Parallel Collaborative Design
A method for designers and other stakeholders to quickly generate and refine design ideas.
Parallel Collaborative Design Process

Parallel Collaborative Design is a process based on Parallel Design, as described in the following article,

Shortening the Human-Computer Interface Design Cycle: A Parallel Design Process Based on the Genetic Algorithm - By John McGrew, Decision Process Consulting
That article, along with my experience using a wide variety of other design methods led me to a revised format from the one McGrew presents. The PCD method is designed to take just half a day to run, and includes non-designers as participants; hence the term “collaborative,” since design and non-design professionals collaborate to find solutions to a problem.

Also, rather than applying usability heuristics to each and every design proposal as a group activity, the PCD method focuses on using the individual selection process inherent in each design cycle to evaluate the relative fitness of ideas; thus elevating the good ones, and eliminating the bad.
Overview

After identifying a design problem to work on and a group of participants has been gathered; the basic rules for a PCD session are as follows,










1. Introduce the group to one another.

2. Review requirements/evaluation criteria for the design problem (this information should be sent to participants several days to a week in advance).

3. Design independently for 10 minutes.

4. Present design ideas to the group.

· Others may ask clarification questions if needed.

· This is not a critical review session! Evaluate through iteration (more on that later)

5. Repeat the design/present cycle building on at least one idea presented by someone else. Run through a minimum of 3 design/present cycles.

6. Have a group discussion of the outcome.

I will elaborate on the details of this process in the following sections, but the core process is really as simple as those six steps.
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Figure 1: The process at a glance.

Why, When and How to Use

The PCD process is an excellent way to generate a large number of ideas in a short period of time. As a result, it’s best suited for use early in the design process – just after requirements have been identified. It could potentially be used in later stages of a project, but in general it should yield the best results early, when there is opportunity to consider many design ideas.

For the process to be effective the problem space needs to be well defined and fairly narrow in scope. Time is limited, so everyone needs to be clear on what is and is not being considered. If the issue under consideration has to do with basic concepts, workflows, information architecture, or behavior of a specific component of the UI, that needs to be clearly understood by all participants from the outset. This will assure everyone is focusing efforts on the same problem.
Schedule

The PCD process involves 6 people for 4 hours. This is a reduction from McGrew’s original proposal of 10 people over one to two days. This alteration was motivated by several factors.

· In a busy organization it’s difficult enough to get a 4 hour commitment from a group of people. If the process required two days to run that would be a serious barrier to acceptance and regular use.

· To get the desired result in 4 hours the group needed to be smaller than 10. Six proved to be enough to generate many ideas in the time allotted.

· After the session all participants reported that they were mentally exhausted after 4 hours. If a team wanted to cycle through more iterations than one four hour session allowed, I would suggest holding several 4 hour sessions over multiple days. This would let people sleep on ideas, and come into each 4 hour session mentally sharp.

· The group dynamic of 6 people proved lively, but manageable. A larger group could be difficult to keep on task, while a smaller group may not provide enough variety of ideas and points of view to be valuable.

Participants

Another key component of the PCD process which deviates from my initial understanding of the McGrew method is an emphasis on cross discipline participation. This is not a process for designers only! Participants in a PCD should represent a cross-section of stakeholders. These could include people from QA, Engineering, Tech Pubs, Support, Product Management, and end users.

I should clarify that, although I initially understood parallel design to be exclusively a tool for design professionals, I did later learn that McGrew himself conducted sessions with non-designers. I’m primarily adding more emphasis on the need to include non-designers, and propose that we don’t even see PCD as a tool exclusively suited to the software design profession. It could be used on nearly any problem.

In most typical design cycles internal and external stakeholders evaluate design proposals from PD. The feedback from those evaluations influence design updates. That process iterates over some period of time, until a final consensus is agreed upon.

The PCD process attempts to essentially compress that cycle into a 4 hour session. By having participants from other parts of the development team (and potentially end users as well) the expertise, points of view, and feedback from each are built in to the outcomes.

An additional benefit of cross disciplinary participation is it gives people outside product design visibility into the design process. By actually participating in brainstorming design solutions people from outside PD feel heard, and invested in the process from the outset. There is no better way to demonstrate the value of design then by involving others in it.

Note that in the PCD process the facilitator is also a participant. I gathered the participants, explained the process, and detailed the requirements at the start; but once we got into designing and presenting I was an equal participant. I warned that I may step in if needed to keep on task, because of time or getting off topic, but short of that I was just another participant.

Preparation

Participants must be given the time and material to prepare for a PCD session. They need to understand what to expect from the session itself, and the requirements surrounding the design problem being addressed in the session.

The Process

When inviting people to participate I briefly explained the PCD process in the 6 steps I noted earlier. I also noted that participation was totally voluntary. 

I explained that the group was intentionally diverse. My exact wording on the invite was,

I tried to pick a varied cross section of people to participate – so if you’re thinking, “But I’m not a designer,” that’s intentional – your ideas are equally important to the success of the process.

People need to know from the start that their opinions are valued.

Finally, I noted that no specific outcomes in released product were guaranteed from this process. Ideas transform, business demands fluctuate, change is constant – so it’s impossible to say where, how, or if an idea will ever be implemented. I mentioned this to assure participants that the process is important even if down the line it’s not apparent how it influenced the final product.
The Requirements

Communicating requirements is critical. I’m not going to go into detail on what makes for a good requirement, but in short it should be clear and understandable to all participants, and free of explicit or implicit implementation or design recommendations.

Requirements should be prioritized so, if conflicts between requirements arise, it’s clear which is more important to satisfy. 

The set of requirements for any one PCD should be short. With only 10 minutes of design time no one can consider and satisfy a dozen or more requirements.

Along with requirements, include information on any limitations, such as issues not being considered, or technical mandates related to the project.

Participants should know the audience. Any personas or other user information relevant to the problem should be shared. Participants are being asked to attend to share and develop ideas based on individual experience, but all should still be aware of who the target audience is.

Participants must be provided all this information several days to a week before the session to have time to review it and be prepared. If some information is critical to understand and other optional, be clear about that. Not everyone will be able to review all documentation.

Even after sharing that, have an executive summary version of the requirements and limitations to go over at the start of the PCD session to be sure everyone knows the important points.
Food

Thinking is hard work. Do everyone involved a favor, and have food ordered in. It provides a natural pause in the action to reflect on the process so far, and the participants will appreciate the gesture.
Design Environment

A PCD session should be paper based. That’s because it’s simple, and permanent. Whiteboards are fine, but with paper it’s much easier to share and review the results afterward.

A pile of 11x17” paper, a bunch of sharpies of varied colors, pens, and pencils are all that’s needed. Participants are told to write down ideas in whatever way works best for them – sketch pictures, draw flowcharts, write lists, compose a narrative… anything goes. Only two things are required,

1. Mark your work: Have each person put their initials and the design cycle number (ex. MM2) on each piece of paper. This makes it easier to trace the evolution of ideas later.

2. Don’t throw away any idea: There is no telling how one person’s idea can inspire another. PCD is about maximizing idea generation. All ideas should be presented, even if you change your mind and don’t like something you thought of. That idea may inspire others and live on, or go nowhere, but leave it to the process to figure that out.

Design Presentation

Presentation of the designs is incredibly important to the success of a PCD session. Presenters must feel as though they have everyone’s attention, and can speak freely without undo interruption.

I once again deviated for McGraw’s process in the presentation phase. Rather than evaluating each design based on Usability Fitness Function heuristics I let the requirements and the generation cycles evaluate the fitness of ideas. I did this to,

1. Streamline the process, and

2. Take pressure off both presenters and observers.

Evaluating each presentation with even a short set of usability heuristics will be time consuming. It also presupposes that all the participants are versed in conducting a heuristic evaluation. If the group is comprised solely of designers, that shouldn’t be a problem; but with a cross discipline team that might be asking a lot.
We want presenters to be focused on communicating a clear vision, and observers to be open to actively listen to what is being said.

To facilitate that interaction I asked that observers limit questions to clarifications of the design to be sure it’s properly understood. We want to expressly avoid questions like, “why did you do that?” or “did you consider…?”  This way presenters are not fearful of harsh criticism and observers are not busy thinking of questions that conform to the heuristics. This allows presenters to present and observers to look and listen unencumbered – saving evaluation to be done in private during the next round of design.

It’s enough to understand the ideas presented, and build upon the ones that inspire. Evaluation will naturally occur as part of the process. Each successive generation will amplify the strong ideas and minimize the weak ones.
Observers should feel free to take notes, recording ideas, questions, and concerns to be considered in the next design round. But the primary focus should be on listening and understanding what the presenter is showing.

Here are some tips to help keep presentations on track.

· Plan on how designs will be shared: Taped on the wall, on an easel, using an overhead projector. Have that worked out (and test it out) ahead of time to keep things moving. And keep it as low-tech as possible; that means less to go wrong.

· Stand around the presentation area: It’s more engaging for everyone to be mingling around a presentation area, face to face with the presenter, rather than sitting away from the action. It should feel like an informal exchange of ideas – a conversation between colleagues.

· Absolutely no multitasking: If someone cannot be without a blackberry, laptop, or cell phone for 4 hours, this is not the right process for them. When it’s your turn to observe you need to actively look & listen. You need to get inspiration for the next round of design based on what you’ve been shown. If you’re not being attentive, no inspiration will be shared.
· Defer non-clarifying questions: If and when questions go from getting clarification to criticizing a design remind everyone that the presentation phase is about gaining understanding, not evaluating a design. Designs are implicitly evaluated with each successive generation.
· Mix up the presentation order: Most people don’t want to always go first, or always go last – so mix it up each time. As the facilitator I presented first during the first generation cycle, just to break the ice. That’s not essential, but probably a good idea, especially if this is the first PCD session for everyone.
It’s also a very good idea to have a camera on hand to periodically photograph progress.
Design Iterations

Following each presentation cycle the group takes another pass independently designing a solution to the problem, with the new requirement to use or build upon at least one idea someone else presented (more than one is fine).

This selection process mimics genetic evolution – each generation inherits some traits from the last. The intent is for this evolutionary process acts as a filter on ideas.

As the group enters each successive design iteration, every participant should use his or her own experience to guide their design direction. The requirements and other information provided related to the problem should be considered, but ultimately each participant should rely on their own judgment.

Participants are not required to put themselves in the role of the user persona, or required to build upon their previous design; though they can if they wish. Each design round can be a new beginning, as long as it’s informed by something that came from the last set of presentations.
Important for Participants to Remember

Here are some points that should be displayed in the room for all participants to remember during the process.

· Good ideas can come from bad designs.
This speaks to the rule – don’t throw away any idea. There is no telling how ideas can inspire.

· Part of an idea is also good.
Maybe you can’t see a solution to the whole problem, but have a thought about one part of it – follow that thought. It may lead you, or others think of more.
· Listen, learn, and be inspired.
For PCD to work each design generation must inspire the next. This means it’s critical to be an attentive observer when others are sharing ideas. Keep an open mind.
· Feel free to fail.
People continually self edit so as to not appear wrong, but we only learn from failure. A PCD session is an environment where everyone should feel free to fail.
· Have fun!
At the end of our PCD session everyone said what fun they had participating. Done right, it really should be an enjoyable experience all around.
Design Artifacts

As mentioned previously, it’s best to go with an all paper PCD process so it’s easy to review results afterward. Because of that, it’s important to get permission to share the results of a session from all participants ahead of time.

The design artifacts could be shared with a wider PD audience, members of a feature team, or other group, either internal or external to the organization. It’s just important to let all participants know how you intend to use the results of the session, and assure that each person agrees to share artifacts they created as you intend.
Analyzing Design Ideas

Once you’ve completed four or more generations of designs and the individual designs have begun to converge, it’s time to analyze the resulting ideas.

I find it’s useful to conclude each collaborative parallel design session with a relatively informal group discussion about the resulting designs, as well as the process itself. This is a good forum for considering the results and next steps. You may find a strong consensus has emerged and the path forward is fairly obvious, but that may not always be the case. The results may show that participants still have a poor understanding of the design problem, or major issues might have arisen that people hadn’t previously considered. Perhaps your findings indicate further research is necessary.

Along with the group discussion, I’ve found it effective to chart each individual design idea people generated during a session against the requirements it satisfied. I do this by creating a Design Ideas for Requirements Checklist, like that shown in Figure 2, using a spreadsheet in which each requirement is a column and each idea is a row. Going through each design in order, I pull out each core concept, giving it a description and an ID. For the ID, I use the format Participant / Round Number / Idea Number. To carry on with my earlier example, in the first round of design, the first idea from the participant with the initials MM would get the ID MM1.1, the next MM1.2, and so on. You can expect to get 50 to 100 unique ideas from each collaborative parallel design session.

Once I’ve populated the spreadsheet with requirements and ideas, I check off each requirement we’ve satisfied with one or more ideas. There is one additional column, which I’ve labeled Other/Unidentified, for ideas that don’t directly map to one of the identified requirements. Most often, ideas that fall under the Other column relate to either general performance or usability issues we hadn’t captured in the requirements. However, they sometimes point to overlooked requirements. This is especially true if a large number of ideas fall under the Other category.

Summing each column indicates the number of ideas that address each requirement. Although a high number might seem desirable, a low number may simply indicate a requirement for which the team converged on a solution very quickly.
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Figure 2: Design Ideas for Requirements Checklist

Facilitator check list

Here is a list of things for a PCD facilitator to remember to run a smooth and efficient PCD sesson:
· Gather a diverse group of participants with an interest and understanding of the issue.

· Get signed NDAs from participants outside the company as needed.

· Let participants know how and with whom the results of the PCD session will be used and shared.

· Be sure all participants understand their importance to the process, especially the non-designers.

· Compose and distribute requirements to participants a week ahead of time. 

· Include any reference material with the requirements.

· Identify the scope of the problem space, including what is not being considered.

· Display a list of requirements during the PCD session, and remind participants to review them each cycle.

· Reserve a suitable location – large enough, room to present & move around, areas to work.

· Bring ample design supplies – paper and different colored pencils, pens, and markers.

· Bring presentation supplies – tape, easel, overhead projector, digital camera…

· Be sure to have a clock or watch on hand to keep to schedule.

· Arrange for food to be provided.

· Make everyone feel at ease at the start. The first design/present cycle is the toughest, especially for non-designers.

· Have participants make designs with initials and the design cycle, so they are easy to trace later.

· Remind participants to keep questions to clarifying ones only during presentations – discourage design critiquing.

· Only facilitate when needed – remember to primarily be an active participant in the process.

· Thank everyone for participating.

· Publish a report on the results in a timely manner.

Variations

Here are some ideas for variations to the PCD session format that could be used to generate more ideas or further refine designs than a single 4 hour session can accommodate.

One group for multiple sessions: Have the same group meet over several days for 4 hours a piece to accommodate more design/present iterations.

Multiple groups on the same problem: Essentially run additional PCD sessions with different participants, but the same requirements. This may generate totally different ideas, and/or converge on some of the same ones.

Multiple groups built on prior results: Run a PCD with one group, and then rather than starting another group from the same starting point, share the findings of the last group to seed ideas for the next group. This allows the process to build on past work, but still bring in fresh thinking form others.

Parallel PCD Sessions: Have multiple groups of 6 people run simultaneous independent PCD sessions, focusing either on the same problem or different components of a larger problem. After 4 hours have all groups come together and present their findings. This will be followed by a large group discussion about the collective results.

Resources

Parallel Collaborative Design

PCD Slides (presentation that accompany this document)
http://www.mylesdesignstudios.com/ParallelCollaborativeDesign.ppt 
PCD Explained (this document online – updated over time as needed) 
http://www.mylesdesignstudios.com/ParallelCollaborativeDesignProcess.docx 
One Page PCD Overview (a simple recipe for running a PCD session) 
http://www.mylesdesignstudios.com/PCD_1PageOverview.docx 
Using a Collaborative Parallel Design Process (an article for UXMatters.com) 
http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2010/04/using-a-collaborative-parallel-design-process.php
Parallel Design – General Information

Shortening the Human-Computer Interface Design Cycle: A Parallel Design Process Based on the Genetic Algorithm
by John McGrew, Decision Process Consulting
http://www.baychi.org/calendar/20020709/#1 
Parallel Design page on UsabilityBoK.org
http://www.usabilitybok.org/methods/parallel-design 
Improving System Usability Through Parallel Design
by Jakob Nielsen and Jan Maurits Faber
http://www.useit.com/papers/parallel_design/ 
