Planning and running a remote UX design workshop during COVID-19: challenges confronted and design implications
HONG-CHUN CHEN
Trend Micro Inc.
WEI JENG
National Taiwan University
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupts the global economic activities, it surely affects how UX designers work. This case study reports the preparation toward a remote UX design workshop as much collaborative
work becomes virtual. Besides the documentation of the workshop planning and running, we discuss the issues we confronted and how we conquered them. We recommend that the preparation of a remote
UX workshop include: dedicate more offline pre-workshop preparation, provide a playbook for team members without presence, utilization of online collaborative tools, and allow members to work
asynchronously.
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1 INTRODUCTION
As the world is plagued by the COVID-19 pandemic, both government and non-government organizations have been actively coordinating to control the spread of the disease. Many
online global events, such as BuildforCOVID19 and Cohack, are being held so that remote workshop members can collaboratively develop solutions in a short period of time.
These endeavors highlight an interesting new challenge: how ca UX designers and design project members effectively collaborate without being in the same room? In this paper,
we report a Taiwan-based design project as a case study to demonstrate how remote team members can effectively generate actionable decisions through a series of virtual UX workshops
during the early stage of a project.
In general, a design workshop aims to solve problems and generate actionable decisions by gathering diverse stakeholders together for discussion within a limited timeframe [1].
Although design workshops may seem time-consuming and sometimes slow down the development process, they often contribute to a team’s converging opinions to reach a
consensus, and guide team members to collectively tackle problems from multiple perspectives. One well-known approach for guiding a design workshop’s working flow is the Double
Diamond principle, which involves four design processes (Discover, Define, Develop, and Deliver) to help designers and non-designers process information and create solutions for
complex problems [5].

Figure 1: The Double Diamond diagram. Created by Digi-ark. [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons. (https://reurl.cc/WL0pW9)
The Double Diamond model divides the design process into two pairs of divergent and convergent stages, which also map the four stages, Discover, Define, Develop, and
Deliver. There are different goals in each step to create a solution systematically. The first stage of the model is Discover, to identify actual problems and make it more contextual to
find the entry points. While gathering enough information to better contextualize the use scenario and involving everyone’s opinions, the team can move to the second stage, “Define”.
In Define, team members are encouraged to elaborate their ideas and build shared understanding.
Based on the specific context and sufficient information exchange, the team moves onto the Develop stage. In this stage, solutions from different perspectives and from a
variety of domain knowledge are all appreciated. In the final stage Delivery, these solutions will be converged and ready for testing.
There are many related works that adopt the Double Diamond model [2]. However, most are based on face-to-face workshops, and the model is rarely discussed in the context
of a virtual or online workshop. Based on [4, 6], there are differences between face-to-face and remote workshops, e.g., (1) the lack of common space, which reduces physical
interaction and makes creating immersive experiences difficult; (2) interference from different environments is inevitable; (3) unfamiliar online tools take extra time to learn and
prevent participants from smoothly contributing to a project.
Despite the above-mentioned difficulties with remote workshops, they also have unique advantages. For example, an online platform enables people from different places to cocreate on the same platform, which may be a way to combat its disadvantages. This difference means that approaches in the face-to-face workshop may not be able to directly apply to
online workshops. Some studies indicate these differences and provide advice, such as Therese Fessenden (2020) [6], who has presented new suggestions from the aspect of the
workshop tool.
Therefore, we aim to report a case about a remote UX design workshop conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, and discuss differences from face-to-face workshops. We
also expect this case study to serve as documentation to help the UX design team move their design workshop online. Specifically, our research questions for this case study are as
follows:
1.

How is the Double Diamond approach, where was mostly tested in face-to-face design workshops before the pandemic, adopted and adjusted in a remote design workshop?

2.

How does a remote design workshop distribute its participation mode in offline and online sessions? How is this distribution associated with the four processes in a Double
Diamond approach?
Besides the research questions, this case study also aims to report workflow and preparation, as well as discuss the differences between a face-to-face design workshop and a

remote one.
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2 CASE DESCRIPTION
1.1

Project description
This project aims to develop a COVID-19 self-health record tracking solution--a mobile application for the public to actively self-report, store, and manage their health status

during the pandemic while preserving user privacy. The design project team comprises members of a non-profit organization called MyData Taiwan. As members of a non-profit
organization often have diverse backgrounds, the team members had different expectations about the desired functionalities of the application; the team had many divergent discussions
and therefore, it required effort to reach a consensus about the design solution with a UX design workshop.
1.2

Team members

The team members (n=15) in this UX design workshop include UX researchers, designers, software developers, university faculty, and colleague UX interns. Team members are from
different educational backgrounds, serve different roles in the project, and brought different expectations to the project. Table 1 provides an overview for the team members in the
workshop.
Table 1: The list of team members
Organization/Expert

Professional domain /

Roles in the project

Goal-setting

Number of people

Mainly provide the ability of

Use existing

Administrators/mana

technological development,

technology to build the

gers (n=3);

project management and

app, which helps the

Software engineer

marketing. Contribute all

public to maintain their

(n=4);

company resources for two

own privacy in

Marketing specialist

full months to this project.

epidemic prevention

(n=1)

educational background
Company N

Blockchain, IPFS

Way to participate in
the workshop
Online participation

and promotes the
concept of "own your
data".
University faculty and

Pharmacy

students

Define the necessary

Being the medical

information from the

personnel in epidemic

perspective of medical

prevention tasks.

n=1

Offline participation

n=3

Online participation

n=1

Offline participation

n=1

Online participation

diagnosis.
Information science; HCI

Legal expert

Law

1. Identify the rationality of

Ensure data collection

data collection from the

for epidemic

perspective of data ethics.

prevention is ethical

2. Identify users’ needs

and fits users’ needs

Examine the legality of data

Ensure data collection

collection.

for epidemic
prevention is legal.

User Interface
designer

Information science; HCI

Design a User Interface that

Leverage design to

meets users’ needs.

understand the concept
of "own your data" and
help epidemic
prevention.
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1.3

Goals of the UX design workshop
The UX design workshop reported in this case study aims to leverage team members’ expertise and develop the MVP concept for the Alpha version (i.e., a version that is made

available for testing) based on team consensus and user needs. Before this workshop, the team roughly set a goal and already underwent two consensus meetings. The outcome of the
design workshop will ultimately be submitted to be a prototype after design kick-off and will be iterated in the following stages.

Figure 2. Milestones of the design process for the case study
3 ONLINE UX DESIGN WORKSHOP
The duration of our online UX design workshop is limited, with team members only being able to get together for 1-2 hours considering tight schedules1. In order to
maximize efficiency with such a time constraint, we split the Double Diamond model into two sections and conducted them separately.
The first half of the diamond (Discover and Define) was conducted and finished by the University faculty and students before the online UX workshop. The outcome of the
first diamond yields a user profile, which clearly demonstrates target users’ personas, jobs-to-be-done, challenges, and motivations based on the results from user profiling.
Based on the persona, the online UX design workshop handled the second half of the diamond (Develop and Deliver) and all the team members were involved for the idea
brainstorming session, as well as the final decision session for MVP features.
There are three stages in this UX design workshop. In the first stage, the host recapitulated all team members about the project goal and presented the user profile which was
developed in the first half of the diamond (Discover and Define) to ensure that every member is on the same page. In the second stage, the team members engaged in an idea
brainstorming process, based on the user needs mentioned in the user profile, and shared their own ideas with each other. In the last stage, team members discussed the ideas proposed
by everyone and voted on the top three ideas. Those top ideas became the MVP feature to enter the eventual software engineering process.
It is worth noting that, considering some members were not available to attend the workshop, a playbook with step-by-step details was provided. Those absent members could
still follow the playbook’s guidelines and finish the first and second stages offline. In this way, their ideas can also be addressed and fully discussed at a later time. The workshop was
planned to be held over 90 minutes via Zoom. The online collaborative platforms appending to Zoom were Mural and Google Slides. These online collaborative platforms were
selected because of their easy learning curve: the team members were already registered and familiar with them. Table 2 summarizes the process of the online UX workshop.

Duration

Stage

Table 2. The schedule of the online UX workshop
Description

Tools

5 min

Warm-up

The host explains the process to the workshop team members.

Mural, Zoom

20 min

First stage: Restate the

The host recapitulates the consensus and target user profile that was

Mural, Zoom

consensus

previously
defined.

1 The duration of a face-to-face UX workshop can vary. Depending the goals, some can be 2-4 hours, whereas some last 3 days [1].
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Duration

Stage

Description

Tools

25 min

Second stage:

Based on the user profile, the team members begin to propose ideas for

Mural, Zoom

brainstorm & share

suggested features
N.B. At this stage, no one can comment on each other’s thoughts.

15 min
15 min
10 min

Third stage: Give
feedback, Decide

Each team member introduces their ideas in turn

Mural, Zoom

Each team member gives feedback on each other's ideas

Google Slides, Zoom

Each team member votes for all the ideas. Each one has three votes for the

Google Slides, Zoom

MVP feature.

4 PRE-WORKSHOP PREPARATION
The pre-workshop preparation includes finishing the first diamond (Discover and Define), creating the playbook, and material preparation. Four days before the workshop, the
research team made these preparations and developed the tasks mentioned below.
1.1

Reaching a consensus on project goals
Most people in the project do not come from the same work sector, nor the same education background. Even if all team members have a common goal, they still work with

different expectations from their own perspectives. In order to enable discussion among team members based on the shared goal in the workshop, the research team pre-collected
everyone’s expectations about the product and displayed them throughout the workshop.
1.2

Collecting potential users' needs through pre-workshop interviews
Since the project aim was to develop a self-health record keeper, the team narrowed down three types of potential users and recruited 4-6 respondents per type of user. Finally,

15 participants were recruited in semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to understand their needs.
1.3

Identifying the major target user
Based on the insights from user interviews, the team created three types of user profiles, which guided the team to determine their target users.

1.4

Creating the workshop playbook
The purpose of this playbook is to allow team members to brainstorm based on the project goal and users’ needs. This playbook is not only for use within the workshop, but

also for the members who cannot attend so that they are able to complete the first and second stages offline. The research team used the online collaborative visual platform, Mural, to
create a playbook and presented the following information:
Pre-defined consensus. The consensus pre-defined by all members, incorporating the project goal and persona of the target users in order to evoke and inspire the team’s
discussion.
Materials for brainstorming. (1) User profile: Presented users’ “motivations”, “challenges”, and “behaviors”. In addition to each insight, user's quotes were supplemented,
which allows the team members to better imagine the user (2) Similar product: A list of similar products providing their value proposition and design, in order to inspire the team
members while brainstorming.
Tooltips. There are other rules created to allow open-minded and egalitarian discussion. Firstly, it is important to ensure that the team members’ suggested features are aligned
with the user needs, and that their ideas can be clearly understood by each other. Each workshop member is required to follow the rule, “the proposed idea should always solve users’
challenges or fit users’ motivations,” followed by the language form: "If we provide users [the concept], we might help them achieve the [motivation]/ solve the [challenge]". In this
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way, the workshop members were allowed to add more information that can help others imagine their idea, such as illustrations or descriptions. With this language format and
supplemental information, offline members can still participate in the workshop in an asynchronous approach.
Another guideline for the workshop involves the playbook (as shown in Figure 3), where the information for different stages is divided into different blocks, utilizing arrows
and lines to guide both the offline members and team members who participated in the workshop to read the information step by step.

Figure 3. Playbook on the Mural for "Develop" stage
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Figure 4. Playbook on the Google Slides for the "Deliver" stage

5 WORKSHOP OUTCOME
The workshop ultimately produced many ideas, and the concept in the Alpha version was settled via voting and discussion during the workshop. As expected, completing the
first diamond beforehand allowed the team members to gain sufficient understanding of user needs without spending too much time. Clear tooltips also efficiently prevented team
members from getting lost in the process and ensured that members, even if they were unable to attend the workshop, could express their own ideas and thoughts.
However, in the final stage, some team members still had doubts about the results after voting. Therefore, the workshop extended for about one hour to resolve the
disagreements, and some of the workshop members even dropped out. The possible reason for this might be insufficient expression in the early stage caused by design flaws.
Firstly, in the entire workshop, much time was provided for team members to individually brainstorm, which is time-consuming and also increases team members’ fatigue.
This is a clear difference between online and face-to-face workshops: maintaining focus during an online workshop is very challenging. Secondly, in the early stage, team members
were not used to speaking up via Zoom, and it took a while to warm up the discussion. Moreover, insufficient Internet connection cannot always support multiple people talking at
once. With these limitations, team members might find it harder to speak up and require more time to get used to it. The warm-up time for an online workshop is expected to be longer,
approximately more than 10-15 minutes.
To sum up, the Double Diamond model is valid and well-adopted in a remote mode; however, we suggest that it can be separated into several offline and online sessions to
maintain team members’ energy and attention throughout the workshop. We also recommend the team settle on some rules and tooltips in order to accommodate team members who
work at different times.

7

6 CONCLUDING REMARKS AND TAKEAWAYS
Although there are new challenges in hosting an online workshop compared with a face-to-face one, most problems can still be resolved. Additionally, online design
workshops can achieve things that are difficult to do in face-to-face workshops. For example, a participant who cannot attend the workshop can follow the same steps offline and
complete work in an asynchronous way. The documentation of an online workshop is easier because everything is already digitized. In this section, we reflect on some of the
challenges and provide takeaways which can help facilitate a future online workshop.
1.1

Maintaining workshop members’ energy
Separate the Double Diamond model. As we mentioned earlier, ingesting the Double Diamond model separately prevents team members from fatigue during the workshop. If
there are time constraints, we suggest only the core team member (e.g., workshop host, the chief designer) complete the first diamond and carry the results to the rest of the
members.
Allow offline participation with a clear playbook. Per the Double Diamond model, the stage of convergence is the most important stage that requires everyone's participation.
However, in our case, the convergence process often takes longer than expected, which contributes to team members’ fatigue. We recommend the lead of the workshop build a
playbook for all members no matter they participate in the workshop synchronously or asynchronously.
Ensuring digital workspace is easy to follow. With the lack of physical interaction, we suggest the host give specific rules and clearly point out materials on the playbook.
Moreover, leveraging an appropriate online tool, which establishes the digital shared space, is also important. These collaborative tools bring people closer interaction and allow
members easily to stay on the track.

1.2

Ensure members completely expressing their ideas with each other
Try hard not to skip an ice-breaking session. As team members may not be very familiar with the online workshop protocol, we suggest the team still dedicate a session for the
ice-breaking. The ice-breaking session allows team members to better understand each other, adopt the new communication style, and prevented voices from being unheard.

This case study documents offline pre-workshop preparation and online protocol for running a UX workshop online. We expect the case study outcome to stimulate more discussions on building UX workshop
protocols during the pandemic and shed the light upon the new form of communication between members in a design project.
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