCD practitioners’ adaptive strategies of their UCD practices emphasize
the need for flexibility and adaptation of UCD practices and processes.

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

¢ The paper identifies key challenges in aligning user needs with organizational goals in software development.

¢ We further discuss the effectiveness and limitations of guided and unguided usage of the UCD Sprint process.

¢ The findings highlight the importance of flexible UCD approaches and intra-organizational support for successful implementa-
tion of design processes

Keywords: User experience (ux); User-centred design (ucd); Ucd practices; Ucd methods; Ucd sprint

in taking the UCD practitioners too long to learn to use the
UCD practices efficiently. Additionally, they find it challenging to
integrate new UCD methods and practices into their current ways
of working. Chamberlain et al. (2006) emphasized the struggle
between developers’ priorities and designers’ focus on user needs
in software development, showing developers do not appreciate
the UCD practices. Additionally, results from Cajander et al. (2022),
show that UCD practitioners struggle with managers, who focus
on customers rather than on users, resulting in strictly following
the business goals without involving the users in the software
development. Involving users can be seen as time- and resource-

1. INTRODUCTION

The integration of user-centred design (UCD) practices is cru-
cial in software development, as challenging user interfaces cre-
ate difficulties for software users. Implementing UCD practices
improves usability and the overall user experience, leading to
favourable business outcomes (Ardito et al., 2014). Especially, the
active involvement of users has resulted in a positive impact
on the success of software systems (Bano and Zowghi, 2015).
Common UCD practices in the software industry include user
testing, prototyping and user interviews, as well as user journeys
and workshops (Cajander et al., 2022). Informal practices like user

blogs and informal prototype feedback from colleagues have also
been used (Cajander et al., 2013). A study on the benefits of various
UCD practices shows that formal user testing was the highest-
rated UCD method by UCD practitioners as a useful UCD practice
(Jia et al., 2012).

On the other hand, UCD practitioners describe various
challenges and limitations while practicing UCD. The results in
Cajander et al. (2022) show that UCD practitioners think that the
UCD methods and practices are often complex, which results

consuming by management making it challenging to convince
the management or clients of its need (Larusdottir et al., 2023a).
Additionally, the design practitioners in that study, report minimal
user involvement in the early stages of software projects, with the
customers taking on the role of the end user in pre-go-live and
go-live phases.

Having limited user access makes it hard for UCD practitioners
to use specific UCD methods, such as user testing. Other chal-
lenges include developers’ misconceptions of users and usability,
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and their view of integrating UCD practices as being unnecessary
(Bach et al., 2009). As an approach to designing user interfaces
collaboratively in a team with a fast process, Knapp et al. (2016)
introduced the Design Sprint, which is a 5-day process for design
ideation and prototyping suitable for agile software development
in the software industry. The Design Sprint emphasizes individ-
ual idea generation and quick visualization. It provides specific
instructions for each activity in the process. In the Design Sprint,
user input is gathered on the final day with fast user testing
including five users. As a response to the lack of user-centredness
of the Design Sprint, the UCD Sprint evolved, which includes users
three times while conducting the process (Larusdottir et al., 2019;
Larusdottir et al., 2021; Roto et al.,, 2021). It aims to understand
user needs and provides a predefined structure with clear goals
and deliverables. The process has been taught in courses at
universities and at conferences internationally (Larusdottir et al.,
2019; Larusdottir et al., 2021; Roto et al., 2021; Larusdottir et al.,
2022; Visescu et al.,, 2023; Larusdottir et al., 2023a; Larusdottir
et al., 2023b) showing promising results in the integration of a
multitude of UCD methods within a structured, iterative process.
The studies report positive feedback from students, particularly
towards the UCD practices involving users or catering to user
feedback directly. Furthermore, in an interview study with design
practitioners on their experience of learning to use the UCD Sprint
through guided training (which we define as contexts in which
they are formally taught the process and work on completing a
project with it), participants reacted positively to using the UCD
Sprint during the course and expressed interest in incorporating
itin future training and design practices at their company (Larus-
dottir et al., 2023a).

The scope of this paper is exploring UCD practices in the soft-
ware industry. More specifically, we explore the current literature
on UCD practices, focusing on the challenges and limitations
of UCD practices that UCD practitioners describe in research
studies. In the first part of the study we analyse case studies,
focusing on analysing how the recent UCD Sprint process could
compensate for the UCD practice limitations. In the second part
of the study, we describe results from interviews with UCD prac-
titioners, focusing on the limitations they experience on the UCD
practices and on their opinions on how an unguided usage of the
UCD Sprint process could fit their work context. In this case, we
refer to unguided usage as encountering the UCD Sprint process
without formal training or guidance. The paper is centred around
highlighting UCD limitations, as well as exploring the need of new
processes such as the UCD Sprint, to address said limitations.

In this paper we aim to answer the following research
questions:

RQ1l: How do UCD practitioners conduct UCD practices
currently?

RQ2. What limitations of UCD practices are faced by UCD
practitioners?

RQ3. How does the guided usage of the UCD sprint address UCD
practice limitations?

RQ4. How do UCD practitioners perceive the introduction of
the UCD Sprint to address the limitations they encounter in
their work?

To answer these questions, we have conducted a twofold study:

Part 1: We conducted a synthesis study of 3 cases with 231
participants in total, on what experiences participants in courses
have while using the UCD Sprint process. During the courses, the
participants went through guided usage of the process, where
the instructors and founders guided them. In the synthesis study,
we particularly focus on analysing how the UCD Sprint process

addresses the limitations of current UCD practices found through-
out the literature, to answer the third research question (RQ3).

Part 2: We conducted an interview study with 5 UCD practi-
tioners in Iceland. The aim was to study how the participants
conduct UCD, the challenges and limitations of UCD practices the
participants have experienced. These results give some answers
to the first and the second research question (RQ1 and RQ2).
Additionally, we explored the current literature for summarizing
the UCD practices and the UCD practice limitations reported
there, for comparison and validation purposes, to gather addi-
tional answers to the first two research questions (RQ1 and RQ2).
Furthermore, we explored in the interview study the perceived
potential of adopting unguided usage of the UCD Sprint process
in the participants’ work to address the limitations they currently
face when conducting UCD. This addresses the fourth research
question (RQ4).

The contribution of the paper is threefold. First, we summarize
from our exploration of the literature and our interview study,
the current UCD practices and limitations of UCD experienced
in the software industry. Second, we summarize the results from
case studies conducted in guided settings through courses on how
the recent UCD Sprint process may address the UCD practice
limitations. Third, we describe results on the feedback received
on the UCD Sprint, optimization points and strengths highlighted
by the practitioners. These results are based on results from
interviews with UCD practitioners.

2. BACKGROUND

This section explores UCD and its practical application in soft-
ware development. It briefly describes the theoretical framework,
emphasizing ISO standards and outlines methods for gathering
user data and defining requirements. It further addresses practi-
cal challenges faced by UCD practitioners and efforts to overcome
them, including integrating UCD with agile practices and struc-
tured approaches like Design Sprints. The section concludes by
emphasizing the need for continued innovation and adaptation
in UCD practices.

2.1. UCD and UCD practices

Many UCD methods to facilitate UCD practices during software
development have been suggested through the years. In this paper,
we refer to theoretical UCD adhering to the ISO standard for
Human Centred Design, as outlined in ISO 9241-210 (International
Organization for Standardization, 2019). Following the principles
set forth in this standard, UCD prioritizes the creation of prod-
ucts and systems that effectively meet the needs of users while
enhancing usability, accessibility and user experience. However,
while theoretical UCD outlines ideal principles, practical UCD
varies in application due to various limitations and constraints.
Some UCD methods play a pivotal role in the initial stage of
exploring the project idea and stating the user needs and require-
ments. To this end, various data-gathering techniques, such as
interviews, questionnaires, workshops, field studies, observations
and focus groups, as articulated by Rogers et al. (2023), prove
invaluable. Furthermore, defining the needs of the users in some
detail necessitates the employment of UCD methods like per-
sonas, scenarios or user group profiles. Practitioners, independent
of the experience level, tend to use a wide variety of methods and
tools, adapting methods or creating their own, highlighting the
importance of flexible approaches (Austin et al., 2023), and thus
the lack of a dominant design (Kaplan and Tripsas, 2008).
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Generally, the sketching and creation of the first ideas of the
user interface design necessitates a diverse array of methods
and tools. Commencing with the development of wireframes, as
highlighted by Bruun et al. (2018), provides a standard starting
point. Subsequently, the process evolves with the generation of
mock-ups, sketches and storyboards, culminating in the creation
of detailed digital prototypes with high fidelity often constructed
in UI design tools like Figma (see www.figma.com). When a ver-
sion of the Ul design has been created, it is time to evaluate
how it fits the user needs. Numerous evaluation methods have
been established to gather feedback from users or inspect the
design by experts. Involving users in the evaluation process can
be achieved through techniques like the think-aloud evaluation
and conducting formal user testing (Rubin and Chisnell, 2008).
Additionally, inspection methods, including Heuristic Evaluation
and Cognitive Walkthrough, are instrumental in assessing design
quality and usability (Nielsen and Mack, 1994). This being said,
studies such as Gray’s (2016) highlight that many times design
practitioners see design methods in a more flexible manner,
resorting to their judgment and ‘mindset’ when choosing the right
approaches, depending on the project, and further reinforced by
how difficult it is to teach without including traineeships and
mentoring to help create a feel of the methods and approaches
(Getto and Beecher, 2016). While these UCD methods are critical
in software development, the evolving role of design practitioners
and the enablers and challenges they face in applying these
methods highlight the dynamic nature of the field.

2.2. Limitations of using UCD methods in
practice

In theory, embracing a wide range of user-centred design methods
is paramount, acknowledging that design is inherently iterative.
However, in the real world, practitioners encounter limitations
and challenges hindering the seamless integration of these meth-
ods. The gap between theory and practice highlights the reality
that navigating the complexities of implementation diverges sig-
nificantly from the theoretical landscape. Despite improvements
in recognition of UCD practices, design practitioners have faced
challenges through the years in collaborating with developers,
often in multiple projects simultaneously, as shown in 2002 (Vre-
denburg et al., 2002), and also recently in 2020 (Inal et al., 2020).
They often find it difficult to conduct timely user research and
usability studies within development processes. This leads to
them using methods they are familiar with, and avoiding learning
or applying new methods, partly because they find new methods
to be too complex or abstract (Cajander et al., 2022).

Additional challenges include integrating UCD methods into
software development communities and constraints within
existing processes (Bach et al., 2009). Given that more and more
companies are adopting agile frameworks, integrating UCD and
agile further raises a series of roadblocks (Salah et al., 2014). Time
constraints, limited resources and lack of senior management
support further exacerbate these challenges and are struggles
reiterated throughout time and independent of working style
(Vredenburg et al., 2002; Bak et al., 2008; Inal et al., 2020; Cajander
et al, 2022). Similarly, Larusdottir et al. (2023a) found that
practitioners cited various reasons for excluding users from the
development process—high costs, resource demands and time
constraints, not only potential misunderstandings but also the
belief that ultimate decisions rest with the customer rather than
end users. In the study by Inal et al. (2020) the results show
that participants, typically with a decade of experience, worked
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in small teams within large organizations, mostly employing
agile processes and facing similar challenges: limited support,
resources and communication.

The challenges faced by human-computer interaction (HCI)
professionals while focusing on users were also studied by com-
paring the challenges faced by other IT professionals (Marsden
and Holtzblatt, 2018). The study encompassed various aspects of
workplace experience, team collaboration, project impact, man-
agerial support, communication and work-life balance. HCI pro-
fessionals focusing on users scored their day-to-day experiences
more negatively than other IT professionals, indicating substan-
tial challenges within their organizations. The study concludes
that HCI professionals focusing on users encounter difficulties in
asserting the value of their UCD methods and techniques within
their organizational context (Marsden and Holtzblatt, 2018). As
all our research questions include the concept of UCD practice
limitations, we summarize the current findings found in the
literature in Table 1, thus directly addressing and answering RQ1.

2.3. Efforts to address limitations of UCD
practices

Efforts to address these challenges include enhancing HCI and
UCD understanding among stakeholders, advocating for roles
focusing on users within development processes and raising man-
agement awareness of user experience as a strategic priority
(Gulliksen et al., 2004), as well as upskilling and educating pro-
fessionals on new processes that could be more time and cost-
effective Larusdottir et al. (2023a). Integrating UCD practices with
agile practices using personas, scenarios and storyboards has
been shown to facilitate communication and collaboration within
agile teams (Silva da Silva et al., 2012).

Additional efforts to resolve the challenges involve increased
support, financial backing, better internal cooperation, improved
tools, additional UCD training and enhanced communication with
developers (Inal et al., 2020). In a study reported by Bruun et al.
(2018) user experience (UX) professionals focusing on users pri-
marily worked during project inception and requirement gath-
ering, conducting workshops and observations. Wireframes were
developed, reviewed by technical managers and iterated before
delivery to the development team. The teams used the agile soft-
ware development process Scrum, and during Scrum sprints the
UX professionals guided the team by dedicating around one fifth
of their time. The study suggests considering complete UCD pro-
cesses like design sprints during the inception and requirement-
gathering phases to improve the UCD practices.

Aiming to integrate design thinking in the software develop-
ment process in a time-efficient manner, Knapp et al. combined
design thinking and agile methodologies, creating the Design
Sprint (Knapp et al., 2016). Consistently compared with design
thinking (Mendonca de Sa Araujo et al., 2019) or agile (Sandu et al.,
2022), the design sprint combines the two into a clear-cut, step-
by-step process meant to be run in 5 days and provide a way
to ‘fast forwards into the future’ of a finished product (Knapp
et al., 2016). Other structured practices have been developed and
used in the industry, however, with limited academic publication
history reporting on them and their applicability. Their distance
from academia and standardized studies means the usage of the
Design Sprint and other similar methods is mainly anecdotal,
with many and frequent changes to suit the people using it,
some better documented than others (Courtney, 2018; Ferguson,
2018; Southall et al., 2019). Still, some real-world applications of
the design sprint framework in the public (Bharosa et al., 2021;
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TABLE 1. Summary of limitations of UCD practices described in the literature

Limitation

Definition

Reference

Time constraints

Lack of senior management
support resulting in limited
resources

Difficulties in stakeholder
prioritization

Intra-organizational
communication

Lack of prioritization of UCD

Insufficient time to address the UCD, or the involvement of
the practitioner restricted to a limited number of phases in
the development process

Top-level management does not provide sufficient backing
or resources for UCD initiatives within an organization or a
project. Insufficient resources considered necessary for the
UCD process (money, equipment, access to users)
Challenges in determining which stakeholders’ needs and
interests should be addressed first or given greater
emphasis within a project or initiative

Obstacles hindering effective exchange of insights,
feedback, and project updates among team members,
impacting the seamless integration of user-centric
approaches throughout the design process. Primarily
encountered with the development team.

Absence of emphasis or attention given to UCD principles
and methodologies within project planning and execution,
resulting in a diminished focus on understanding and

Larusdottir et al., 2023a; Inal et al., 2020; Cajander
et al., 2022; Marsden and Holtzblatt, 2018; Silva da
Silva et al., 2012; Salah et al., 2014; Zowghi et al.,
2015

Larusdottir et al., 2023a; Inal et al., 2020; Ardito

et al,, 2011; Bak et al.,, 2008; Gulliksen et al., 2004;
Silva da Silva et al., 2012; Dhandapani, 2016;
Ozcelik et al., 2011; Zowghi et al., 2015

Larusdottir et al., 2023a; Bak et al., 2008; Chammas
et al., 2015; Herfurth and Sinclair, 2018

Inal et al., 2020; Bak et al., 2008; Gulliksen et al.,
2004; Silva da Silva et al., 2012; Salah et al., 2014;
Zowghi et al., 2015

Inal et al., 2020; Larusdottir et al., 2023a; Marsden
and Holtzblatt, 2018; Gulliksen et al., 2004; Salah
etal, 2014

meeting user needs effectively

1. Discovery 2. Design

1.1. Initial mapping

1.2. User group analysis

1.3. Interviewing users

1.4. Overall & UX goals

1.5. Mapping and selecting a target
1.6. Defining a design brief

2.5. Happy paths

FIGURE 1. Overview of the UCD Sprint.

Ongwere et al., 2022) and private sectors (Pender and Lamas, 2019;
Schouten et al., 2020) can be found.

3. DESCRIPTION OF THE UCD SPRINT

A process called the UCD Sprint process has been suggested
(Roto et al., 2021), as one possibility to address the UCD practice
limitations described in literature. In this section, we describe
briefly the structure of the UCD Sprint process and how each step
of the process is conducted.

The UCD Sprint process is divided into three phases: Discovery,
Design and Reality Check. Each of the phases has six steps, which
include UCD activities. An overview of the process and its steps is
shown in Fig. 1.

Each step serves as an input into the next step in the pro-
cess. The UCD Sprint process paves the way for more detailed
design and development processes. The outcome of the UCD
Sprint process can serve as a valuable reference point for subse-
quent design, development and decision-making processes, help-
ing teams align their efforts with user needs and goals. There is
no timeframe used for each step nor for conducting the whole
process. For some teams, if they have a very tight schedule, they
could even skip some of the steps, or do some of the steps fast.

2.1, Exploring webs suggested by users
2.2. Defining users’ tasks for testing
2.3. Brainstorming designs

2.4. Making & selecting good designs

2.6. Low-fi prototypes

3. Reality Check

3.1. Low-fi user testing

3.2. Protype review

3.3. Realistic clickable prototype
3.4. Testing prototype with users
3.5. Analysing testing results

3.6. Decide next steps & conclude

Depending on the size of the project, and the extent of the user
involvement in the process, the timeframe for conducting the
UCD Sprint can vary extensively. The main advantages of the
UCD Sprint are its focus, structure and possibility for reflection
through the process (Roto et al., 2021).

In the following, we will briefly describe the steps in the three
phases of the UCD Sprint in three sections.

3.1. Discovery phase

Initial Mapping: Collaborative and visually driven approach. The
team identifies and clarifies the target user groups, defines their
primary goals and establishes the essential steps these users
need to take to achieve those goals. This method fosters a shared
understanding among team members, of the overall idea of the
tool to be developed, through visual representation.

User Group Analysis: Systematic and collaborative approach
aimed at gaining a deeper understanding of each user group
identified in the initial mapping activity. It involves breaking down
the characteristics, needs and preferences of these user groups,
allowing the project team to develop more tailored and user-
centric solutions by analysing: Who, What, Where, When, Why
and How for a particular user group based on a template resulting
in a complete user group analysis sheet empowering the project
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team to create solutions that resonate with and benefit the target
user groups.

Interviews: Systematic approach to collecting valuable
insights and feedback from individuals or groups relevant to the
project idea. It involves the preparation, execution and documen-
tation of interviews to gather qualitative data and uncover critical
information from potential users. The documented interview
outcomes serve as a foundation for data analysis, decision making
and project refinement during the whole UCD Sprint. Interviews
offer a direct means of engaging with end-users to uncover deep-
seated insights, preferences and pain points.

UX Goals: Collaborative approach designed to identify, agree
on and prioritize user experience (UX) goals for a project. The ‘UX
Goals’ method results in a prioritized list of three key user experi-
ence goals that the project team has agreed upon. By involving
multiple team members in the process, this method promotes
collaboration and a shared understanding of the project’s UX
objectives.

Selecting the Target: Strategic approach for refining project
goals and determining the focal ‘target’ for prototyping and user
testing through collaborative discussion. Additionally, in this step,
the long-term goal is modified so it incorporates the three identi-
fied UX goals, ensuring that the project’s objective is informed by
user experience. Furthermore, the target user group(s) for testing
is identified in this step.

Design Brief: Brings together critical information and insights
from various stakeholders to inform the design and development
process effectively. The ‘Design Brief’ step results in a document
documenting the project stakeholders, user groups, goals, con-
straints and competitive context.

3.2. Design phase

Exploring Existing Designs: Team members examine existing
tools, websites, apps, or other relevant design examples men-
tioned by interviewees in the interviews in Step 3 in the Discov-
ery phase. By collaboratively analysing these sources of inspi-
ration, the team can extract valuable insights and good design
ideas from the best practices and innovative design elements
observed in other successful products or experiences. The step’s
primary outcome is a list of good design ideas to apply in the
project, be it in the form of components, or concepts and user
desires.

User Testing Preparation: Comprehensive approach to prepar-
ing for user testing which covers the development of user test-
ing tasks, materials, planning and coordination with users to
ensure a smooth and effective testing process. Furthermore, the
method facilitates planning for the user testing sessions, spec-
ifying when and where the testing will occur and which users
will be involved. Lastly, it assigns roles to team members for
each testing session, ensuring that responsibilities are clearly
defined.

Brainstorming Design Ideas: Creative and collaborative
approach to visualize the firstideas of the Ul design for the chosen
target. The outcome of the step is a sheet filled with rapid sketches
of Ul for achieving a particular user task, incorporating the noted
ideas from step 1.

Making and Selecting Good Designs: Individual and a collab-
orative activity aimed at refining the UI design sketches in one
design solution per team member and selecting the most promis-
ing design solutions as a team effort. It encourages individual
design exploration while solidifying the design as a team effort,
detailed solution development and informed decision making

Ioana Visescuetal. | 5

through a voting and discussion process on which ideas to include
in the prototype design.

Making Happy Paths: This step fosters teamwork and collec-
tive creativity by engaging team members in pairs to collabora-
tively design the flow in the user interface that is needed to be able
to achieve each of the user tasks, that were defined in Design—
Step 2 (material for user tests). The outcome ensures that the user
tasks are well-structured, realistic and aligned with the project’s
objectives, contributing to a more effective and meaningful user
testing process.

Making Low-fidelity Prototypes: Systematically designing
pages or screens that correspond to each step within the
happy paths, the team can create a usable and functional
prototype that aligns with winning design ideas from earlier
steps. The design can be either on paper, or done in a tool, but
should be in a rough form, to encourage the team to be open
to change based on feedback from users that would inspire
iterations.

3.3. Reality check phase

Low-fi Prototype Testing: Two team members conduct the proto-
type testing using the material prepared in Design Phase—step
2 and the paper prototype prepared in the previous step. The
method culminates in interpreting the results by categorizing
valuable user feedback into positive and negative comments,
discussing insights gained and making necessary changes to the
paper prototype to improve the user experience defined by the
user experience (UX) goals.

Prototype Review: Involves seeking input and recommenda-
tions from technically skilled experts regarding the feasibility and
technical aspects of the iterated prototype. The process can be
summarized in two main phases: conducting the review with
technical experts and implementing the recommended changes.
Experts are asked to recommend changes that would enhance the
solution’s quality and technical viability.

Realistic Clickable Prototype: Includes designing a higher-
fidelity prototype that supports the UX goals and some simu-
lations of the functionality by allowing users to click on buttons
and links. The intermediate clickable prototype, typically created
in prototyping tools like Figma or Balsamiq, serves as a more
accurate representation of the final product to be tested with
users in the next step.

Evaluating Clickable Prototypes: The step is designed to assess
the user experience of an interactive prototype through user
testing by gathering valuable user feedback and identifyingissues
within the interactive prototype. The outcome is feedback and
observed issues from the user testing, along with user responses
to questions that help understand the user experience while using
the prototype.

Analysing the Test Results: The step involves deriving insights
from user testing data by organizing and interpreting the collected
data from the prototype testing. Those results are the basis for
making informed decisions during the final step of the UCD Sprint
process.

Deciding the Next Steps: This step involves evaluating the
work accomplished during the sprint and determining the future
course of action. It consists of deciding whether to continue
working on the initial idea for the software and iterating the
prototype or deciding not to do further work based on the idea. If
the team wants to continue, they could write a list of user stories
to be included in a product backlog, so the results of the UCD
Sprint will be useful also after conducting the UCD Sprint process.
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TABLE 2. A summary of the cases included in the synthesis part of the study

Study Research Method(s) (# of participants)

Reference

Case 1—Students
Case 2—Students

Survey (22);
Surveys I (110);
Survey II (70)
Survey (14);
Interviews (15)

Case 3—Practitioners

Roto et al., 2021
Visescu et al., 2023

Larusdottir et al., 2023a

4. GUIDED USAGE OF THE UCD SPRINT

In this section we describe the methodology used and results
from a synthesis study. In the study we summarize the results
from three cases, where guided usage of the UCD Sprint was
explored. These cases have been published independently, but
here we provide a summary of how the results on the UCD Sprint
address the limitations of the UCD practices. This part of the study
gives some answers to the third research question (RQ3).

4.1. Synthesis method

This section presents a synthesis of cases showcasing quantitative
and qualitative feedback on the UCD Sprint, considering per-
spectives from both students learning software engineering and
practitioners. The authors analysed the three cases presented,
examining the results and feedback received. The synthesis is
presented in the context of the limitations highlighted throughout
literature, summarized in Table 1.

Surveys with a total of 216 responses, as well as 15 interviews
were conducted. In Table 2, an overview of three distinct studies
focusing on the practical applications of the UCD Sprint is given.
The studies encompass feedback gathered from two academic
cases and one involving practitioners, aiming to broaden our
understanding of UCD Sprint implementation and adaptation
across varied contexts. Each study offers insights into how the
participants in the studies employ the UCD sprints in real-world
scenarios, highlighting nuances observed in academic and practi-
cal settings.

4.2. Summary of results from the cases

The description below summarizes the feedback obtained from
the studies presented in Table 2, offering reflections on how the
insights address the broader limitations of UCD highlighted in the
existing literature.

The first case presented a study focusing on the development
and evaluation of a two-week interaction design course integrat-
ing UCD Sprint and Google Design Sprint (GDS) methodologies
in academic settings (Roto et al, 2021). The study centred on
the course structure and student feedback on the User-Centred
Design Sprint process. Notable contributions include the course
structure, evaluation results and recommendations for teaching
such a course. Two editions of the course were compared, with
significant improvements observed in the revised structure, par-
ticularly in the integration of UCD activities before and after GDS.
Students appreciated the structured approach, with positive feed-
back highlighting the usefulness of UCD methods, such as user
interviews and summative evaluations, and the structured nature
of GDS. Challenges included managing teamwork dynamics, pac-
ing the design process and fostering reflection. Recommendations
for teaching UCD Sprint emphasized facilitating teamwork, find-
ing a suitable pace, balancing theory and practice, providing real-
life examples, clarifying process phases and promoting reflection

on learning. Overall, the study underscored the importance of a
structured approach and effective facilitation in teaching UCD
Sprint methodologies in academic settings.

This second case delved into the integration of the UCD Sprint
into a Bachelor’s level Computer Science course at Reykjavik
University, during a 7-week period through lectures and on-site
problem-solving sessions, with a particular focus on student
feedback and the utilization of a digital aid (Visescu et al., 2023).
The study unveiled three key aspects: students’ perceptions of the
UCD Sprint, their experiences with the digital tool meant to aid
them throughout the UCD Sprint process and recommendations
for refining digital aids in higher education. Despite varied
feedback influenced by course-related factors, students generally
viewed the UCD Sprint positively, appreciating its structured
approach. The digital aid, while well-received overall, prompted
suggestions for improvements, such as increased visual content
and enhanced usability. The study highlighted the importance of
iterative improvements and active learning methods in teaching
the UCD Sprint, aligning with literature supporting problem-
based learning approaches. It underscored the necessity for
ongoing refinement to meet evolving user needs and educational
requirements, emphasizing flexibility and user-centricity in
design sprint adoption within academia.

Finally, the third case was in corporate settings. The UCD
Sprint was assessed through a case showing the implementa-
tion of the UCD Sprint process within IT companies in Italy
(Larusdottir et al., 2023a). It involved interviewing practitioners
to understand their current design processes and reluctance to
involve users due to perceived resource constraints, through a
course taught for 4 days with assigned homework between course
days. Findings revealed that users are typically engaged only
during certain phases of software development, with the initial
requirements being set by the customer or other stakeholders.
The study then explores the practitioners’ experiences with a
course on the UCD Sprint process, highlighting the value they
found in activities like low-fidelity prototyping and user testing.
While some aspects of the course structure received criticism for
its pace, practitioners overall expressed interest in incorporating
more UCD principles into their design practices. Moreover, the
study examines practitioners’ willingness to modify their tradi-
tional design processes based on their exposure to the UCD Sprint,
with many acknowledging the importance of user involvement
despite challenges posed by existing company practices. The prac-
titioners involved, previously facing time and cost constraints,
found the UCD Sprint to be a time and cost-effective solution,
streamlining their design processes and fostering efficient col-
laboration. The structured approach of the UCD Sprint enabled
them to condense activities, facilitating thorough user-centred
design within manageable timeframes. As a result, practitioners
expressed interest in integrating more user-centred activities into
their design processes, recognizing the value of prioritizing user
needs and feedback.
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4.3. Addressing UCD practices limitations with
the guided usage of the UCD Sprint

Overall, the research underscores the potential of the UCD Sprint
process to enhance UCD practices by prioritizing user needs and
fostering a more user-centred approach, despite some existing
challenges and limitations in its implementation. However, the
common limitation of all three cases presented above stems from
the prompted and taught nature of the usage of the UCD Sprint
methodology by the participants. In each scenario, participants
underwent a course on the methodology, before being asked for
their opinions on it. However, to better understand the potential
efficacy and inherent challenges of the UCD Sprint, there is a need
to explore unprompted and unguided usage and opinions. This
approach allows for a more organic and authentic assessment of
the methodology’s strengths and weaknesses, providing valuable
insights into its real-world applicability beyond the confines of
structured learning environments.

In Table 1, we summarized the limitations experienced by UCD
practitioners derived from the literature. In Table 3, we summa-
rize findings based on the results gained from the case studies on
how the UCD Sprint helps UCD practitioners to mitigate the UCD
practice limitations. The arguments are contextualized with the
help of the three cases summarized in chapter 4.2, and with the
help of findings from the literature overview provided in Table 1,
for increased soundness.

5. RESULTS FROM INTERVIEWS WITH UCD
PRACTITIONERS

In this part of the study, interviews were conducted to understand
how UCD practitioners including designers, product managers
and project managers in the Icelandic software industry conduct
their UCD practices and what limitations they experience in their
work. Furthermore, the UCD Sprint was introduced to them as a
new user-centred process, and the UCD practitioners were asked
about the potential integration of the UCD Sprint in their work
context.

In this section we describe how the interview data was gath-
ered, the background of the participants and how the data was
analysed.

5.1. Method

In this section we describe the participants of the interview study,
the interview process and the data analysis method.

Two researchers from Reykjavik University conducted inter-
views using a selective sampling approach, consciously aiming to
capture diverse perspectives. We sought participants from vari-
ous industries, spanning different project scopes and company
sizes, ensuring diversification of experiences and insights. Five
individuals (4 f, 1 m) within the Icelandic software development
industry were interviewed. The participants represented diverse
roles within design, collected in this study under the umbrella
term of ‘UCD practitioners’. One participant served as a product
manager with expertise in design processes and user research, a
participant was a project manager leading a design team focusing
on a variety of projects with private and public institutions, two
UX consultants working with public and private institutions, and
finally, a product manager specializing in healthcare app develop-
ment. The inclusion of these individuals provided a well-rounded
perspective on UX practices within the Icelandic IT industry. More
information on their background can be seen in Table 4.
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5.1.1. Interview process
The aim of the interviews was to give some answers to the
following three research questions:

RQ1: How do UCD practitioners conduct UCD practices
currently?

RQ2. What limitations of UCD practices are faced by UCD
practitioners?

RQ4 How do UCD practitioners perceive the introduction of
the UCD Sprint to address the limitations they encounter in their
work?

The semi-structured interviews were conducted in three parts.
In the first part, we asked the UCD practitioners about their pro-
fessional backgrounds, their current ways of working and which
UCD methods they use for including users to answer the first
research question (RQ1). We further asked about the challenges
and the limitations they have experienced while practicing UCD,
focusing on answering RQ2. In the second part, we handed out
a one-page description of the UCD Sprint to the participants. It
included a figure showing the structure of the UCD Sprint and
text on the foundation of the process and the methods used. In
the third part of the participants were asked about the potential
of unguided usage of the UCD Sprint in their work context. In
this part, the focus was on receiving feedback for optimizing the
UCD Sprint, as well as gauging their interest in using structured
processes such as the UCD Sprint in their work, thus answering
RQ4. More details on the interviews’ structure and the questions
used can be seen in Table 5.

As the interviews followed a semi-structured format, follow-
up questions were asked on a case-by-case basis. This allowed
for a comprehensive exploration of participants’ expertise, user-
centred practices and limitation faced and opinions on the poten-
tial of the UCD Sprint’s effectiveness in the Icelandic software
development industry. The interviews lasted approximately one
hour each, as can be seen in Table 4, and were recorded and
transcribed verbatim.

5.1.2. Data analysis

During data analysis, two of the authors read the transcripts and
observations were noted. The transcripts underwent a compre-
hensive labelling (coding) procedure to capture significant ideas
by each of the researchers individually. Employing in vivo coding
as the analytical framework, several key themes emerged from
the interviews including:

1) participants discussed the various design methods they
employed during the sprints, shedding light on the diverse
approaches taken within the UCD framework;

2) noteworthy insights also centred on the challenges encoun-
tered during the sprints and the adaptive measures imple-
mented to address them;

3) furthermore, participants shared valuable feedback on the
UCD sprint, providing a nuanced understanding of its effec-
tiveness and potential areas for improvement.

The interviews focused on the points iterated above, offering
valuable perspectives on the work approaches taken by UCD
practitioners, the limitations they face in their work, feedback and
optimization points of the UCD Sprint process and its potential
impact and integration into diverse professional settings.

5.2. Current UCD practices
In this section we describe results on which UCD methods the
UCD practitioners used, the challenges the UCD practitioners
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TABLE 3. Arguments for how the UCD Sprint process could address UCD practice limitations

Limitation

Definition

Arguments

Time constraints

Lack of senior
management support
resulting in limited
resources

Difficulties in
stakeholder
prioritization

Intra-organizational
communication

Lack of prioritization of
ucb

Insufficient time for the UCD practitioners to
address the UCD practices, or the involvement of
the UCD practitioner is restricted to a limited
number of phases in the development process

Top-level management does not provide sufficient
backing or resources for UCD initiatives within an
organization or a project. Resources considered
necessary by the UCD practitioners are
insufficient (money, equipment, access to users)

Challenges in determining which stakeholders’
needs and interests should be addressed first or
given greater emphasis within a project or
initiative

Obstacles hindering effective exchange of insights,

feedback, and project updates among team
members, impacting the seamless integration of
user-centric approaches throughout the design
process. Primarily encountered with the
development team.

Absence of emphasis or attention given to UCD
principles and methodologies within project
planning and execution, resulting in a diminished
focus on understanding and meeting user needs
effectively

As shown by Bano and Zowghi (2015), user involvement can
decrease the risk of additional changes after implementation,
reducing the overall time of the development process. Salah
et al., 2014 also highlight that user involvement can reduce the
time used to iterate designs. The UCD Sprint includes
instructions and guidelines that enable participants in the
process to conduct the steps in a fast way, including the users
throughout. Throughout Case 3, participants highlight the
UCD Sprint as a time-efficient process. However, when in their
regular work environment, practitioners did not employ the
UCD Sprint in its entirety, which underlines the need for
adaptability and project-related molding of the process.

Bano and Zowghi (2015) highlight through a literature review
that user involvement improves management practices,
management facing less resistance. Furthermore, the same
review lists reducing the costs of the system as a benefit of
user involvement. The UCD Sprint provides a somewhat
expedited manner of including users throughout the process.
Case 3, in particular, is highlighted as an eye-opening
experience for several of the UCD practitioners involved, who
have mentioned the process to be a less resource-demanding
approach, making user involvement cheaper and faster than
originally perceived.

The aim of the UCD Sprint process is to help UCD
practitioners to focus on users as the primary stakeholder. We
have seen in Case 3, that sometimes there are conflicting
needs from various stakeholders, when focusing on customers
instead of users (Case 3). The UCD Sprint does not resolve this
limitation in a direct way.

As highlighted by (Salah et al., 2014), engaging developers in
creating a shared design vision through techniques such as
sharing design artefacts, as well as creating a continuous
communication channel, can mediate some of the challenges
between developers and designers. A whole team works
through the UCD Sprint process together, with guidance on
how to effectively exchange insights, design ideas, and
artefacts in many steps of the process (presented and
highlighted throughout Case 1, 2, and 3). It has not been
determined how the team using the UCD Sprint should be
composed. Including members with various backgrounds
could address this limitation. Teaching the UCD Sprint in
educational contexts (Case 1 and 2), offers the opportunity to
expose future developers to design concepts during their
studies, thus engraining the importance of UCD design
concepts early on. In educational contexts, the UCD Sprint is
praised for its structure and step-by-step instructions, and the
students appreciate the full UCD Sprint for its educational
potential.

Synchronizing the activities of UCD practitioners and the ones
of developers can lead to better acknowledgement and
increased visibility of the work of UCD practitioners (Salah

et al., 2014). By involving users three times throughout the
process, the UCD Sprint aims at extending the understanding
of user needs within the development team, and helping the
UCD team to meet the user needs effectively (Cases 1,2 and 3).
The increased communication between the development
team and the designers can seamlessly include UCD aspects
throughout the development process, making user
involvement less of a foreign concept and more of a natural
part of the process. Creating a shared design vision early on,
can aid with this, including the UCD practitioners in the
planning and execution, and highlighting them as an
important part of the process (Salah et al., 2014). This
limitation was also highlighted in Case 3 (Case 3).
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TABLE 4. Overview of the background of the participants
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Participant Job title Education Work Experience Interview
number duration (min)
1 Product Manager BA (Business Management), BA in French HR Director 63

2 Project Manager MS in IT, Design, Communication and Media Climate change project 44

3 UX Consultant BS in Computer Science Website for cosmetics 65

4 Product Manager BS in Computer Science& HCI Website and app development 63

S UX Consultant, MS in Psychology, Computer Science, HCI Web development for 112 and 53

Project Manager

911 operators

TABLE 5. The high-level interview guide for the interviews

Interview part

Questions asked and information given

Part I: Current UCD practices

o Could you start by introducing yourself and your work?

e What are some methods in your work that you use to connect with users?

e What challenges or limitations do you deal with while working with UCD?

e Do you, or have you used design sprints in your work? Why/why not?

o Do you adapt the sprints or the UCD practices you use in any ways? How/Why?

Part II: UCD Sprint
Part III: Potential usage of the UCD Sprint

o Introduction of the UCD Sprint by showing a one-page hand-out
o Do you see any potential in the UCD Sprint being used in your work?

experience while conducting UCD, adaptations of UCD practices
they described and the potential usage of the UCD Sprint in their
work context.

5.2.1. UCD methods used

Participants employed various UCD methods for focusing on and
for involving users in the development process. All participants
were conducting user interviews and user testing with direct
user participation. The consensus among participants was that
focusing on users when creating a product is important. One
participant shared an example highlighting how users often bring
up points that the development team overlooks:

it’s so interesting how the team can be so focused on something when
developing and sketching and doing the prototype that something
gets totally lost. And then the users came and said like, but who’s
the employee? Like for whom is this equipment? And we’re like, we
forgot (P1).

This being said, at times the user interest and the interest of other
parties involved may not align. Participants confessed they had to
advocate for user involvement in their company’s development
process, either to their company or to their clients, highlighting
the potential time, cost and effort savings that come with user
feedback:

‘that’s extra time, we have to sell them that extra time.” And I'm like,
no, we don’t need extra time. We just need to tell them that we are
actually using the time better. [...] you don’t have to add extra hours
because if we’re talking to users, we don’t have to waste the last hours
fixing stuff. (P3 when referring to conversations with clients and
managerial misconceptions).

Additionally, participants highlighted the potential disparity
between development assumptions and focusing on user needs
through using UCD methods, emphasizing the importance of
actively involving the whole team in the development process.

I'’know you're a developer and get paid for writing code. But tomorrow
for three hours you're just going to sit and take notes. You're going
to look at people, it’s like that’s what you're getting paid for because
you're building an app for people like these. [...] And this is the
most productive thing you're going to do ever. People don’t believe
you when you say it. But give them time and they realize that there
are people with colour blindness. It was just you couldn’t hit the front
button because it was too small. You need to make the buttons bigger.
Because things like that don’t make it into the notes necessarily it’s
the user couldn’t complete the task—it was because the button was
too small.

It’s the facial expressions and those things where you build empathy
and you get people thinking about other people rather than just
engineer stuff. (PS).

Similar feelings were expressed by P1, and P4 communicated their
strategy of bringing UCD methods within their company through
exposure:

‘[...] expose more people in the company to end users. The magic bullet
in making an organization more UX centred is just exposure. Have
people watch other people.” (P4).

While all participants acknowledged the significance of involving
users in the development process and followed some of the more
traditional methods of doing so, there were also diverging opinions
and personalized methods they mentioned. For example, one
participant stated:

There are very few workshops that I run that are exactly the same, or
you know there are some methods that I use that may follow a certain
kind of pattern. But how I put them together and how I adapt them for
each team and each purpose that’s very different (PS)

Furthermore, one participant highlighted the difficulties faced
in recruiting interviewees due to the time-consuming nature of
interviews.
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TABLE 6. An overview of the UCD methods used by the UCD practitioners

UCD Methods Included in UCD Sprint P1 P2 P3 P4 P5
Initial mapping X X X
User group analysis X

Interviews X X X X X
Selecting a target X

Design Brief X X

Brainstorming design ideas X X X

Happy paths X

Low-fi prototyping X X X X
Low-fi prototype evaluation X X

High-fi prototyping X

High-fi prototype evaluation X X X X X
UCD Methods NOT Included in UCD Sprint P1 P2 P3 P4 P5
Personas X X
Brainstorming X X

Client/stakeholder interviews X X

Idon’t run all the interviews myself, we do them as a team, but I think
mostly it’s really time-consuming, and it can be challenging to fit it into
their work hours. (P2)

A participant justified the diversity of methods as a needed
adjustment depending on the company, their goals and their end
users by saying:

I tend to get a lot of satisfaction about designing my own workshops
and approaches always, again with the focus on what is the question
is or what is that the company wants to get answered or the outcome
that they want to get out of this, and then whatever we heard
from the users and then how can we melt this together so that the
company gets what they need, but based on what we know about the
customer. (P5)

This highlights a key challenge for UCD practitioners: achieving
an optimal balance between accommodating the demands of
both the companies and their users in the dual aspects of software
development—designing the right software and ensuring it is
designed correctly.

In summary, we show the UCD methods used by the practition-
ers in Table 6, in the context of the existing methods within the
UCD Sprint.

For the UCD methods not included in the UCD sprint, we list
the methods where at least 2 practitioners used the methods.
The UCD methods that only one UCD practitioner mentioned
using were Surveys, Expert user groups, Group user testing, AB
testing, Observational studies, Highlight reels (a curated selection
of video clips edited from feedback sessions, to efficiently provide
user insight (Usertesting.com, 2019)), User workshops, Product
description documentation and Expert interviews.

5.2.2. Challenges and limitations related to UCD practices

Although design sprints emerged as a prominent method to
include users in the development process, with all participants
having worked in sprints at one point in time, all participants
mentioned adaptations they have made to the sprint for
different projects or to fit different teams. It became apparent

that participants do not work by the book when it comes to
design sprints, personalizing them in a variety of manners, and
sometimes even being apprehensive to call it a sprint:

I never say UX and I never say design Sprint or design thinking or
anything like that. Because I find that derails the conversation (PS)

As above mentioned, all participants had previous experience
with design sprints, with two out of the five UCD practitioners
having used the AJ & Smart sprint version. This version is a more
condensed version of the Knapp Design Sprint (2016), adding up to
4 days, and has been done in collaboration with Jake Knapp, which
is why it is sometimes considered a 2.0 version of the original
sprint (AJ&Smart, 2015).

Among the challenges mentioned most often, participants
reported experiencing challenges due to time constraints, sprint
structure, lack of diversity in sprint participants and lack of
knowledge about UX.

Sprint Structure and Time Constraints : Participants unani-
mously expressed that design sprints do not provide sufficient
time to understand users, gather background information and
make informed decisions about the feasibility of designs or plans.
Similarly, participants felt restricted by the sprint structure or
found it not fitting for some challenges or projects.

So they have really different opinions about what’s important, but I
think this kind of takes it out. Because up until that point, the design
Sprint is so much about working alone together and voting, right? And
it’s such a good process. When it came to the story part, all of a sudden
it was designed by meeting which is not good, no? (P1)

[...] my main issue with the Sprint is you almost do the discovery in
day one, but I feel that the discovery needs much more time. (P4)

One participant stated that while sprints are a valuable tool
for generating ideas, they often require post-sprint changes
due to limited research opportunities and access to vital
information, such as technological feasibility or legal matters.
This highlights the need for additional time to address these
constraints.
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it’s more like a great tool to give you an idea what it could look like, but
I have never, finished developing a product after Sprint and it’s what
we came up with in the Sprint, it’s always a LOT of changes after. Also
because in four days we cannot do the research to talk to the lawyers in
the company. Is this possible? Can we really do this? You know, get all
the actual information that we need to know if this is possible (P3)

Lack of User Involvement : Another challenge identified was the
lack of user involvement during design sprints. A participant
stated that there isn't a lot of ‘getting to know the user’ in design
sprints. They also observed that the focus of sprints was primarily
on driving progress rather than addressing the users’ needs.

So my feeling was always that the focus and the use of the sprint was
more to break this inertia rather than to be user-focused and get a
proper user input into, but rather to just in a few days we can create
something that is, you know, that would take us months to do. (P5)

Lack of Diversity in Teams : Participants emphasized the critical-
ity of diverse team composition, particularly in design sprints,
highlighting the significance of incorporating varied expertise and
positions while involving users.

A participant recalled an instance where a sprint skewed
towards developers, resulting in a technical focus rather than
considering the user’s perspective.

you have to make sure that you have a good mixture of somebody from
marketing, a good designer. Not too heavy on the developer side. (P1)

One participant conveyed that a diverse team composition can
provide different perspectives, and therefore lead to better results

Because if you have a homogeneous group, they’re just gonna all have
the same idea. But mixing it up so the opposite of groupthink it’s like
to have five people solve the same problem in five or six or seven
different ways that also you know you can create things like increase
empathy (P4).

However, another participant noted that securing a full commit-
ment from teammates for extensive periods of time, such as a
sprint, requires top management support. This is further derived
from the fact that introducing user-centred activities is seen as an
expensive endeavour.

You can only get that if you have the go-ahead from top management.
(P5)

So we had the same discussions when I was in the states as I see the
companies do here, which is that when they make a bid to something
or they want to start something, the UX part is so expensive it adds
time. It adds, you know it costs more, which I think is a fundamental
misunderstanding of what UX is and what it does, because I think it’s
always cheaper to start off with UX. (P5)

This insight underscores a broader principle in project manage-
ment and organizational behaviour: the critical role of leadership
support in enabling and legitimizing team efforts. In the context
of design sprints, where diverse expertise and dedicated time are
essential, top management’s backing not only facilitates resource
allocation but also signals the strategic importance of the project,
thereby fostering a more committed and collaborative team
environment.
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In Table 7, we present findings from the interviews in the
context of the limitations of UCD practices found throughout the
literature.

A consistent trend among interviewees is a collective pre-
disposition to adapt the design sprint and its implementation.
Participants universally stated the necessity of modifying the
design sprint framework to align with projects and teams, on a
case-by-case basis. The participants tell the story of a prevailing
inclination toward customization, from nuanced adjustments to
substantial structural alterations:

Because I think if you have a tool that doesn’t exactly fit the purpose,
if people feel that you're trying to put a square box in a round hole
and it doesn’t fit. So you always have to kind of make a little bit of
adaptations. (P1)

As far as I know and (from) speaking with colleagues, people always
adapt it in some way. (PS)

One participant adapted the traditional design sprint by adjusting
time allocations, adding icebreaker activities, and using a detailed
sprint script. Another participant developed a customized pro-
cess for improvement-focused projects instead of relying on the
traditional sprint, while one other shifted towards a continuous
discovery-based design process but still selectively used sprints.
Lastly, one participant adopted a four-day structure for their
design sprint, involving idea validation, user engagement and
prototype iteration.

The participants frequently mentioned how sprints are and
should be task-specific (P1, P3), and team-specific (P1, P2). At times
the adaptations were based on the project, while at other times,
they came from the company itself (P5), or were a personal choice
of the UCD practitioners (P1):

The version I did was rather interesting. It was an in-house adaptation.
It was not my adaptation, it was the adaptation of the company I was
working with. (P5)

And then I think what’s maybe missing from the sprints and what
I've done myself is I just always create a script and a timed script so
that I can see: I need to give this 5 minutes then we need to break here
for 10 and I need to give this. And for this I said OK, this might be a
10 minute exercise in the original Sprint, but I need to give it like 30
minutes. Because I really need to give different stakeholders, time to
express themselves here. (P1)

The interviews showed a predominant perspective among
participants, with the majority characterizing design sprint usage
in the industry not as rigid structures but rather as versatile
toolboxes. Participants emphasized the importance of viewing
design sprints as adaptable frameworks, enabling a dynamic
and context-specific approach. These methodologies should
be employed as flexible instruments rather than prescriptive
guides. This nuanced perspective advocates for a more flexible
application of design sprints, fostering adaptability in practice,
and a mix-and-match approach, rather than a one-size-fits-
all solution. One participant stated that while sprints are a
valuable tool for generating ideas, they often require post-sprint
changes due to limited research opportunities and access to vital
information, such as technological feasibility or legal matters.
This highlights the need for additional time to address these
constraints.
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TABLE 7. Findings on UCD limitations experienced by the interviewed UCD practitioners

Limitation Definition

Interviews

Time constraints Insufficient time to address the UCD, or the involvement of
the practitioner restricted to a limited number of phases in
the development process

Lack of senior Top-level management does not provide sufficient backing
management support or resources for UCD initiatives within an organization or a
resulting in limited project. Insufficient resources considered necessary for the
resources UCD process (money, equipment, access to users)
Difficulties in Challenges in determining which stakeholders’ needs and
stakeholder interests should be addressed first or given greater
prioritization emphasis within a project or initiative

Intra-organizational Obstacles hindering effective exchange of insights,
communication feedback, and project updates among team members,

impacting the seamless integration of user-centric
approaches throughout the design process. Primarily
encountered with the development team.

Lack of prioritization of Absence of emphasis or attention given to UCD principles

ucD and methodologies within project planning and execution,
resulting in a diminished focus on understanding and
meeting user needs effectively

‘T don’t run all the interviews myself, we do them as a team, but I
think mostly it’s really time-consuming, and it can be challenging
to fit it into their work hours.” (P2)

So we had the same discussions when I was in the states as I see
the companies do here, which is that when they make a bid to
something or they want to start something, the UX part is so
expensive it adds time. It adds, you know it costs more, which I
think is a fundamental misunderstanding of what UX is and
what it does, because I think it’s always cheaper to start off with
UX. (P5)

“You can only get that if you have the go-ahead from top
management.” (P5)

‘that’s extra time, we have to sell them that extra time.” And I'm
like, no, we don’t need extra time. We just need to tell them that
we are actually using the time better. [...] you don’t have to add
extra hours because if we’re talking to users, we don’t have to
waste the last hours fixing stuff. (P3)

I tend to get a lot of satisfaction about designing my own
workshops and approaches always, again with the focus on what
is the question is or what is that the company wants to get
answered or the outcome that they want to get out of this, and
then whatever we heard from the users and then how can we
melt this together so that the company gets what they need, but
based on what we know about the customer. (P5)

And then I think what’s maybe missing from the sprints and
what I've done myself is I just always create a script and a timed
script so that I can see: I need to give this 5 minutes then we need
to break here for 10 and I need to give this. And for this I said
OK, this might be a 10 minute exercise in the original Sprint, but
I need to give it like 30 minutes. Because I really need to give
different stakeholders, time to express themselves here. (P1)

I know you're a developer and get paid for writing code. But
tomorrow for three hours you're just going to sit and take notes.
You're going to look at people, it’s like that’s what you're getting
paid for because you're building an app for people like these. [...]
And this is the most productive thing you're going to do ever.
People don’t believe you when you say it. But give them time and
they realize that there are people with colour blindness. It was
just you couldn’t hit the front button because it was too small.
You need to make the buttons bigger. Because things like that
don’t make it into the notes necessarily it’s the user couldn’t
complete the task—it was because the button was too small. It’s
the facial expressions and those things where you build empathy
and you get people thinking about other people rather than just
engineer stuff. (P5)

‘[...] expose more people in the company to end users. The magic
bullet in making an organization more UX centred is just
exposure. Have people watch other people.” (P4)

‘it’s so interesting how the team can be so focused on something
when developing and sketching and doing the prototype that
something gets totally lost. And then the users came and said
like, but who’s the employee? Like for whom is this equipment?
And we're like, we forgot’ (P1)

It’s more like a tool to give you an idea what it could look like, but I This once again states the importance of recognizing that the
have never finished a product after Sprint and it’s what we came up application of these methodologies in real-world industry settings
with in the Sprint, it’s always a lot of changes after. Also, in four days is inherently dynamic, evolving and nuanced, according to project
we cannot do the research to get all the information that we need to requirements and team dynamics.

know if this is possible. (P3)

They also highlighted the importance of teaching the sprints in 5.3. Results on the feedback and potential
academic context in a similar fashion—as a tool: unguided usage of the UCD Sprint
All participants expressed interest and regarded the UCD Sprint
What I would try to teach the students is - this is a tool. (P3) as a potential-filled approach to gain a deeper understanding
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of users. Participants also acknowledged that the UCD Sprint
would allow individuals to express their opinions. One participant
expressed that the UCD Sprint would facilitate collaboration and
help teams overcome negative sentiments, while another praised
the early inclusion of users in the design process, which they
found was lacking in the other design sprints:

I think it’s a great idea because as I said before, I like to talk to users
when they’re still open-minded and not fitting them in, in the boxes
that you’ve made for them. Yeah, I think there’s a lot of value in
that. (P3)

However, while participants expressed enthusiasm for the poten-
tial of the UCD Sprint in gaining a deeper understanding of users,
concerns were consistently raised about the efficiency of design
springs without clear goals, and their utilization as a one-size-
fits-all solution. Participants highlighted the importance of estab-
lishing clear goals and limitations before initiating sprints. One
participant acknowledged the challenge of adhering to sprints in
a business context, conveying the need for a well-defined project
idea to effectively execute sprints:

I think that maybe for businesses it can be difficult to fit these sprints
so strictly. But I don’t know with other companies, at least for us. I
mean, the only time we can really create very defined sprints is when
we know what we’re going to do. (P2)

Similarly, another participant mentioned the influence of budget
constraints on sprints, underscoring the importance of aligning
resources and objectives before undergoing the UCD Sprint.

And then also it depends on how the design Sprint is set up. Is it
set up with a way to start a fully funded project or is it set up as
an exploration into how we might want to do something? Which
means that in the first case, when you end, you already have a fully
funded project and you can just go ahead, you have the power and the
resources that you need to get it done. In the other case, that’s when
the sales process begins, is when you've done the two week Sprint and
now we have this idea, we really want to do it and they’re just like,
‘yeah, yeah, nobody has this on the budget for this year’. That may
influence, you know the whole Sprint. (P5).

Additionally, the time constraints of the UCD Sprint were high-
lighted.

In summary, all the participants recognized the potential of
UCD sprints in facilitating a better understanding of users, but
emphasized the need for clear goals to overcome challenges
related to business context and time constraints. They also high-
lighted the potential of design sprints in general to be regarded as
toolboxes rather than strict structures to be followed, in order to
create more room for changes and adaptations needed depending
on the project at hand and the teams involved.

6. DISCUSSION

In this section we discuss our results on the current UCD prac-
tices in the software industry and the challenges and limita-
tions to UCD practices experienced by UCD practitioners. Further-
more, we discuss the findings on the guided usage of the UCD
Sprint for addressing UCD practice limitations, and finally the
potential usage of unguided usage of the UCD Sprint process is
discussed.
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6.1. Current UCD practices

The results underscore the varied approaches participants
employ in integrating UCD methods into the software develop-
ment process. UCD commonly employs approaches, such as user
testing, brainstorming and interviews, as can be seen throughout
the literature, as well as through the interviews, summarized
in Table 6. The unanimous recognition among participants of
the importance of focusing on users during the design process
is evident through the widespread use of UCD methods. This
contrasts with the findings of Larusdottir et al., (2023a), which
found UCD practitioners resort to a minimal user involvement in
the design process.

The results shed light on the necessity of active involvement
from the entire development team, challenging traditional
assumptions and emphasizing the transformative power of
empathetic understanding in design. The participants stressed
the need for developers to step away from coding temporarily,
dedicating time to observing and understanding user experiences.
This shift towards empathy-building encounters challenges in
convincing others within the organization, leading participants
to propose strategies like exposure to end users to foster a more
user-centric organizational culture. Furthermore, cross-team and
managerial support are highlighted as dire needs. Participant 5
emphasizes that flexible scheduling, facilitated by supportive
managers, plays a crucial role, which is similar to the views
practitioners held in the study by Larusdottir et al. (2023a).

Despite a consensus on the significance of involving users,
the study also unveils diverse and personalized methods among
participants, as highlighted in several other studies (Getto and
Beecher, 2016; Gray, 2016; Austin et al., 2023). This divergence
includes unique adaptations of workshops and approaches, with
the challenge of striking a balance between organizational goals
and user needs emerging as a central theme. The findings show
the multifaceted nature of UCD practices implementation and the
ongoing efforts required to bring together the divergent interests
of companies and users in the software development landscape.

6.2. Current UCD practices challenges and
limitations
Participants acknowledged the challenge of aligning user interests
with those of other involved parties, which seemingly always
requires advocacy. This advocacy, as expressed by some partic-
ipants, involves persuading clients of the long-term benefits in
terms of time, cost and effort savings that result from integrating
user feedback early in the development process, or sometimes
higher-ups and team members that are not directly focused on
design, but whose input can be valuable to the process. This aligns
with the literature, which finds that costs and time are factors of
importance and the lack thereof is a general issue encountered
by practitioners in the industry (Vredenburg et al., 2002; Bak et al.,
2008; Inal et al., 2020; Cajander et al., 2022). Furthermore, two
participants mentioned the challenges they face in assembling
diverse groups of collaborators for sprints, attributing this diffi-
culty to the time limitations. This underscores a common predica-
ment faced by UX designers, who often encounter obstacles when
collaborating with other members of the organization (Inal et al.,
2020; Bak et al., 2008; Gulliksen et al., 2004; Silva DaSilva et al.,
2012). The provided examples illustrate the potential oversight of
crucial elements by development teams, emphasizing the pivotal
role users play in identifying overlooked aspects.

The adaptive behaviour observed in tailoring traditional design
sprints indicates a strategic response to the challenges identified.
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In the Icelandic software industry, UCD practitioners have show-
cased a nuanced understanding of user-centred design methods.
Notably, the adjustments in time allocations, incorporation of ice-
breaker activities and the use of detailed sprint scripts underscore
their conscious effort to navigate time constraints and articulate
clear project objectives. As previously highlighted, design sprints
play a pivotal role in user involvement, with all participants tailor-
ing them for specific projects. The modifications made by these
UCD practitioners, exemplified by one participant’s adaptation
of the traditional design sprint through refined time manage-
ment, creative icebreakers and a detailed script, demonstrated a
proactive approach. This approach is not merely a deviation but
a strategic calibration to better suit the unique demands of their
projects, which can be seen in other projects as well (Pender and
Lamas, 2019).

One participant described the development of a customized
process for improvement-focused projects, another participant
shifted towards a continuous discovery-based design, and a third
participant adopted a structured 4r-day design sprint to showcase
the diversity of adaptive strategies. This diversity is a testament
to UCD practitioners’ commitment to refining methodologies in
response to project-specific challenges and goals. Adjustments
in time allocations, incorporation of icebreaker activities and the
use of detailed sprint scripts reflect a conscious effort to address
time constraints and establish clear goals. These limitations come
from a range of factors—internal or external, from personal,
stakeholder, or managerial lack of knowledge, to a lack of time or
resources (Cajander et al., 2022; Larusdottir et al., 2023a). However,
their approach to dealing with these challenges signifies UCD
practitioners’ nuanced understanding of the limitations asso-
ciated with design methods and their commitment to refining
methodologies for effective user inclusion, based on their expe-
rience and feel for what can be the right method, as seen needed
in Gray (2016) and Getto & Beecher (2016).

In line with Gulliksen's research (Gulliksen et al., 2004), and
Cajander et al. (2022) which advocates for increasing management
awareness of the significance of UCD activities and their inte-
gral role in the development process, two participants empha-
sized the importance of fostering a diverse pool of individuals
involved in design sprints and the development process. One
participant further advocated for exposing more employees to end
users, irrespective of their expertise in user experience, as this
would foster empathy and ultimately contribute to the creation
of a superior product. Both participants emphasized that such
endeavours would only be possible with the support of managers
who can facilitate flexible scheduling, allowing employees to
dedicate more time to participating in the development process.

Throughout the interviews it is highlighted that the UCD
practitioners’ modifications go beyond a one-size-fits-all mental-
ity, indicating a deeper commitment to effective user inclusion.
These adaptations, situated within the broader scope of user-
centred design methods, reflect an awareness of the limitations
associated with standard sprints. These recommendations
suggest that obtaining early user input, promoting diverse
participation with managerial support, and exploring different
sprint approaches are key strategies for integrating users
effectively into the development process. During the interviews,
when asked about potential improvements to enhance user
involvement in the development process, one participant stressed
the importance of obtaining input from experts and users prior to
commencing sprints, as early input can significantly influence
the outcome of the prototype. Another participant explained
that this approach can allow for more open-minded input and

proposed the exploration of different sprint methods to identify
the most effective approach, highlighting the need for ongoing
experimentation and adaptation in optimizing the sprint process.
These modifications are in line with the proposed methodology—
the UCD Sprint, which introduces early user input through
interviews.

6.3. The UCD Sprint in the context of UCD
practice challenges and limitations

Findings from the case studies in chapter 4 (Roto et al., 2021;
Visescu et al., 2023; Larusdottir et al., 2023a) contribute to address-
ing the broader limitations of UCD practices outlined in the exist-
ingliterature. By comparing the feedback from participants across
different scenarios, we identify key areas where the UCD Sprint
process aligns with and enhances UCD principles. These include
streamlining design processes, prioritizing user needs, fostering
intra-organizational communication and integrating user-centric
approaches throughout project planning and execution. However,
the chapter also acknowledges the limitations inherent in the
prompted and guided nature of the studies, suggesting a need for
further exploration of unprompted and unguided usage to provide
a more authentic assessment of the methodology’s real-world
applicability, which is highlighted throughout chapter 5.

In Larusdottir et al. (2023a), UCD practitioners learned to use
the UCD sprint with guidance from instructors in a course aimed
specifically at UCD practitioners. Reception of activities like
sketching, storyboarding and evaluating high-fidelity prototypes
can be seen in the UCD practitioners’ course feedback. The UCD
practitioners unfamiliar with prototyping found these activities
especially valuable. Some criticisms of the course structure’s
fast pace arose, but the UCD practitioners expressed interest in
the UCD Sprint nonetheless. The study results echoed results
from studies on the UCD Sprint conducted in academic settings
with university students (Roto et al., 2021; Visescu et al., 2023). In
these studies, the students generally appreciated more the UCD
activities that involved users directly or were directly related to
the users. Here, despite acknowledging its potential, participants
suggested viewing design sprints more as toolboxes than rigid
structures, allowing for greater flexibility and adaptation based
on specific project requirements and team dynamics, which
is once again in line with findings from other practitioners
(Larusdottir et al., 2023a). This was even further highlighted as a
need in the educational context, echoing the findings of Getto and
Beecher (2016). In essence, while participants recognized the UCD
Sprint’s promise in enhancing user understanding, they stressed
the imperative of clear goals to address challenges associated with
business context, time limitations and resource constraints. The
call for a flexible approach to design sprints reflects a nuanced
understanding of their potential within the broader spectrum of
design methodologies, while their appreciation for the UCD Sprint
in a guided context highlights a previously stated need throughout
literature, of fortifying academia-industry collaborations (Austin
et al., 2023).

The results from the interviews in this study indicate a shared
enthusiasm among participants for the UCD Sprint as an effective
approach to gaining a profound insight into user perspectives,
which caters to some of the adaptations they have made to other
design sprints. Overall, the practitioners interviewed in this study
already utilize most of the methods found in the UCD Sprint, as
seen in Table 6, although in various combinations tailored to their
projects. This shows the validity of the individual methods, while
underscoring the importance of process flexibility. Flexibility is
needed to acknowledge the practitioners’ experience and ability
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to assess the specific needs of each project effectively, leaving
room for a case-by-case adaptation.

However, despite the overall positive reception, concerns
emerged regarding the efficiency of design sprints in general,
and particularly that design sprints are not a one-size-fits-all
solution but have to be adjusted to the particular context of
their usage. This complies the research of Gray (2016), which
emphasizes the personalized approach of each practitioner while
practicing UCD.

Participants in the interviews in our study consistently empha-
sized the necessity of establishing well-defined objectives and
limitations before conducting sprints, like the UCD Sprint, also
seen in the work of Joshi et al. (2018), where a correlation between
the level of detail in the problem statements and requirements
and the final level of detail in the solutions is found. Furthermore,
the time constraints of the UCD Sprint surfaced as a common con-
cern among participants, which is a recurring theme throughout
the literature (Cajander et al., 2022; Larusdottir et al., 2023a).

The participants in studies of the UCD Sprint, when guided
usage was explored generally gave positive feedback on the UCD
Sprint (Roto et al, 2021; Visescu et al., 2023; Larusdottir et al.,
2023a). But through the results from the interviews, we can see
that the participants were more hesitant about the process’s
future usage than those conducting the guided usage. For
UCD practitioners to implement new approaches and processes
requires training and facing resistance to change is common,
since there is usually a fast pace in software development.
Additionally, organizational reluctance from managers could
hinder the adoption of UCD Sprint.

6.4. Feedback and shortcomings of the UCD
Sprint

Through the interviews, it has been highlighted that the UCD
Sprint does come with a series of shortcomings addressing
the UCD practice limitations, similar to other design sprint
approaches.

Firstly, the compressed timeframe in each step may hinder
thorough user research and clear objective setting while using the
UCD Sprint, potentially leading to ambiguous outcomes. In the
UCD Sprint process, the steps are not scheduled to a particular
date as in Knapp's (2016) design sprint, so the timing of each
step is more flexible. This can be seen throughout section 4,
where the UCD Sprint assumes a different structure and time
frame in each case presented. Furthermore, when the UCD Sprint
was used in courses with a fast pace, the participants reacted
positively towards that, praising the structure and the step-by-
step approach (Roto et al., 2021; Visescu et al., 2023; Larusdottir
et al., 2023a).

Secondly, concerns about the UCD Sprint’s adaptability to
diverse project contexts and team dynamics are raised, as it
may struggle to accommodate unique project requirements
without significant modifications. In the instructions for how
to conduct the UCD Sprint, there are no guidelines on how to
form the team participating, so that is up to each team to decide.
A possible lack of team diversity in UCD Sprint teams could
limit perspectives instead of stressing the importance of intra-
organizational UCD approaches, which can increase the already
existing resistance to change within organizations, impeding its
effective implementation.

Addressing these above-mentioned limitations requires
guidance in the careful consideration of team diversity, strategies
to overcome resistance to change and acknowledgement of the
potential challenges associated with UCD Sprint adoption in
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software industries, and previously highlighted in the literature
(Salah et al., 2014; Bano and Zowghi, 2015). In order for the UCD
Sprint to be fully embraced and for practitioners to take full
advantage of its benefits, streamlined communication between
developers and designers must be a priority. Acknowledging
and recognizing the work of UCD practitioners is crucial,
and addressing the stakeholder prioritization issue within the
company is essential. While no process can solve all limitations,
the UCD Sprint tackles several challenges outlined in the paper.
Educating managers, stakeholders and developers about the
benefits of user inclusion is key, demonstrating that UCD does
not need to be time-consuming or expensive. The UCD Sprint
is highlighted as an effective methodology for this, with cases
1 and 2 focusing on educating future developers and Case 3
showing it as a process perceived by the practitioners as to
streamline design, making it both time and cost-effective. The
findings suggest the need to tailor the UCD Sprint to specific
project needs and promote diverse participation with managerial
support. This emphasizes the importance of a guided approach
to learning UCD methods, as unguided usage may exacerbate
challenges. Ultimately, the study underscores the ongoing need
for refining UCD practices to better serve both users and
organizations.

7. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND
FUTURE RESEARCH

We acknowledge certain limitations in this study. Firstly, the num-
ber of practitioners interviewed was limited, which may restrict
the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the homogeneity
of the sample, comprised entirely of Icelandic practitioners, may
limit the broader applicability of the results beyond this specific
context. In Iceland the number of UCD practitioners is limited.
However, the participants recruited for this interview series are
considered representative of a wide variety of roles, industries
and company sizes. Future research could aim to address these
limitations by including a more extensive list of participants, from
different backgrounds and geographic locations to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the integration of UCD practices
into software development practices.

Building on the findings of this study, future research should
prioritize practical areas that can enhance UCD practices. Par-
ticularly, we would like to study how much tailoring of the UCD
Sprint process is needed for UCD practitioners to be able to use the
process efficiently and how much guidance and which forms of
instructional support material are needed for UCD practitioners
to adopt the process. There is a need to further explore how
the guided use of the UCD Sprint can be improved for adapt-
ability and flexibility to different contexts. We would like to
give various types of guided courses for exploring the flexibility
of the process and how UCD practitioners can adapt its usage
to their work contexts. Additionally, creating accessible support
materials for educators, students and practitioners could make
UCD methods more widely understood and used. Furthermore, an
exploration of the UCD Sprint’s adaptability beyond the Icelandic
context is necessary, in order to investigate its relevance across
the diverse global software industry environment. Lastly, efforts
to optimize the overall UCD Sprint process should be explored
to overcome the challenges highlighted in this study. By focus-
ing on these practical aspects, future research can contribute
to making the UCD Sprint more effective and accessible for all
involved.
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8. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the findings of this study show a diverse landscape
of UCD methods employed by UCD practitioners in the Icelandic
software industry. As mentioned throughout, the contribution of
the paper is threefold, examining current UCD practices in the
software industry and highlighting limitations found throughout
literature and practitioner interviews, exploring how the UCD
Sprint can address these limitations via guided case studies and
evaluating the potential of unguided UCD Sprint adoption.

The unanimous acknowledgement of the importance of user
involvement in the design and development processes are found
throughout the participants’ experiences, with user interviews
and testing being central to their methodologies. However,
the study also shows the challenges faced in advocating for
user involvement, particularly in the context of design sprints.
The challenges related to design sprints, as articulated by
the participants, underline the need for a more flexible and
adaptive approach. Time constraints, structural limitations and
the lack of diversity in sprint participants emerged as recurrent
themes, prompting UCD practitioners to adapt traditional design
sprints to suit their specific project and team needs. The
adaptations made by participants are a strategic response to the
identified challenges, reflecting a nuanced understanding of UCD
methodologies.

The study further introduced the participants to the UCD
Sprint process, which participants viewed with enthusiasm as a
potential approach to gaining a deeper understanding of users.
However, concerns were raised about the efficiency of design
sprints without clear goals and their applicability as one-size-
fits-all solutions. Participants emphasized the necessity for well-
defined objectives and limitations before initiating sprints in
general, recognizing the importance of flexibility and adapta-
tion based on project requirements. While there is no necessity
for a new process to be followed step-by-step, introducing new
methods and new toolboxes is seen as a potentially more fruitful
approach, especially in education settings.

Overall, this study highlights the dynamic and context-specific
nature of UCD practices in the Icelandic software industry.
The participants’ adaptive strategies highlight the importance
of adapting methodologies to meet the unique demands of
each project, challenging rigid structures in favour of versatile
toolboxes. This nuanced perspective emphasizes the need for
ongoing experimentation, adaptation and a mix-and-match
approach to effectively integrate users into the development
process. As the industry evolves, embracing these flexible and
user-centric methodologies will be crucial for UCD practitioners
to navigate the intricate landscape of software development
successfully, and crucial to teach to students when preparing
them for entering the work market.
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ABSTRACT

Several studies have shown that involving users in design processes is a key factor in understand-
ing user needs and essential for designing computer systems capable of providing valuable user
experiences. However, many practitioners do not emphasize user needs sufficiently and neglect
user involvement in software design and development. The UCD Sprint is a recently proposed,
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step-by-step, cost-effective process that focuses on involving users in design activities. This article
reports a mixed-method study in which, for the first time, practitioners working in companies
used the UCD Sprint; the study’s main objective was to investigate the impact of the UCD Sprint
on practitioners’ design practices. The results show that, among the various activities associated
with this process, those that involved users were particularly appreciated by practitioners. Thus,
the UCD Sprint can enhance the innovativeness of company design practices; it enables practi-
tioners to obtain sufficient information to create systems that fit users’ needs.

1. Introduction and motivation

The benefits and drawbacks of involving users in software
development in a face-to-face setting to understand their
needs and expectations more accurately have been explored
by researchers for several years. A literature review pub-
lished in 2003 claimed that user involvement generally has
positive effects, especially on user satisfaction with the deliv-
ered system (Kujala, 2003). Bano and Zowghi report that
user involvement positively affects software system success
(Bano & Zowghi, 2015), i.e., it permits the desired benefits
to be obtained if it is carefully planned and managed.
Additionally, Maramba et al. (2019) found that involving
users in testing eHealth apps has increased in recent years,
thereby providing valuable results. Despite these positive
results, practitioners face several challenges when involving
users in their software design, namely, a lack of support
from top management, a lack of resources, a lack of good
communication and lack of qualified user experience profes-
sionals (Inal et al., 2020). Another study showed that user
experience (UX) professionals struggle to position them-
selves within their company and prove that their methods
and techniques are valuable (Marsden & Holtzblatt, 2018).
To address these challenges, practitioners expect more sup-
port from top management, more money, better internal
cooperation, better organization-wide tools, and more train-
ing on user-centred design (UCD). While the field of
Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) offers many methods
to help understand users, designers often view themselves as

proxies for or representatives of intended users when assess-
ing their needs and requirements (Islind & Lundh Snis,
2018).

The User-Centred Design Sprint (UCD Sprint for short)
was recently proposed by Roto et al. (Roto et al.,, 2021). It is
a step-by-step and cost-effective process that emphasizes
user involvement in the early stages of software design.
Eighteen UCD steps are included in the process, which also
defines how the results of one step are used in subsequent
steps. The main objective of the process is to involve users
from the very beginning of software development to dis-
cover their needs and expectations and to generate different
ideas based on this information to create early interface
designs, which are evaluated through quick and informal
formative user testing. The UCD Sprint originated from
experiences in intensive courses with university students
(Larusdottir et al, 2019a, 2019b; Roto et al, 2021).
Participants in these courses claimed that the process was
fast, focused, and structured but also gave them time for
reflection (Roto et al., 2021). The UCD Sprint has also been
taught in short courses at conferences (Larusdottir et al.,
2021, 2022, 2023).

The motivation for our research is to promote user
involvement and UCD activities in the design processes of
software companies as well as in the context of public
administration because these activities are key elements in
the creation of systems that are capable of meeting users’
needs. Previous research on the design practices of software
companies has highlighted how infrequently UCD activities
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are performed; moreover, time and costs have often been
cited as reasons that deter practitioners from involving users
in design and development processes (see, e.g., Ardito et al.,
2014a, 2014b; Teka et al., 2017; Bak et al., 2008). The UCD
Sprint has received positive feedback from university stu-
dents, but the implementation of this process has not yet
been studied in the context of practitioners. We wanted to
explore whether and how practitioners can apply the UCD
Sprint process to their software design. Thus, we performed
a study whose overall research question focused on whether
the UCD Sprint process is valuable with regard to providing
UCD activities that involve users and are feasible for practi-
tioners to introduce into their software design practices. It is
the first study carried out by one of the researchers who
defined the UCD Sprint in which practitioners have been
involved.

As reported in this article, the study was conducted in
accordance with a research methodology featuring three
parts. In the first part, semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with 7 practitioners to understand their current ways
of working, and how they involve users in their software
design practices. In the second part, 14 practitioners
attended a course on a new version of the UCD Sprint, dur-
ing which they performed the activities of the process; the
course was organized in a novel way, and it lasted 4 days to
account for the time constraints faced by companies’
employees; feedback was collected from participants to pro-
vide both quantitative and qualitative data that could enable
us to understand how they valued the activities of the UCD
Sprint process as well as the course structure and content.
In the third part of the study, 8 course participants were
interviewed seven weeks after the course with the goal of
understanding how they envision the future implementation
of the UCD Sprint process in their design approaches. The
study results highlight the value of the UCD Sprint with
regard to focusing on software users, who are the main
stakeholders whom designers must address when developing
software that is capable of providing good user experiences.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reports
related work. Section 3 describes how the UCD Sprint has
evolved since its original conception and how a course on
the UCD Sprint has been crafted to be suitable for practi-
tioners. Section 4 describes the study conducted, and Section
5 discusses the results obtained thereby. Section 6 describes
the limitations of the study, and Section 7 concludes the art-
icle while simultaneously highlighting future work that can
address some of the limitations of this study.

2. Related work

This section first describes some literature on the
approaches and methods used to involve users in software
design and on how that is accomplished in practice; then, it
reports the results of studies on the integration of UCD
methods in agile processes; and finally, it briefly describes
the design sprints that inspired the UCD Sprint.
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2.1. The implementation of UCD methods in practice

Designing software based on an inappropriate or incomplete
understanding of user needs due to a lack of user input is a
major source of unusable software (e.g., ISO, 2020; Hussain
et al., 2016). Several approaches, methods and processes for
focusing on and involving users have been suggested to
improve the understanding of various factors pertaining to
users and their involvement in the software being designed.
The most cited process in this context is the Human-
Centred Design (HCD) process, which is also referred to as
User-Centred Design (UCD) process and was illustrated in
ISO (2020). It includes four major activities: (a) understand-
ing and specifying the context of use; (b) specifying the user
requirements; (c) producing design solutions to meet these
requirements; and (d) evaluating the designs against the
requirements. These major activities are quite broad, so IT
professionals must select UCD methods and techniques that
are sufficiently detailed to perform the major activities stipu-
lated in the standard.

A recent study identified the UCD methods that are most
frequently used by UX professionals, i.e., professionals who
focus on users’ needs and UX (Inal et al., 2020). The typical
UX professional included in that study had more than a
decade of work experience working in small teams using
agile development processes within large organizations. The
study involved 422 participants from 5 countries. More than
70% of the participants noted that they followed a UCD
process, and more than 80% claimed that they focused on
user experience. The most frequently used standard UCD
methods pertained to prototyping, namely, wireframing,
sketching, mockups, and digital prototyping. Two-thirds of
the participants reported engaging in face-to-face contact
with end users. The most common UCD method for this
contact was usability testing featuring three or more rounds,
and six or more users in total were included in such proj-
ects. Three out of four UX professionals followed up with
the development teams after completing the UCD activities.
UX professionals found it to be difficult to choose among
the various UCD methods available and asked for more
structured ways of working. UX professionals also described
the need for more structured UX methods in a study by
Cajander et al. (2022).

Often, the UCD methods used to gather user requirements,
such as interviews, questionnaires, and observations, are
viewed in the industry as resource-consuming (Ardito et al.,
2014a). Partnerships between universities and industry have
been suggested in an attempt to educate students in UCD
practices more effectively (Getto & Beecher, 2016).
Approaches such as design sprints and agile processes can
productively incorporate structure and speed into design
processes, combining the needs of the professionals with those
of users, given that the focus is kept primarily on the user and
UCD methods are well integrated into time-bound sequences.

2.2, Integrating UCD methods into agile processes

Since the beginning of this century, researchers have investi-
gated the combination of UCD with agile design
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methodologies: both approaches are based on similar princi-
ples, namely, user involvement, iterative design, continuous
testing and prototyping (Blomkvist, 2005). Some studies
have indicated that the UCD-agile combination poses two
important problems. The first such problem pertains to
communication  between developers and  designers.
Developers are more focused on software architecture and
functionality, while designers are more focused on user
requirements (see, e.g., Chamberlain et al., 2006). The other
problem pertains to the distinction between two different
actors who might be involved in this process: customers and
users. In most cases, these two actors are very different: the
customer is the person who requires the system and is pay-
ing for its development, while users are those who will use
the system. Agile methodologies usually require customer
participation in the software lifecycle only as part of a col-
laborative partnership based on daily interaction with devel-
opers and a lack of user participation (Highsmith, 2002).
UCD is primarily based on user involvement in the software
lifecycle. Often, customers do not know users’ needs, expect-
ations, and desires well; thus, user requirements expressed
solely by customers are insufficient for creating products
that are capable of exhibiting a positive UX. In the litera-
ture, some studies have explored fruitful customer and user
participation in agile software development projects (Kautz,
2011). In these studies, customers played an informative,
consultative and participative role, while users guaranteed
the appropriate flexibility of the product during the whole
design and development process. The result was very good:
both the project and the final product were considered to be
a success by the customer and the developing organization.

The integration of UCD methods into agile development
has been discussed in the literature (see, e.g., Ardito et al.,
2017; Bruun et al,, 2018; Cockton et al., 2016; Persson et al.,
2022). In particular, in a study conducted at a software
development company in Denmark with a focus on the UX
of their software, a total of 10 IT professionals, including
UX professionals, developers, and managers, were inter-
viewed about user involvement in their software develop-
ment process (Bruun et al.,, 2018; Persson et al., 2022). The
primary outcome indicated that UX professionals typically
work full-time on projects during the inception and require-
ment-gathering phase before the agile development process
is initiated. During these implementation sprints, the UX
professionals typically spend 20% of their time on the proj-
ects, which mostly involves guiding the development team
when questions arise regarding implementing sketches or
wireframes and only occasionally involves users.

2.3. Design sprints

Processes for helping developers in the early steps of design
have been identified. These processes include design sprints,
in which context a dedicated team solves certain questions,
challenges or uncertainties by making prototypes and testing
them with target users (Larusdottir et al., 2023). One such
process was popularized by the IDEO design agency as a
human-centred and efficient way of promoting innovation

in 2010 (Brown & Wyatt, 2010). While academics have
criticized this process for failing to build on design theories,
the practical guidance people can obtain from this approach
has been popular in innovation-oriented organizations.
Another process called Design Sprint was proposed by
Knapp et al. (2016). This process consists of a step-by-step
collaborative design process involving seven or fewer people
with different backgrounds, such as management, finance,
marketing, customer research, and technology. The Design
Sprint is scheduled in detail over a period of 5days,
Monday to Friday (Knapp et al, 2016). A facilitator who
has experience with the sprint process guides the team by
providing specific instructions and timing for each activity.
On the first day, the Design Sprint focuses on mapping out
the whole idea and discussing it with experts; the next day,
a small part is selected for further work, and the interaction
design starts; the third day, the focus is on designing the
flow of the interaction; and the fourth day, a detailed proto-
type is created. Users are involved during the final day of
the Design Sprint in through five 30-minute user testing ses-
sions, which are analyzed during the final afternoon of the
sprint. The process includes both team discussions and indi-
vidual idea development. It has been argued that a fixed
schedule for the Design Sprint ensures that the work
remains productive and fast, and through sprints, feasible
solutions can be explored (Knapp et al., 2016).

Design sprints take place before implementation starts,
i.e., during the phase that involves defining what to imple-
ment, unlike sprints in the context of agile processes, which
have the main goal of implementing software (Schwaber,
2004). Once a design sprint has found a promising candi-
date solution, an agile development project can start and
implement the digital parts of the solution. Both design and
implementation sprints share the mindset of avoiding wast-
ing time by planning too far ahead. Instead, they wait to
plan the details until the team is ready to focus on them
and keep the design to a minimum at the beginning of the
project (Adikari et al., 2009). In both cases, it is essential to
accept a state of uncertainty regarding how well the design
fits the users and how good the overall idea is. Additionally,
learning from each iteration is emphasized (Knapp et al,
2016).

Leading researchers in the UCD field have studied how
UCD activities and design sprints can be merged
(Larusdottir et al., 2019b). A process called the UCD Sprint
has been defined (Roto et al., 2021). The main objective of
the UCD Sprint process is to focus on users and their needs,
more than is done in Knapp’s Design Sprint process (Knapp
et al, 2016) or the IDEO design sprint process. Another
objective pertains to the integration of good design practices
drawn from Knapp’s Design Sprint into the UCD Sprint.

3. The UCD sprint process

In this section, we describe the evolution of the UCD
Sprint. We also illustrate how a course on this process has
been structured for practitioners working in IT companies
to fit their needs more effectively.



3.1. Evolution of the UCD sprint process

The UCD Sprint process originated from the addition of
UCD activities to Knapp’s Design Sprint. Two versions
were tested in two-week intensive courses in higher educa-
tion. In the first version, Knapp’s Design Sprint was con-
ducted during the first week, while more specialized UCD
activities were conducted during the second week, as
described by Larusdottir et al. (2019b). Specifically, the
added activities included stating UX goals, redesigning the
prototypes to fit the UX goals, evaluating the UX, redesign-
ing it according to the results and evaluating it once again.
The three activities that were ranked the highest in terms
of being useful during the course were a) sketching, includ-
ing the Crazy 8 activity used in the UCD Sprint to sketch
different ideas, b) creating a storyboard to design the flow
from one screen to another in the prototype and c) making
high-fidelity prototypes. The lowest scores were given to
setting UX goals since participants commented that this
activity took place too late. Additionally, participants noted
that more user interaction should happen at the beginning
of the process.

In the second version of the course, some UCD activities,
namely, sketching a vision, analyzing user groups, conduct-
ing interviews with users, identifying UX goals and identify-
ing usability requirements, were conducted before Knapp’s
design sprint activities. This structure was based on the
feedback obtained from the previous version of the course.
After the activities described in Knapp’s design sprint, the
prototypes were iterated according to the results of the user
evaluations and evaluated once again. The feedback from
participants during that course was positive with regard to
the whole process, i.e., both the UCD part and Knapp’s
Design Sprint part. The process was called UCD Sprint
(Roto et al., 2021). The course activities that received the
highest rating with regard to being useful were high-fidelity
prototyping and user evaluations of high-fidelity prototypes.

The goal of the UCD Sprint process is to involve users
from the beginning of software design to enhance the
designers’ understanding of user needs. This approach is
especially applicable when the idea for the software is unex-
plored and the potential users have various backgrounds,
unlike the developers. At INTERACT 2021, a course was
also held to explain the UCD Sprint process to conference
participants (Larusdottir et al, 2021). Because of limited
time, the course focused on introducing the process and
practicing two steps of the process. Subsequent discussions
with academics working in the field of HCI and further
experiences led to a new version of the UCD Sprint process,
which is illustrated in Figure 1. The UCD Sprint is now
organized into three phases, ie., Discovery, Design and
Reality Check, each of which includes 6 steps; UCD activities
are performed at each step.

The process is not bound to any particular timing or
linked to particular days of the week; thus, it is more flex-
ible than Knapp’s Design Sprint. Additionally, the UCD
Sprint is a step-by-step process that offers developers a
structured way to involve users on 3 occasions, i.e., during
interviews, during low-fidelity prototype evaluation and
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during high-fidelity prototype evaluation. The initial
involvement of users occurs already at the third step of the
18-step process. In Knapp’s Design Sprint, users are
involved only in testing high-fidelity prototypes as one of
the last activities in the process. Furthermore, the UCD
Sprint process has been refined in light of findings from
previous studies on UCD activities and the experience
obtained during courses (Jia et al., 2012; Larusdottir et al.,
2019b; Roto et al.,, 2021). This version of the UCD Sprint
process has been presented during a tutorial at NordiCHI
2022 (Larusdottir et al., 2022) and in a course at CHI 2023
(Larusdottir et al., 2023).

As shown in Figure 1, the UCD Sprint spends ample
time understanding the needs of the target user group.
Interviews are conducted with users before the prototyping
starts. UCD Sprint differs from a more general UCD process
by providing a clear structure and methods for each step of
the design process. Like Knapp’s Design Sprint, the step-by-
step process of UCD Sprint allows less experienced teams to
apply the methodology, so it also fits well in the context of
design education. The UCD Sprint was developed through
intensive interaction design courses in which students with
different backgrounds worked on design challenges in teams.
The original UCD Sprint process is two weeks long and
includes time for teaching the methods. When applied by
professional developers who are familiar with UCD meth-
ods, the process can be shorter.

3.2. UCD sprint course for practitioners

Our research aims to promote user involvement and UCD
activities to practitioners, particularly in the design processes
of software companies. Therefore, we decided to structure a
new course on the UCD Sprint that could enable practi-
tioners to understand how useful they would find the UCD
Sprint both during the course and for future integration in
their design processes. Our experience with IT companies
provided evidence suggesting that corporate practitioners
know very little or nothing about the UCD methods; thus, it
was decided that the course should entail some practice on
the UCD activities used in the UCD Sprint. However, prac-
titioners usually face strict time constraints, so it was clear
to us that we could not offer a 10-day course but should
rather modify the course structure to suit practitioners’
needs. Ultimately, the course was designed to be taught for
4days with assigned homework between course days. An
overview of the activities in the UCD Sprint course for prac-
titioners is provided in Figure 2.

This course was offered as part of the study reported in
Section 4. More specifically, this course was organized as
follows. Each course day started at 9:00 and continued until
17:00, including breaks as needed, usually one in the morn-
ing, one for lunch, and one in the afternoon. The first day
was a Thursday, the second was a Friday, the third was a
Tuesday the following week and the last day of the course
was a Wednesday. Hence, the participants first had two
course days in succession and were assigned homework in
the evening both days (see Figure 2). The third and fourth



8364 e M. K. LARUSDOTTIR ET AL.

Discovery
i : User group Interviewing Refining Map/ . .
Initial mappin,
RRINg » analysis ‘ users » Uxigoals » Selecting target » Design brief
Design
Exploring webs Defining Brainstorming Making design Low-fi
suggested by users - users’ tasks » ideas solutions . Happy paths » prototyping
Reality check
User testing i i Users testin, Analysing Conclude and
h Analysing Realistic clickable Is:testing : decide future
low-fl » testing results ‘ prototype » realistic » testing ‘ "
prototype prototype results worl
Figure 1. An overview of the structure of the UCD Sprint.
15t Day - Discovery Homework
_— 2 User group Iterviewi
Initial mapping . rleon » UX goals uns :rrswewmg
2"d Day - Sketching
Refining map/ = Exploring webs = Defining » Brainstorming » Making design Low-fi
Selecting target suggested by users users’ tasks ideas solutions prototyping

3" Day - User Testing Low—fi Prototypes

User testing
low-fi prototypes

Realistic clickable
prototype

Analysing
testing results

= =

Finalise realistic
clickable prototype

4t Day - Reality Check

User testing
realistic »

prototype

Conclude and
decide future
work

Analysing
testing results

=

Figure 2. An overview of the UCD activities conducted during the UCD Sprint course and their timing.

days followed in succession. At the beginning of the course,
the first task for the participants’ groups was to select a
design idea on which they wanted to work during the four
days of the course. They were given 5 design ideas, three of
which were chosen. The course covered 16 out of the 18
steps in the UCD Sprint process (see Figure 1). The steps
“Design brief” in the Discovery phase and “Happy paths” in
the Design phase were not covered because of practitioners’
strict scheduling requirements.

The participants were asked to provide quick feedback on
the benefits, drawbacks and potential improvements at the
end of the second day of the course to enable us to correct
any flaws thus identified directly. Generally, the participants
commented positively on the course structure, the

cooperative and activity-based learning approach, and the
UCD Sprint process; thus, no revision of the course struc-
ture was needed.

4. UCD sprint for practitioners: the study

This section describes the study conducted with practitioners
working in Italian software companies. First, Section 4.1
describes the objectives of the study, specifying the research
questions and illustrating the research methodology adopted
for the study, which is organized in three parts. Then,
Sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 report the details of participants,
methods and results of the three parts of the study,
respectively.



4.1. Study objectives, research questions and
methodology

The main objective of the study was to investigate whether
the UCD Sprint is a valuable process that practitioners can
adopt for focusing on and involving users in their software
design practices. Since it was the first time that the course
on the UCD Sprint was offered to practitioners, a secondary
objective was to investigate the positive and negative aspects
of the course from the perspective of participants. More spe-
cifically, our study explored the following research
questions:

1.  What are practitioners’ current ways of working; specif-
ically, how do they address users and involve them in
their software design practices? (RQ1)

2. How do practitioners rate the usefulness of the UCD
Sprint process? (RQ2)

3. What do practitioners consider to be the positive and
negative aspects of the UCD Sprint course? (RQ3)

4. How do practitioners envision the future implementa-
tion of the UCD Sprint process in their design
approaches? (RQ4)

The study was guided by a research methodology featur-
ing three parts, as shown in Figure 3. In Parts 1 and 3,
semi-structured one-on-one interviews were conducted to
address RQ1 and RQ4, respectively. In Part 2, to address
RQ2 and RQ3, 14 practitioners attended a 4-day course on
the new version of the UCD Sprint described in Section 3.2,
as part of which they performed the activities associated
with the process.

The participants, data gathering, data analysis and results
of each of the three parts of the study are reported in sec-
tions 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3, respectively.

4.2. Part 1: Current ways of working

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 7 employees
involved in the design/development of their company prod-
ucts. The interviews were conducted from November 2021
to January 2022. Their aim was to address RQl: What are
practitioners’ current ways of working specifically, how do
they address users and involve them in their software design
practices?

4.2.1. Participants, data Gathering and data analysis

The 7 participants were selected through convenience sam-
pling: we contacted company managers who indicated the
person(s) involved in the design/development practices of
their company. Of the 7 participants in this study, 2

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION @ 8365

identified themselves as development managers, 2 as user
interface and UX (UI/UX) managers, and 1 as a developer;
the remaining 2 participants noted that they are professional
service (PS) managers, i.e., people who interact with custom-
ers to define product requirements. Interviewees signed a
digital consent form that informed them about the collection
of audio recordings and the management of sensitive data.
Interviewees were not given any remuneration or reward for
participating in this study.

The interviewees worked at 4 companies operating in the
area around [particular place, country]. Companies with dif-
ferent characteristics were intentionally selected. One
employee from the smallest company was interviewed, and
two employees from the other three companies were inter-
viewed. The smallest company had 16 employees, most of
whom were developers, and a turnover of fewer than 1 mil-
lion Euros. Its core business was software system design and
development, but it also focused on industrial research,
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) con-
sulting, and e-Health applications. The second company had
40 employees and a turnover of approximately 2.2 million
Euros. It had two offices in Italy and one in the UK as well
as multiple international partnerships. This company
focused on creating software to support laboratories in man-
aging tests of their products. The other two companies were
larger. One of these companies was among the leading
Italian players in international business consulting and sys-
tem integration; this company had approximately 2000
employees (800 in the [city] office) and a turnover of
approximately 170 million Euros. It delivered software solu-
tions of different types, such as solutions pertaining to
financial services, energy and utilities, transportation, public
administration, and international institutions. The fourth
company was a global leader in IT professional resourcing;
it had approximately 1500 employees (67 in the [city] office)
and a turnover of 440 million Euros. Its products were pri-
marily focused on the fields of IT, transportation, and
automation.

The semi-structured interview was composed of 5 sec-
tions. After welcoming the interviewee, the first section
asked about the interviewee’s role in the company, the type
of software products that the company develops, the devel-
opment approach used to create the company’s products in
terms of models, methods, and activities, whether they take
users’ needs into account and which activities they perform
to collect information regarding those needs. The second
section was related to UX; specifically, we asked interviewees
to report whether they investigate how their users experi-
ence their products in terms of, for example, ease of use,
engagement, satisfaction, or esthetics. The questions in the
third section investigated whether and how interviewees

Part 1: Current Ways of Working
Semi-structured interviews with 7
practitioners to understand their current
ways of working, and how they involve
users in their software design practices

»

Part 2: Usefulness of the UCD Sprint

14 practitioners attended a 4-day course on the UCD
Sprint, performing the activities of the process. They
provided feedback through a questionnaire on the
usefulness of the UCD Sprint and on the course

Part 3: Future Usage of the UCD Sprint
Semi-structured interviews with

8 participants in the course, to
understand how practitioners envision
the future usage of the UCD Sprint

-

Figure 3. The study methodology consisting of three parts.
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perform activities aimed at identifying the tasks that end
users will perform using the future product. The fourth sec-
tion concerned how they address the user interface design
and, in particular, the possible use of prototypes and tools
to develop them. The fifth section pertained to the evalu-
ation activities performed to investigate the quality of the
software products they create and whether and how they
have previously involved users.

Two researchers were involved in each interview: one
researcher served as the interviewer, and the other
researcher assisted by taking notes. The interviews were
audio-recorded. Each interview was transcribed before
analysis.

Inductive thematic analysis was used to analyze the data
collected during the interviews. Themes were identified
through in vivo coding. More specifically, two researchers
independently analyzed the interview transcripts to identify
patterns, opinions, and behaviours as well as other issues
that sound interesting, grouping them in themes that syn-
thetically describe each group. As required in this kind of
analysis, 70% of the results were double-checked for inter-
rater reliability. The analysts ultimately reached consensus
regarding all the identified themes. The same process was
adopted in the analysis of the qualitative data of Part 2 and
Part 3 of the study.

4.2.2. Results regarding current ways of working

The identified themes are summarized in Table 1 alongside
their definitions and the main results that emerged from the
analysis. The results are reported for each theme.

4.2.2.1. Process. Regarding this first theme, the analysis of
the answers provided by the interviewees showed that all the
companies employ an agile-based development process.
After the company and the customer agree to develop the
product, the first activity is a kickoff meeting at which the

Table 1. Overview of the themes, their definitions and the main results.

company PS manager and his team meet with the customer
to discuss and agree upon the initial set of product
requirements.

4.2.2.2. Requirements. Interviewees noted that requirements
are defined in collaboration with the customer; no inter-
viewees claimed that users are involved in the analysis of
requirements. The company can suggest other requirements
based on the experience it has acquired in previous projects.
The customer can choose whether to approve the new
requirements, and in the end, a document containing spe-
cific requirements is produced and signed by the customer.
As one interviewee explained, “The defined requirements
could also change later based on feedback received from users
once they work with the released product” (PS manager; note
that the words in parentheses after each excerpt indicate the
role of the interviewee). However, in these cases, such
changes are not formally reported but merely communicated
to the development team. In most cases, the focus is on
functional requirements. Three interviewees noted that they
identify user needs; however, such needs are identified in
consultation with the customer. One interviewee remarked
that the customer “plays the role of the final user” (UI/UX
manager). As another interviewee said, “User profiles are
defined, and for each of them, a user journey is written”
(Manager). User journey is a method that companies often
use to describe the experience that users will undergo within
a given scenario (Endmann & Keflner, 2016); consequently,
different use cases are defined and discussed within the
team. Initially, a user journey is described in an Excel file
with a requirement/user table, following which it is
described in detail using PowerPoint slides. These slides are
shared with the UI/UX expert of the company, who is
responsible for the UI design.

4.2.2.3. Prototyping. Only one interviewee made the follow-
ing claim: “In my company, mockups are used, especially

Themes Definition Main results

Process The process that the company uses to develop its e All companies follow an agile-based design/
products development process.

Requirements Approaches that the company uses to collect e Requirements are defined in collaboration with

project requirements

Prototyping Use of prototypes and their types

Evaluation and Test
performs

User Involvement
the development process

Types of evaluations and tests that the company .

Involvement of the users in the different phases of .

the customer.

e Requirements are possibly integrated with
other requirements derived from the
experience of the company with other
products.

o Little use of prototypes. One company uses
mockups.

e Prospective users are never involved.

Functional tests are always performed on the

products.

e In one case, the product was evaluated by the
customer, who was also an end user of the
product.

e Some evaluation of the released product is

conducted.

Users are not involved in the product

development.

e Only when the product is released do users
interact with the product and can provide
feedback.

e User involvement is too expensive.




when important or complex requirements are difficult to
explain using words. The mockups are sent to the UI/UX
manager, who, using Figma' or Balsamiq®, creates running
prototypes, which are then checked with the PS team” (PS
manager). It is worth noting that the PS manager used the
terms “usable interaction”; however, when she was asked
about the meaning of these two words, she said only that a
low number of clicks is an indicator of good usability. This
finding shows that some practitioners do not completely
understand the meaning of usability. If the UI/UX manager
believes that the mockups produced by the PS team are
insufficient, they can produce new prototypes from scratch;
such prototypes are discussed with the PS teams. An initial
brainstorming session takes place at which the UI/UX man-
ager explains the pros and cons of the various proposals
with the goal of understanding possible obstacles or factors
that might be encountered in the development phase. When
a consensus is reached regarding the final prototype, it is
shared with the PS manager and the development team.
Prototypes are generally evaluated within the company itself.
The prospective user is never involved.

As one interviewee from another company said, “The
prototypes are presented as a demo in an informal meeting
with both the PS team and the support service team; these
people provide feedback based on their experience” (PS man-
ager). This presentation is considered to be a fruitful activ-
ity, but as another interviewee emphasized, “Unfortunately,
COVID and smart working have stopped this activity!”
(Manager).

As one interviewee who works as a developer in a com-
pany noted, “I receive the requirements for a new product
and start developing the product using the final technology”
(Developer). The UI/UX manager of the same company
claimed that “I'm moved from one project to another when it
is time to develop or redesign the interface.” Her name is
Maria; as she said, “When they talk about UX, they call
Maria!” She added that “The role of the UX expert is con-
fused with the role of the graphical designer” (UI/UX man-
ager), highlighting the fact that UX is not properly
considered while the company focuses only on the product’s
visual appearance.

4.2.2.4. Evaluation and test. The results regarding this
theme show that before each product release, which occurs
periodically (e.g., every week, every two weeks, or monthly),
no evaluation with users is performed; rather, only func-
tional tests are performed to fix possible bugs. Once the
users work with the final product, they might send feedback
to the development team by email or phone; in a few cases,
this feedback is discussed in meetings between the PS team
and the customer. Indeed, as one interviewee noted, “The
problems arise during the pre-go-live phase when users use
the system” (PS manager). Another interviewee noted that
“The real work begins after the final system is released”
(Manager). The same interviewee commented that even if
the customer was involved during the design and develop-
ment phases, “The problems emerged only when the users
started using the product’; he added that “the solutions to

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION @ 8367

the problems had to be implemented in the new software
release.” It is worth remarking that, despite all these con-
cerns, users are still not involved in the design/development
process.

4.2.2.5. User involvement. In general, interviewees claimed
that there is no user involvement during the early sprints; in
the pre-go-live and go-live phases, the customer plays the
role of the end user. In an ongoing project in one company,
the customer is also the end user. As an interviewee from
that company noted, “Different prototypes of the product
were evaluated with the customer during the biweekly meet-
ings” (PS manager). He also explained that each meeting
was divided into two phases: a first phase in which the PS
team showed the prototype, highlighting the improvements
made based on the suggestions received at the previous
meeting, and a second phase in which the customer used
the prototype and provided new feedback. As this inter-
viewee said, “Being that the customer is also the user, it was
also very important for him to define user needs. This work
must be done by four hands!" (PS manager).

The interviewees offered several reasons to explain the
exclusion of users from the development process, which are
already well known in the literature (Ardito et al., 2014b).
User involvement is still viewed as “too expensive”
(Manager) and resource-demanding both in terms of time
and difficulties in user recruitment. As one interviewee said,
“We don’t involve end users because of time issues and
because misunderstandings can be created” (UI/UX man-
ager). Another interviewee exclaimed that “The user requires
3000 things!” (Manager). As one manager said, “In the end,
the customer decides, not the users."”

4.3. Part 2: Usefulness of the UCD sprint

The main goal of the second part of the study was to
address both RQ2: How do practitioners rate the usefulness
of the UCD Sprint process? and RQ3: What do practitioners
consider to be the positive and negative aspects of the UCD
Sprint course? Practitioners were invited to participate in the
4-day course on the UCD Sprint described in Section 3.2,
which was held at the [Particular University, particular
place] on April 28th and 29th and May 3rd and 4th, 2022.
All authors contributed to the course, although they played
different roles, and they did not receive any remuneration
for the course.

4.3.1. Participants, data gathering and data analysis

The course had 14 participants, including four females and
ten males between the ages of 24-42; they were selected
through convenience sampling to ensure that practitioners
could attend the four-day course. For the interviews, we
contacted the companies’ managers, and with their partici-
pation, we selected the practitioners who were most suitable
to participate in the course in terms of both competence
and availability. The participants had mixed personal and
educational backgrounds. Specifically, 4 participants were
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employed full-time at IT companies as designers/developers,
8 were designers/developers working part-time at IT compa-
nies while pursuing their PhDs in Computer Science (indus-
trial PhDs), 1 had a background and a strong interest in
UCD and was working as a freelancer while pursuing his
Computer Science studies, and 1 was a freelancer with
experience in graphic design. The participants were split
into 3 working groups to ensure a varied mix of back-
grounds in each group. All participants signed a digital con-
sent form that informed them about the management of any
sensitive data collected. Participants were not given any
remuneration or reward for participating in this study.

Data were gathered at the end of the course using a ques-
tionnaire that featured four parts: 1. participants’ back-
grounds; 2. positive and negative aspects of the course as
perceived by participants; 3. participants’ ratings of the use-
fulness of the steps involved in the UCD Sprint process cov-
ered in the course; and 4. participants’ overall experiences
during the course. Each part was presented on one page.

The questions concerning participants’ backgrounds in
Part 1 included both open and closed questions that aimed
to collect information regarding participants’ educational
backgrounds, work backgrounds and experience as well as
some demographic data, including their age and gender.
The data thus collected are summarized in the description
of participants above.

To answer RQ2, Part 3 was a formal questionnaire that
collected participants’ ratings of the usefulness of each step
of the UCD Sprint process performed during the course.
The questions asked were as follows: 1) Was it [the step]
thought-provoking? 2) Was it [the step] useful for the
course? 3) Do you think that you will use this method in
your job/education? The participants evaluated these dimen-
sions on a scale from 1 to 7, from “Not at all” to “Extremely
so,” and “Not likely” to “Extremely likely,” respectively. This
part of the questionnaire has also been used in other itera-
tions of a course on UCD Sprint (Larusdottir et al., 2019b;
Roto et al, 2021). The raw data collected through Part 3
were inserted into an Excel file to calculate the average rat-
ings, which are discussed in Section 4.2.2.

Parts 2 and 4 of the questionnaire were used to gather
data to answer RQ3. In Part 2, qualitative data were col-
lected using the Retrospective Hand technique, which is an
informal qualitative questionnaire that features 5 items and
has also been used in previous courses (Larusdottir et al.,
2019b; Roto et al, 2021). The participants were asked to
provide feedback regarding of the course aspects that cap-
tured their attention. More specifically, the participants were
asked to describe their experiences in the UCD Sprint
course according to the following five categories: 1) This
was good; 2) I want to point this out; 3) This was not as
good; 4) I will take this home; and 5) T would have liked
more of this. In Part 4 of the questionnaire, the participants
could provide any comments they wanted to provide on a
final blank page. The analysis of the data collected through
Parts 2 and 4 of the questionnaire consisted of a priori the-
matic analysis based on themes drawn from Steyn et al,
(2019) alongside some added definitions and themes specific

to the analysis of the UCD Sprint (Larusdottir et al., 2019b).
The themes used are shown in Table 2. For this analysis,
two researchers independently examined the collected data.
The interrater reliability was 70%. At this point, 30% of the
data were double-checked for interrater reliability, and a
consensus was reached.

4.3.2. Results regarding the usefulness of the UCD sprint
The quantitative results of Part 3 of the questionnaire, i.e.,
the participants’ ratings of the usefulness of the UCD Sprint
activities, are shown in Table 3.

The activity with the highest score in terms of being
thought-provoking, useful for the course, and useful for the
future was the analysis of the results of the user testing.
Other steps, such as low- and high-fidelity prototyping and
user testing of high-fidelity prototypes, also received high
scores. The user testing of high-fidelity prototypes was con-
ducted with users who were not involved in the course, and
each session lasted for 30 minutes. After each user testing
session, post-it notes containing notes and important points
drawn from the user testing were put on the blackboard in
line with the appropriate task. Gradually, a visualization of
the results emerged. The activities that received the lowest
scores from the participants with regard to thought-provok-
ing were refining the map and selecting a target for making
the prototypes. The activity that received the lowest score
from the participants with regard to being useful for the
course and the future was examining the webs suggested by
the users.

To answer RQ3, we collected data from participants
regarding the positive and negative aspects of the course.
We received 66 comments in total in Parts 2 and 4 of the
questionnaire. Small sample sizes precluded detailed statis-
tical analysis. That fact notwithstanding, the comments were
generally positive. Specifically, the data included 50 (76%)
positive comments and 16 (24%) negative comments; thus,
the comments were quite positive overall. The comments
were analyzed based on the themes described in 4.3.1, and
the results are shown in Table 4.

The positive comments clustered mainly into five themes
that covered 84% of the comments in total. These themes
included soft skills, course content, teaching methods,
experience, and course structure. Two examples of positive
comments on soft skills were “a new way of thinking and
working” and “working in a team.” These comments were
classified as positive since the participants gave these com-
ments when they were asked about what aspects of the
course were good. The comments in the course content cat-
egory were more closely related to the UCD Sprint process
itself. Participants appreciated “gathering more info from
users,” “designing on paper” and “repetitive user testing.”
Examples of comments on teaching methods included “You
learn by doing” and “The course is practical.” Two examples
of the experience theme were “the overall organization” and
“the human touch.”

In terms of negative comments, the dominant theme was
the course structure, covering 10 out of the 16 negative
comments. Examples of negative comments in that category
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Table 2. Themes used to analyze the qualitative data regarding the course on the UCD Sprint.

Theme Definition

Assessment ASSESSMENT: Assessment standards, structure, schedule, criteria and
feedback.

Staff quality WHO: Tutor and lecturer availability, teaching skills, quality and frequency of

Learning environment

Learning support

Learning resources
Teaching methods
Course content
Course administration
Course structure

Soft skills

People
Overall experiences

communication with participants.

WHERE: Quality of lecture hall equipment, the size and comfort of the course
venue and the quality of the learning environment created through group
project work.

PREPARATION: Adequate preparation for assessments and the provision of
additional learning support, e.g., intervention by the observers if requested
by participants.

ADDITIONAL: The provision of additional resources and the quality, timeliness
and affordability of resources provided.

HOW: How the participants learn, i.e., the format of activities on the course.

WHAT: The material presented to the participants.

SET UP: Practical arrangements such as team formation and practical course
information

WHEN: Structure and scheduling of the course activities and days when the
learning activities take place

SKILLS acquired by participants: Critical thinking, problem-solving, leadership
and responsibility, communication, and collaboration (e.g., teamwork)

RELATIONSHIPS: Personal relationships, selection of people for the course

OVERALL EXPERIENCES: Overall course experience, level of motivation,

atmosphere, free time activities, lunch and snacks, accommodations

Table 3. Participants’ ratings of the usefulness of the steps involved in the UCD process (RQ2).

Was it thought-provoking?

Was it useful for the course?

Will you use it in your job/education?

Initial mapping 5.46
User group analysis 536
UX goals 5.50
Interviewing users 5.36
Refining map/Selecting a target 5.00
Exploring webs from users 521
Defining users’ tasks 5.50
Brainstorming ideas (Crazy 8) 6.00
Design solutions 571
Low-fi prototyping 6.15
User testing low-fi prototype 5.50
Realistic clickable prototype 6.07
User testing realistic prototype 6.07
Analyzing testing results 6.23
Highest score 6.23
Lowest score 5.00

592 5.46
6.00 5.14
5.79 5.50
571 514
5.64 5.00
536 4.79
6.07 5.21
5.93 521
5.79 543
6.21 5.50
6.07 4.86
6.21 579
6.36 5.36
6.38 5.85
6.38 5.85
536 4.79

Table 4. Positive and negative aspects of the course according to participants.

Positive % Negative %
Soft skills n 22%
Course content 10 20% 1 6%
Teaching methods 8 16% 2 13%
Experience 7 14% 1 6%
Course structure 6 12% 10 63%
Staff quality 3 6%
People 2 4%
Assessment 1 2%
Learning environment 1 2%
Course administration 1 2% 1 6%
Learning support
Learning resources 1 6%
Total 50 76% 16 24%

included “5days instead of 4 was going to be more ideal”;
“too many breaks”’; and “insufficient time to build a
prototype.”

Overall, the participants praised the way in which the
course encouraged cooperation, interactivity, and theory-
exercise iteration. The participants praised the activities
involving users, primarily user testing. With regard to nega-
tive feedback, time constraints, especially when asked to

deliver a prototype, were often mentioned. Moreover, the
participants expressed a desire for more time for exploration
and more in-depth tool guidance regarding software such as
Figma® (the tool used in the course for rapid prototyping).
While they appreciated the time spent on and focus placed
on becoming familiar with the users, once they had started
to understand the users, they occasionally found the allo-
cated task time to be insufficient.

4.4. Part 3: Future implementation of the UCD sprint

This last part of the study addressed RQ4: How do practi-
tioners envision the future implementation of the UCD Sprint
process in their design approaches? In particular, we were
interested in how participants perceived the course on UCD
Sprint several weeks after the course, their possible applica-
tion of the process in the context of their practical projects,
and the potential for employing the UCD Sprint to under-
stand user needs. Thus, seven weeks after the course,
specifically from June 21 - July 14, 2022, follow-up semi-
structured interviews were conducted.
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4.4.1. Participants, data gathering and data analysis

A total of 8 of 14 course participants were interviewed. We
selected course participants who were available at the time
of the interviews. Specifically, 4 interviewees were full-time
employees working at IT companies as designers/developers,
3 interviewees were working part-time at IT companies as
designers/developers ~ while pursuing their PhDs in
Computer Science (industrial PhDs), and 1 was a freelancer
with a background and a strong interest in UCD who was
pursuing studies in Computer Science. In the usual manner,
interviewees signed a digital consent form informing them
about the collection of audio recordings and the manage-
ment of sensitive data. Participants were not given any
remuneration or reward for participating in this study.

The follow-up interview was structured in 4 sections. The
first section focused on current projects on which the inter-
viewee was working at the time of the interview. The second
section collected data on the course the interviewee had
attended, namely, the interviewee’s opinions, feelings, and
experiences with using the UCD Sprint during the course.
In the third section, we first investigated whether the inter-
viewee had already had the opportunity to use the UCD
Sprint in ongoing projects. If the answer to this question
was yes, we asked whether the whole process or only some
steps were applied and requested further details regarding
this application. We primarily investigated whether the
interviewee would like to apply the UCD Sprint process in
the future and how he or she would promote its adoption
by the management team. The fourth section focused on the
interviewee’s opinion regarding whether using the UCD
Sprint is instrumental for focusing on user needs appropri-
ately and on the specific methods involved in the process
that are the most important for this goal.

Two researchers were involved in each interview: one
researcher served as the interviewer, and the other inter-
viewer assisted by taking notes. The interviews were audio-
recorded. Each interview was transcribed before analysis. An
inductive thematic analysis of the collected data was per-
formed. Two researchers independently examined the inter-
view transcripts and analyzed them in terms of themes. The
interrater consistency was 70%. The remaining 30% of the
results were discussed until consensus was reached.

4.4.2. Results regarding future implementation of the UCD
sprint

Table 5 shows the identified themes, their definition and the
main results that emerged from the analysis.

4.4.2.1. Process. This theme concerns the overall opinions,
feelings, and experiences of the interviewees with regard to
the UCD Sprint process. Participants considered the process
to be useful for companies; they appreciated the methods it
involves and, reflecting on such methods in the weeks after
the course, they believed that they are useful for supporting
the design of usable products that are able to create a posi-
tive UX. As one interviewee explicitly stated, “The process is
valuable because it uses effective methods that are resource-
saving” (Full-time designer/developer). Another interviewee

claimed that “The methods it [UCD Sprint] uses involve
important stakeholders” (Freelancer). Two interviewees noted
that "The UCD Sprint involves the whole team, not just the
developers as is done in the company” (Part-time designer/
developer) and "Working in a team, members understand
why one makes a decision. Working together means getting to
a goal together” (Full-time designer/developer). One inter-
viewee noted that managers still need to change their way of
thinking to foster the use of UCD Sprint. This opinion was
also expressed by others; two interviewees working in the
same company noted that, after the course, they organized a
seminar for their colleagues in which they reported their
experiences at the course and explained the value of the
UCD Sprint. Many people attended the seminar, including
managers, developers, and analysts. The main message they
wanted to convey is that the application of UC methods is
not a waste of time; in contrast, as explicitly reported in the
interviews by one of these interviewees, "It is an investment
and offers economic benefits to the customer. It is a starting
point. Such methods are not commonly used. There is a need
for them in the company!” (Full-time designer/developer)

Interviewees greatly appreciated the user tests. As one
participant claimed, "The two user tests ensure the develop-
ment of a truly quality product” (Part-time designer/devel-
oper). As another interviewee stated, "Evaluating both paper
and digital prototypes are very important steps. The former
permits us to verify that the identified features are those that
the user needs. The latter allows us to refine the features.”
(Freelancer). However, half of the interviewees noted that
the low-fidelity paper prototypes could be eliminated while
still performing two user tests. They observed that with cur-
rent prototyping tools, an interactive low-fidelity prototype
can be created very quickly, which can then be evaluated
through a user test. The successive high-fidelity prototype
can also be evaluated through a user test. One interviewee
noted that "We prefer to develop a rudimentary prototype
that is a digital one because the user needs to click!" (Full-
time designer/developer).

4.4.2.2. Course. The second theme pertaining to the UCD
Sprint course attended by the interviewees refers to the
overall opinions, feelings, and experiences of the interview-
ees with regard to the course from a didactic point of view.
The thematic analysis of the answers highlighted the fact
that the participants appreciated the course highly and
found it to be very interesting, as it allowed them to
broaden their work background. One key positive aspect
that all interviewees mentioned is that the course structure
is didactically effective, alternating between theory and prac-
tice and thus allowing participants to apply the proposed
techniques. As one interviewee noted, "The course was not
heavy at all!" (Part-time designer/developer). In addition,
two interviewees indicated that they appreciated the course
structure, which allowed them to test a prototype immedi-
ately. Another interviewee noted that "You learn to apply the
process very easily!” (Full-time designer/developer). As still
another interviewee indicated, "It was a wonderful experi-
ence, a course that was different from those suggested by my
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Theme Definition

Main results

Process

use in a company

Course

Use in Practical Projects

Understanding of Users’ Needs

user needs

Overall opinions, feelings, and experiences .
pertaining to the UCD Sprint process and its

Overall opinions, feelings, and experiences .
regarding the UCD Sprint course

Experiences regarding the use of the UCD Sprint in .
their current projects or future ones.

The potential of the process or some of the .
methods proposed to collect data concerning

UCD Sprint is viewed as suitable for companies

that create software systems.

o The methods used are effective and resource-
saving.

e This approach requires the involvement of the
main stakeholders, including end users.

e The tests are essential for evaluating the
quality of the prototype.

e The paper-based low-fidelity prototype could
be substituted with a digital low-fidelity
prototype.

e The discovery phase is not feasible because it

resembles retracing what has already been

approved by the customer.

The course structure is didactically effective.

o The phases are well organized and defined in
terms of time.

o The multidisciplinarity of the course group is

positive.

Some practitioners are now performing user

testing; in general, they do not yet employ the

complete UCD Sprint.

e One practitioner created digital prototypes for

the interface of a product and tested them.

Users’ involvement in the design process is

important.

e The interview is very useful for collecting
users’ needs.

o User tests allow users’ needs that are not

identified by the customer to be collected.

company” (Full-time designer/developer). She explained
that, generally, company courses are less practical, and
participants are more passive. Another interesting aspect of
the course was the multidisciplinary nature of the group
(for example, "I truly enjoyed the multidisciplinary nature
of the group” (Part-time designer/developer) and
"Multidisciplinarity of the team is crucial for the success of
the product” (Part-time designer/developer)). This multidis-
ciplinarity allowed group members to exchange experiences
and knowledge: "Comparing the ideas of people with different
backgrounds helps a lot when defining new ideas.” (Full-time
designer/developer)

4.4.2.3. Use in practical projects. Regarding this theme, 6 of
8 interviewees had no way to apply any methods used in the
UCD Sprint because they were working on projects that
were already at an advanced stage of development. However,
all interviewees claimed that they would gladly apply the
whole process. Only two interviewees were performing user
tests. In particular, one of these interviewees noted that “I'm
working on a project that is already in progress. I have per-
formed two user tests on digital prototypes of the user inter-
face I created” (Full-time designer/developer). She involved
four colleagues who worked in the same company as back-
end developers and who acted as end users. She asked par-
ticipants what they thought about the interface, what hap-
pened if they clicked on some buttons, and what could be
improved. As she reported, "I received some useful com-
ments. For example, participants thought they were getting to
one output while instead the button took them to another, so
I added intermediate steps” (Full-time designer/developer).
She refined her prototypes based on the comments she

received and then asked her colleagues to review them once
again. Indeed, she claimed that one evaluation was insuffi-
cient and that at least one iteration is necessary. She added
the following: "Rather than getting to the finished product
and not liking it, perform intermediate evaluations and get to
a better final product.”

4.4.2.4. Understanding of users’ needs. This final theme
refers to whether the overall approach or, at least, some of
the proposed methods were perceived as useful with regard
to collecting data concerning user needs. As one interviewee
said, “The course allowed me to better understand the impor-
tance of involving users in a system design process as well as
the need for iteration, which was especially evident in the
final part of the approach with the execution of two user
tests” (Full-time designer/developer). Several interviewees
claimed that the interview was important because it provides
a good understanding of users’ needs. However, it is often
the case that the company develops the same type of prod-
uct. In this case, interviews are not essential because the
requirements are defined based on the knowledge gained by
the company’s employees from their previous experiences.
Evaluations of the low-fidelity and high-fidelity prototypes
facilitate the identification of further user needs for that spe-
cific project.

5. Discussion

In this section, we consider the three parts of the study
reported in Section 4 and discuss the main findings, as well
as their implications and/or contributions.
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5.1. Current ways of working

In the first part of the study, practitioners working in IT
companies were interviewed to understand their current
design process and the extent to which they involve users.
For many years, researchers have acknowledged that involv-
ing users in the software development process positively
impacts the quality of the product and enhances user satis-
faction (e.g., Kujala, 2003; Bano & Zowghi, 2015).
Nevertheless, practitioners are very often reluctant to per-
form user research primarily because they think that the
available methods are very resource-demanding and that no
methods suitable for companies’ needs are available (see,
e.g., Ardito et al, 2014a; Katsini et al., 2016; Teka et al,
2017). A more recent study by Inal et al. (2020) specifically
involved UX professionals; even if more than 70% of such
professionals claimed that they employ a UCD approach to
develop their product, they complain about the obstacles
they face when conducting user research due to a lack of
support by the company’s top management, which still
neglects the importance of UX.

The interviewees in our study were not UX professionals
who appreciate user research and UCD approaches; rather,
they were practitioners involved in the design of interactive
software. Their answers indicated that their current design
processes had not changed from the approach reported in
previous studies, e.g., (Ardito et al., 2014a), which generally
neglects user research. These interviews were thus instru-
mental to show that it is necessary to teach practitioners
new processes that focus on user research.

In the companies at which our respondents work, users
are not generally involved in the design of software prod-
ucts. In some cases, users are consulted only during the pre-
go-live and go-live phases, when a stable version of the
developed product is released. However, it is well known
that at this stage of software development, it could be too
late to correct any serious errors that might impact the soft-
ware product’s usability and the corresponding UX. These
late changes could also be costly. Thus, the false belief that
user involvement is time-consuming and ineffective remains.

All interviewees said that they work in companies that
employ agile processesThey reported that the only stake-
holder involved in the process is the customer, who plays
the role of the user both in the initial phases of the process
with regard to illustrating the users’ needs and in the activ-
ities associated with prototype evaluation. Our interviewees
argued that it is the customer who pays for the software
product being developed and thus that they needed to com-
ply with the requirements indicated by the customer, who
accepts and signs the document containing the specified
requirements that developers must consider in their work.
Similar results have been reported by Bruun et al. (2018)
and (Persson et al, 2022), who claimed that users are
involved only during the initial phases of software design,
whereas during the development phase, the software is
assessed by members of the development team, who often
lack usability and UX skills.

Interviewees claimed that they generally do not produce
paper prototypes; in their company, some designers create

prototypes using PowerPoint or more professional tools
such as Figma and Balsamiq. Only one company manager
indicated that this company creates a prototype when the
requirements are difficult to describe; thus, the prototype is
valuable simply to verify whether the team understood the
customer’s requests. This finding is in line with the results
reported by (Cajander et al, 2013; Bruun et al, 2018),
according to which UX specialists made wireframe proto-
types to verify with the development team or the chief tech-
nical officer whether the design was possible to implement
in a cost-effective manner.

5.2. The usefulness of the UCD Sprint process

In the second part of the study, practitioners were invited to
attend a course that enabled them to practice using the
UCD Sprint process. Two previous studies on the UCD
Sprint process used during two-week courses in 2018 and
2019 that involved students in higher education were con-
ducted (Larusdottir et al., 2019b; Roto et al., 2021). The first
study showed that the activities of sketching and storyboard-
ing were highly rated (Larusdottir et al., 2019b). In both
studies, high-fidelity prototypes received a high ranking,
while in the latter study, the evaluation of such prototypes
with users was rated highly (Roto et al., 2021).

In the study described in this paper, the activities that
received a high rating with regard to being useful were low-
fidelity prototyping, high-fidelity prototyping, user testing of
high-fidelity prototypes and the analysis of the test results.
Notably, our participants claimed that they were not used to
making prototypes, so for some of them, this represented a
new activity that they found useful. This is a great contribu-
tion of our study, it indicates that the practice of the UCD
Sprint can convince the practitioners of the importance of
performing activites, such as prototyping, that are funda-
mental for designing useful and usable software (see, e.g.,
[rif. a libro su prototyping, chiedere a Paolo]). Actually, the
participants called for more time and more in-depth tool
guidance regarding Figma®, the tool used in the course for
rapid prototyping, because they greatly appreciated the sup-
port of this software in the creation of prototypes at differ-
ent levels. Due to their lack of familiarity with the creation
of such prototypes, participants required more time for these
activities, which was one reason they complained about the
structure of the course; they would prefer a course that
lasted an additional day, i.e., a total of 5days instead of 4.
These results are in line with the results drawn from the
previous courses. In particular, high-fidelity prototyping was
valued highly in both previous courses attended by univer-
sity students. The results regarding the high ranking of user
testing of high-fidelity prototypes in this paper are in line
with the results previously reported by Inal et al. (2020),
who indicated that user testing was the most frequently used
method. The value of informal user testing with the think-
ing-aloud protocol has been well known since the seminal
book by Nielsen (1993); this method is highly appreciated
and used widely, especially in formative evaluation or in sit-
uations in which resources are limited or evaluators are less



experienced. Such informal user testing is currently widely
used in the website evaluation protocols adopted by several
Italian public administration institutions (see, e.g., Federici
et al.,, 2019; Federici et al., 2021).

The activities that received the lowest scores from the
participants with regard to being thought-provoking were
refining the map and selecting a target. This finding is
understandable since the initial mapping had already been
accomplished in Step 1, and now the participants were asked
to revisit the map after conducting interviews with the goal
of reflecting on how the map should be changed. The activ-
ity that received the lowest score with regard to being useful
in the course as well as in the future was examining the
webs suggested by the users. The participants did not have
much time to accomplish this activity since other steps took
longer than expected; thus, it is unsurprising that they
believed that this step was not particularly useful.

In our study and in both studies on previous courses, the
participants were asked to provide their impressions of the
course itself. The course structure was the most frequently
mentioned aspect in our results, receiving the highest fre-
quency of negative comments, most of which remarked that
the pace was too fast and that the participants were not
given sufficient time to complete the homework of conduct-
ing interviews and developing prototypes. However, the
feedback revealed that, in general, the course structure was
suitable for practitioners. The participants’ consensus
regarding the successful nature of the course alongside the
interest they expressed in including this course as part of
company training programs or as part of their education in
general indicate an encouraging step toward similar attempts
in the future.

5.3. Future implementation of the UCD Sprint

The objective of the third part of the study was to investi-
gate whether and how practitioners would modify their trad-
itional design practices to include some of the activities
proposed by the UCD Sprint. We were specifically interested
in collecting information regarding the participants’ willing-
ness to involve users and apply UCD Sprint in their design
processes. We also wanted to know what they thought about
the course after some time had passed.

The participants were convinced that the UCD Sprint
should be applied to the task of designing software in their
IT companies, but they had not yet applied it to their
ongoing projects. Some practitioners indicated their willing-
ness to perform user tests. One practitioner reported per-
forming two user tests involving her colleagues, who acted
as final users. She was happy to discover problems that she
would not have identified without the involvement of users.

Involving users in the design process was highlighted as
positive by two other practitioners. They appreciated the
course highly and organized a seminar at their company one
week after the course to demonstrate the importance of user
involvement. People with different roles in the company,
ranging from managers to developers, attended the seminar
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and appreciated the user-based cost-effective process pro-
vided by the UCD Sprint.

The practitioners found the reality check phase to be
important and highlighted that the user test results are
indeed useful for refining user requirements. They also
emphasized the fact that what is not identified by customers
is undoubtedly discovered during user tests because observ-
ing users’ interactions with a system prototype can easily
reveal the product’s shortcomings.

Surprisingly, some practitioners claimed that the inter-
views with users during the discovery phase could be elimi-
nated. They clarified that requirements are defined and
approved by the customer at the beginning of the design
process in their companies. Thus, it is useless to conduct
interviews without having the possibility of modifying the
identified requirements. Participants were convinced of the
value of user interviews with regard to collecting important
information from users, but unfortunately, the current prac-
tice imposed by top management required only customer
involvement. Some participants doubted the significance of
paper prototyping but confirmed the importance of per-
forming prototype testing twice with users during the sprint.
They indicated that designing digital low-fidelity prototypes
would be more straightforward in IT companies. This find-
ing stands in contrast to the results of previous research that
has highlighted the advantages of an initial paper prototype
(Snyder, 2003).

All practitioners appreciated the course content and
structure. The main difference between this course and
other courses proposed by their companies was that they
could more readily apply the techniques the approach sug-
gests in this context. The course enabled them to "experi-
ence first-hand" the real potential of the user-based process
and to appreciate the reduced resources required for user
involvement. The practitioners explicitly noted that user
involvement was not as costly as they had believed and that
it is instrumental in the design of systems that offer a good
user experience.

6. Limitations of the study

In this section, we address the limitations of the performed
study by discussing some issues that may have threatened
the internal and external validity of our study (Lazar et al,
2017). We also report how we mitigated the most critical
issues regarding the three parts of the study.

Internal validity refers to the extent to which one can be
confident that a cause-and-effect relationship established in
a study cannot be explained by other factors. It can be
threatened by various hidden factors that can compromise
the achieved results, as discussed in the following.

6.1. Subject experience

We involved practitioners from companies with different
roles, and the companies thus selected were of different
sizes. The companies operate in the area around Bari. We
plan to perform other interviews involving practitioners
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from different countries. For Part 2, the subject experience
threat was alleviated because none of the subjects had any
experience with the UCD Sprint process.

6.2. Method authorship

We eliminated the biases entailed by different interviewers
since the same person interviewed the participants to avoid
possible incoherence the conduct of interviews in Parts 1
and 3. Regarding Part 2, we addressed the possibility of bias
resulting from different course teachers the same teacher
was responsible for every course session. In this way, we
avoided any variability in training.

6.3. Intelligibility of the material

For Parts 1 and 3, the questions of the two interviews were
validated by three authors, who are also software designers,
to verify their intelligibility. For Part 2, the course, which
featured a different structure, but which involved the same
activities, had already been held three other times, thus ena-
bling us to guarantee the correctness of its structures and
the materials available to the participants.

6.4. Available time

This issue pertains only to Part 2. Course participants had
limited time to complete the process activities and their
homework; however, they were aware of the fact that they
were participating in a didactic course and that the course’s
main goal was to illustrate the activities that the UCD Sprint
proposes. We constrained the time available to participants
to avoid overloading them with excessive work that could
encourage them to downgrade their performance and per-
ceptions, thus leading to useless results.

The external validity of a study refers to the possible
approximation of the truth of its conclusions to generalize
the study’s results to different contexts. In this respect, the
main threats to our study are the following.

6.5. Sampling bias

The size, complexity and time-criticality of participants’
projects limited the validity of the study. In addition, the
participants were people working in different companies in
southern Italy. Thus, they represent only a small section of
the entire population. We plan to perform other studies
involving people from different countries and more compa-
nies of different sizes, as part of which we will ask them to
practice the UCD Sprint on projects on which they are
working.

6.6. Situation effect

This issue pertains only to Part 2. The course was held in a
lecture room of a university department that is similar to
any lecture room that can be used in a company. Thus, this

environment should not create any problems. However, the
members of each group were drawn from different compa-
nies, and the case study on which they worked was not an
actual project of any member. We are in contact with com-
panies to organize future courses in which participants can
use the UCD Sprint to support a company project.

6.7. Testing effect

Part 2 of the study involved only one group of practitioners
who attended the course. No baseline or control group was
considered. We plan to perform a comparative study to
obtain further insights into whether the UCD Sprint process
increases awareness of the importance of user involvement
and whether it could be successfully adopted by companies
to enhance the innovativeness of their design practices.

7. Conclusion

The UCD Sprint discussed in this article is a step-by-step
and cost-effective process that is based on user involvement
in the early stages of software design and that aims to
enhance our understanding of users’ needs. This process ori-
ginated from experiences in intensive courses with university
students (Larusdottir et al., 2019a, 2019b; Roto et al., 2021).
One motivation for our research is to promote user involve-
ment and UCD activities in the design processes of software
companies since they are key elements in the creation of
systems that are capable of meeting users’ needs. Since the
UCD Sprint process received positive feedback from univer-
sity students (Visescu et al., 2023), we wanted to explore
whether and how it is suitable for practitioners with regard
to software design. Thus, we performed the study reported
in this paper, which was conducted according to a research
methodology featuring three parts.

Our overall research question focused on whether the
UCD sprint is a valuable process for emphasizing and
involving users in practitioners’ software design practices.
The results of the study show that participants were
impressed by the activities involving users, particularly the
user test; they appreciated that even quick and informal tests
with users are capable of highlighting many problems that
can be easily solved in the initial designs. We were slightly
surprised that the interviews with users that aimed to collect
user requirements were not as well received by the practi-
tioners. We asked them to clarify this point, and they indi-
cated that the current practices imposed by the top
management of their company require the customer to
define requirements at the beginning of the design process
and to accept and sign a document containing the specified
requirements. Thus, even if participants are convinced of
the value of user interviews for collecting important infor-
mation from users, they have not yet performed interviews
in their current practices.

The study was the first to involve practitioners. We dis-
cussed its limitations and how we plan to address these
issues in future studies. More specifically, we will perform
interviews and organize other courses for practitioners from



various companies and countries. We are also planning to
conduct comparative studies to obtain more results regard-
ing the value of the UCD Sprint process.

The theoretical value of the UCD model, as has also been
reported in ISO (2020), has been well known and acknowl-
edged since the late 1980s. The work reported in this article
contributes primarily to the practice of UCD. It has been
shown that the UCD Sprint is a fast process that incorpo-
rates a focus on users into design practices; it involves UCD
activities involving users, which practitioners valued highly.
By using the UCD Sprint process, the practitioners obtained
a structured and fast way of working toward the goal of cre-
ating products with a good UX.

Notes

1. https://www.figma.com/
2. https://balsamiq.com/

3. https://www.figma.com/
4. https://www.figma.com/
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Abstract— Software development presents technical and
social challenges for new entrants to the field, particularly in
empathizing with potential users. That can lead to
misunderstanding of users’ needs and requirements, affecting
the user experience. Research has shown that implementing
user-centred design (UCD) methods during software
development positively impacts the overall user experience.
Thus, teaching higher education students UCD methods from
the beginning of their undergraduate studies is preferable, as
upskilling later in their professional work can be a more
complex endeavour. A process called the User-Centred Design
Sprint (the UCD Sprint) covering 14 UCD methods was
introduced to first-semester undergraduate Computer Science
students at Reykjavik University, during a 7-week period
through lectures and on-site problem-solving sessions. As
additional support, the students were provided with a digital aid
on the UCD Sprint, supporting the learning process. Feedback
on the learning of the UCD Sprint process was collected through
in-person surveys with 70 respondents, and qualitative digital
aid evaluations through student reporting from 110
respondents. The findings show that the students rated direct
interaction with users, especially high. On the opposite end, the
students rated methods aimed at refining the initial ideas on the
lower side of the rating scale. The students mentioned seeing the
value of using the UCD Sprint process when developing software
to better empathize with and cater to users' needs. The students
used the digital aid provided alongside tools such as in-class
slides, the textbook, and internet-based support. Overall, the
student feedback on the digital aid was positive, with students
appreciating clear instructions for conducting the methods in
the UCD Sprint process. This paper reports a mixed-method
study with results diverging into a three-fold contribution.
Firstly, it reports the perceived usefulness of the UCD Sprint
process and the experience of using it during the course.
Secondly, findings from the usage of a digital aid to accompany
the UCD Sprint process are reported. This provides the basis for
the third contribution, which is presented in terms of
recommendations that others can utilise when developing digital
aids for assisting students in higher education.

Keywords— Active learning, User-Centred Design, User
Experience, Software Design, Education

1. INTRODUCTION

Many higher education students and new graduates in
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM)
fields face challenges empathizing with users that are different
from them, be it in gender, age, or national and ethnic
background, as well as working with users where a
disproportionate power dynamic exists [23, 33]. Fostering
and training a base of skills to students empathising with users
thus needs to be strongly encouraged early in their education.
Teaching students that are about to enter the work market how
focusing on users can be beneficial in the long run. This can
have implications not only for the company and the field
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overall, but also for the employability of the student and the
work they are to do in the future.

As the Human-Computer Interaction research field is and
has been highly interdisciplinary, a multitude of methods and
tools exist for focusing on users, which are highly rated by
practitioners [20]. But studies have also shown that
practitioners find User Centred Design (UCD) methods
unstructured and ask for more structured ways of working [10]
and few consistent patterns of a systematized body of
knowledge have been suggested [26]. There are numerous
handbooks on applying user-centred design in industrial
settings but limited research on the cultivation of user-
centered design as an embedded element in higher education
[39].

Still, the initiative for including UCD methods in higher
education has been growing [1]. In order to guide students
through the best combination of methods when approaching
user-centred design, design educators are encouraged to
anticipate potential hurdles and offer students a base set of
methods to rely on to foster and cultivate their skill
development [40]. Some parallels have been drawn between
user-centred design and active learning methods, encouraging
learner-centric approaches that follow similar principles to the
user-centred design approaches [5]. Furthermore, with a lot of
workplaces and education environments going online or
hybrid, digital tools for education have also received increased
attention in recent years.

The UCD Sprint process was developed for structuring the
usage of various UCD methods and to systematically include
a vast body of knowledge from academia into the early stages
of software development [42]. The target audience for the
UCD Sprint process is software development practitioners and
higher education students. The UCD Sprint evolved through
three occasions of a higher education intensive course on user-
centred design [30, 31, 42]. The course was iterated based on
data collected from students from a wide range of
backgrounds and ages.

The UCD Sprint has been taught using highly problem-
based approaches, which have shown promising results in
enhancing student motivation and active learning [16]. The
approach has varied depending on the course and target
audience, however, the in-class approach presented in the
current paper has many parallels with activities presented in
active learning theory [9], continuously engaging the students
and allowing them to learn by doing.

The study described in this paper, explores the perception
of higher education students of the UCD Sprint process and
experiences of using a digital tool accompanying the process
in a computer science course for 7 weeks.
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We stated the following research questions:

1) How do undergraduate students rate the usefulness
of the UCD Sprint?

2)  How doundergraduate students experience the usage
of the UCD Sprint in the context of a CS course?

3)  What are the experiences of students using a digital
aid accompanying the UCD Sprint process?

II. RELATED WORK

In this section, the related work on active learning, in general,
is briefly described. Then user-centred design methods and
their role in education are described, followed by design
sprints and the UCD Sprint in particular, and concluding by
describing related work on digital tools for learning.

A. Active Learning

Active learning was first defined in the early 90s by
Bonwell and Eison [8] as “anything that involves students in
doing things and thinking about the things they are doing”.
Active learning in all its shapes presents a promising
approach. The term functions as an umbrella term for
approaches such as problem, project, case, or even team-based
learning [16, 38]. In the very fittingly named Alphabet Soup
of Active Learning, Hopper [21] presents problem-based
(PRL), case-based (CBL), and team-based learning (TBL),
showing their advantages in the strive of integrating soft skills
in higher education to better prepare students for tackling
wicked problems in their future workplaces. While many
methods and acronyms have arisen in recent years, active
learning under its many shapes has proved to increase the
performance of students in undergraduate STEM degrees [18].

Strategies for using active learning to create an exciting
learning environment have been reported [8]. More recently,
guidelines aimed specifically at STEM educators have
emerged [24], guiding educators in the attempt of integrating
active learning in their teaching in an inclusive way, as a
manner of embracing and fostering diversity in STEM. A
variety of methods have been presented for integrating active
learning in the classroom [2, 9], encouraging critical thinking,
active reflection, and teaching students how to interact with
wicked problems.

When presented in in-person and online courses, active
learning shows an increased student performance compared to
lectures alone and a narrowed achievement gap for
underrepresented students, promoting equity and inclusivity
[43]. Due to this, active learning is seen as useful and desired
by educators and students alike [37].

A literature review containing 29 studies showed that
active learning shows improved self-reports of learning,
participation in the activities, and course satisfaction, while
providing some guidelines on how to better implement active
learning strategies in classroom [37]. Examples of negative
feedback from students on active learning, when implemented
in STEM courses are a lack of guidance, lack of time,
increased workload and logistics [45]. However, in spite of
their success, active learning approaches are still not as
prevalent as they could be, especially in undergraduate STEM
fields, where lectures are still the dominating way of teaching
[22].

B. UCD Methods and their Role in Education

As the Human Computer Interaction (HCI) field is and has
been highly interdisciplinary, a multitude of methods and tools
exist, with few consistent patterns of a systematized body of
knowledge [26]. In order to guide students through the best
combination of methods when approaching UCD, many
encourage design educators to anticipate potential hurdles and
offer students a base set of methods to encourage the creation
of holistic practices to rely on to foster and cultivate their skill
development [40]. Some parallels were drawn between UCD
and active learning methods, encouraging learner-centric
approaches that follow similar principles to the UCD ones [5].
Furthermore, with a lot of workplaces and education
environments going online or hybrid, digital tools for
education have received increased attention in recent years,
thus a brief section on digital tools is included in the related
work.

UCD approaches have been applied within the industry
over the past few decades, but while the industry embraces
these practices at an increasing rate, the push for classroom
introduction grows as well. Professors, researchers, and
educators have proposed courses focused on UCD methods
for decades.

HCI educators are encouraged to foresee potential
obstacles and provide students with a foundational set of
methods to encourage the creation of holistic practices that
they can rely on to foster and cultivate their skills in solving
complex and interconnected problems. This is because the
HCI field is highly interdisciplinary, with numerous and
varied methods and tools available [10]. As technology
evolves and new technologies emerge, the types of
interactions users have also changed and evolve, thus it is
important to provide up-to-date, continuously iterated
methods.

On a similar note, Finken, Culén and Gasparini [17] make
a push for nurturing group creativity in graduate courses, and
Culén [14] further puts forward that introducing design
thinking can increase innovation, adaptability, and creativity.
In an earlier 2014 workshop [15], the combination of design
thinking and HCI to foster innovation is explored. Other
instances of embedding design thinking in education can be
seen worldwide [7, 34], showing successful outcomes. Other
researchers advance the idea that HCI in general, and its
underpinnings of social nature that are brought to a generally
technical field can be better addressed through active learning
methods [38], incorporating creativity and fostering the
interest for the non-technical, more social aspect of HCI.

C. Design Sprints and the UCD Sprint

As students need to develop a mix of hard and soft skills
to increase employability [12], creativity and transversal
competencies are crucial for new graduates [34]. It is more
difficult to introduce methods after they have entered the work
market, thus presenting them with a set of methods during
their studies can be the perfect building block for a User
Experience (UX) centred approach to software creation.
However, informal methods are often used for user-centred
design in the industry, and the lack of standardization can
make it difficult to translate them into classroom materials.
Aiming at integrating design thinking in the software
development process in a time-efficient manner, Google
Ventures combined design thinking and agile methodologies,
creating the Google Design Sprint (GDS). Other structured
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practices such as the 5-day GDS have been developed and
used in the industry, however with limited academic
publication history reporting on it, and their applicability.

Although widely used in the industry, design sprints are
less investigated in the context of academia. This leads to the
usage of the GDS and other similar methods to be mainly
anecdotal, with many and frequent changes to suit the people
using it, e.g. [13]. However, when applied as part of university
courses, benefits directly related to the sprint structure such as
increased student satisfaction and grade improvement, were
shown [6]. The authors integrated a sprint structure within
STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and
Maths) courses showing advantages in the form of student
satisfaction and grade improvement. For this, the authors
introduced a design sprint methodology to a course of 56 first-
year students, and in addition to the grade improvement, they
suggest the sprint provided simplicity, and improved time
management in the student workload, as all activities are pre-
planned. The authors suggest the methodology is
multipurpose, its applications extending to a variety of other
fields too.

The UCD Sprint is a collection of methods, that has been
refined and iterated over the course of several years [42].
Initially developed by HCI researchers in the Nordic
countries, the process has been iterated in courses with
university students and industry courses alike. The process
was developed to introduce more user-centred methods in
design sprints. Design sprints introduce a clear, pre-defined
layout, and well-managed goals and deliverables, providing
an ideal structure for students. The UCD Sprint in its current
form contains 18 steps, split into 3 phases: the Discovery, the
Design, and the Reality Check. Through the 18 steps, the
students learn to better understand and connect with potential
users, pinpoint their needs, define desired experiences for
them, develop and finally test a solution with the users.

The UCD Sprint, as a course as well as a process, has been
presented at a variety of courses and conferences worldwide,
such as INTERACT [28], NordiCHI [32], CHI [29], Uppsala
University (Sweden), University of Bari (Italy), Reykjavik
University (Iceland), and University of Campinas (Brazil).
The sprint is currently implemented in several courses within
Reykjavik University, where it is analysed and further
optimised based on student feedback. In the university
context, the process brings a series of steps that rely on active
learning and encourage students to nurture their empathy for
the users they are developing for, which is an approach
diverging from the more traditional, theory-based courses
presented in Computer Science departments. Adapted
structures such as the UCD Sprint [42] can serve as starting
points for classroom material, potentially replicating the
results seen in the Acre et al. study [6], with an increased focus
on the users, with a goal of iteration and optimization to fit the
students and the labour market they will further be part of.

D. Digital Tools and Universal Design for Learning

Following the COVIDI19 worldwide context of the most
recent three years, many countries worldwide have chosen to
move part of or all educational and training activities online.
This has exposed not only difficulties of technological sorts,
but also a deep need of adapting the educational system to
more digital alternatives, encouraging a plethora of digital
support tools to appear or expand.

While in-person education is the norm and its needs and
approaches might be more clear-cut in this aspect, the last two
years have brought a multitude of studies and papers on the
topic of online education and online tools. Recent studies have
found a definite preference of students for face-to-face
teaching and training, with papers such as Aguilera-Hermida’s
[3], which shows emergency online learning solutions had a
negative impact on the motivation, self-efficacy, and
cognitive engagement of students. The study suggests that
emergency online learning has also impacted teachers and
professors, affecting their teaching styles and strategies. The
paper pushes for preparation and adoption of techniques that
boost student motivation and engagement. However, when
distance education is considered, the creation of websites as
digital aids for the students is seen as a positive, engaging
opportunity, as shown by a study of at-distance education in
social studies [4].

As online education does not seem to cater to every
student’s needs, involving a variety of means of presenting
content to students can be the key to facilitate learning and
make it more accessible to a wider audience. Methods such as
the Multiple Means of Representation proposed by Universal
Design for Learning (UDL) have received positive feedback
from students [25, 27], and introducing additional tools,
digital or not, can further help students in their learning
process. This can not only facilitate learning but also make it
more accessible by design [43]. This accessibility extends to
academically diverse classrooms [11], and this can be of use,
especially to professors presenting content to students in their
first semester, as coming from different backgrounds,
cultures, and educational environments leaves the course at
hand as the only great equalizer. Similarly, Moro [35]
discusses the plethora of options students can be exposed to,
and argues for a mix of information presentations, for the
benefit of students.

To sum up, active learning, as a versatile umbrella term, has
demonstrated its effectiveness in improving student
performance and engagement. UCD methods, with their
interdisciplinary nature, offer students valuable skills for
problem-solving and creativity, helping them to adapt to the
evolving technological landscape, promote inclusivity, and
address potential hardships that might arise from having a
diverse pool of users. The introduction of design sprints,
particularly the UCD Sprint, can bring structured approaches
to user-centered design in education, enabling novice
designers to more easily empathise with users and enhancing
the overall learning experience. Finally, the discussion on
digital tools and the shift to online education methods
emphasises the need for flexible and inclusive teaching
methods, such as Universal Design for Learning, to cater to
diverse student needs. As education continues to evolve, these
insights into active learning, UCD, and digital tools seek to
provide a foundation for creating engaging, effective, and
accessible learning environments that prepare students for real
life challenges.

III. TEACHING THE UCD SPRINT IN HIGHER EDUCATION

The UCD Sprint was introduced to students in the context
of a mandatory 12 week course - Software Requirements and
Design, in the autumn of 2022 at Reykjavik University. The
course had 240 students registered, and is given in the first
semester of the first year, so the students are generally
inexperienced in the presented topics. The course covers a
series of methods meant to teach students to design, analyse,
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Fig. 9. Structure of the Player Sheet.

mechanics from Artifacts have been grouped into the Story section of the Discovery Canvas. The Story section combines
quintessential elements from narrative, such as the Hero's Jourridyif a more palatable way. Particularly, the design
has to describe the storylegline[37], which is a short description of the history involving four elements: (1) concept,
or where the story takes place; (2) hero/protagonist, i. e. the main character of the story (which is not necessarily the
player); (3) intention/goal, or what the protagonist wants; and d) obstacles, or what is preventing the protagonist from
reaching its goals.

Additionally, it needs to decide on how to tell this story from an emotional perspective, by selecting one of the
6 universal emotional arcs of a story(], and nally decide what mechanics will be used to tell this story in the
game. Common narrative mechanics can be either direct ( e. g. cutscenes, narrator, monologues, dialogues, ingame
books/text) or indirect. Indirect narrative mechanics are de ned by as story glyphs, and are divided into tomes (small
pieces of text that can be read in moments of peace during the game), avour text (small descriptions of game items),
and environmental (e.g. blood stains on the oor, symbols on the walls, background mugsk)Jca olding/pacing
and mechanics associated with learning were translated to the Discovery Canvas as a Learning section, where the
designer has to decide what the player has to learn in the game (either how to play it or some other educational goal).
Inspired by previous works4, 40, learning mechanics include textual explanations, audio explanations, tutorials,
hints, NPC explanations, feedback (visual, textual, auditory), demonstrations/simulations. Pacing is also included in
the Obstacles/Progress sections of the Discovery Canvas, which also cover the Challenge subcomponent of the EDA's
Dynamics. In order to facilitate the design of the game, Player-Driven Design Process (PDDP) provides a list of common
obstacles/challenges faced during gameplay based on common obstacles found in game design lit8ragife|f
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(1) cognitive challenges, like problem-solving, spatial/logical reasoning, and to a minor degree, social challenges which
can be solved by interacting with other players and/or NPCs; (2) physical challenges, which involves player's speed
and reaction times, precision and accuracy; (3) and nally emotional challenges, usually evoked through narrative and
the presence of strong characters. Thus emotional challenges are highly related to the story and its corresponding
emotional arc. Finally, in order to further facilitate the game design, the Discovery Canvas includes a section to describe
the core loop of the game, de ned as the smallest sequence of activities that are going to be meaningful and enjoyable
for the player [6§, which also evoke the desired experience. According to this notion, the Discovery Canvas encourages
the designer to think about the game from a bottom-up fashion, starting with the core loop and then evolving the game
dynamics through complementary loops and/or more complicated variations of the core loop. To further highlight this
design perspective, the Discovery Canvas splits EDA Artifact's game mechanics into two: (1) core game mechanics,
which are present in the core loop; (2) satellite mechanics, which expand the core loop in any way.

The full Discovery Canvas is illustrated in Figure 10.
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Fig. 10. Structure of the Discovery Canvas.
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