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Abstract. This paper focuses on ways of supporting business in staying focused 
on the identified design values throughout the entire product or service 
development process. Based on literature review we propose design artefacts as 
business decision prompts. This consideration is used to structure and discuss 
probes artefacts as business decision prompts. 
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1 Introduction 

It is undoubted that design is of great importance for companies at present [28, 14, 
10]. It is source of innovation, competitiveness, problems solving approach as well as 
mean for differentiation. Design supports development of products and services, and, 
as stated by the ICSID (International Council of Societies of Industrial Design, 2005), 
“it is the crucial factor of cultural and economic exchange”. Furthermore, it assists 
management in organizations [14].  

1.1 Approaches 

There are several ways that designers might apply to tackle design problems, e.g. 
User-Centered Design (UCD), Activity-Centered Design, Systems Design or Genius 
Design [25]. User-Centered Design is perceived as a dominant approach, thus it is 
often accepted as the only right method while elaborating a new product or service 
[23, 4]. Therefore, an increasing number of companies outside of the IT domain value 
more and more the user-centered approach in the development process of their 
products and services [1, 2]. Some of these companies decide to establish User 
Experience (UX) departments with the goal to align their offerings with user needs 
and desires and deliver recognized design values in final products or services. 

1.2 Roles and Values 

The role of the UX department in the company is to understand users, create concepts 
of products or services which will bring real value to target users, monitor the 
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development [18]. In the second approach various communication tools and artefacts  
are developed to remind the teams about design values, motivations and goals. The 
most known artefact is probably persona [7] widely used in various types of business 
from marketing agencies to software houses. Yet personas seem to be insufficiently 
successful in what they aim to convey [25]. It may be due to the fact that personas are 
quite complex and one needs to be trained to use them properly [22]. We argue that 
simpler tools and artefacts could prove to increase the overall sensitivity to user-
centered insights outside of the UX teams. 

4 Design Artefacts as Business Decision Prompts 

The term artefact comes from Latin arte factum, which means something made with 
skill [8]. Primarily artefacts indicate something made or given shape by human, e.g. 
tools or works that might be of archaeological or cultural interest. Furthermore, 
artefacts might be perceived as symbolic higher-order tools of the designers [11], e.g. 
prototypes, sketches, user stories, probes, etc. Artefacts provide different design 
perspectives as well as communicate values while conducting design activities [3]. 
According to Vyas et al. [30] design artefacts improve efficiency, bring quality and 
richness to people performance by supporting their creativity and invention. In line 
with Zimmerman et al., “design artefacts (...) can transform the world from its 
current state to a preferred state” [31]. Particularly, material artefacts are likely to 
play an important role in cooperative work. Vyas et al. [30] showed an experiential 
role of artefacts, particularly physical ones, to be used as prompts supporting 
collaboration among designers. They help to mediate design activity, i.e. conception, 
communication and cooperation during the design process.  

What we want to bring into question is since design artefacts are quite effective in 
communicating values within design activities and prompting designers, would they 
act similarly within business teams and support application of design values in 
developed products or services? Thus, we propose design artefacts as business 
decision prompts, where term prompt comprises anything that serves to remind: spur, 
cue, hint or stimulus.  

To address the posed question, the literature review has been conducted with the 
goal to verify the possible applicability of design artefacts as business decision 
prompts. The artefacts qualities and characteristics have been identified where on the 
basis of the conducted affinity diagramming the four clusters have emerged 
representing the dimensions where artefacts might influence:  

─ personal dimension defines how artefacts influence individuals who interact with 
an artefact,  

─ group dimension describes the intermediary artefacts qualities,  
─ design activity dimension characterizes how design artefacts mediate design 

activities,  
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Table 1. Probes’ characteristics 

 Probes 

role  - inspire 
- provoke 
- collect data 
- explore new opportunities 
- ask open questions 
- reveal future needs 
- study users in their own environment 
- orient the design 
- with exploratory goal 
- document the present 
- predict future; look for future possibilities 
- self-documentary 

purpose of 
application 

- communication medium for ideation 
- stimulate imagination 
- empower users as well as designers creativity 
- support reflection 
- collect information about users 
- create insights 
- capture design ideas 
- facilitate participatory workshops 
- support non verbal thinking 
- support dialogue between the designer and user 
- gather ethnographic information 
- gather empathetic data 
- get data on usability issues 
- understand the potential for new technologies 

critical issues - ambiguous and fragmented data 
- no guidelines for designing probes 
- lack of formal analysis 

 

The context of the method application determines the probe form: 

─ cultural probes –applied to explore users cultural setting (Gaver et al. (1999): 
“designed objects, physical packets containing open-ended, provocative and 
oblique tasks to support early participants’ engagement with the design process”), 

─ design probes – aim to provide inspiration for designers and gather insights, 
─ empathy probes – enable to collect the data concerning experiences, attitudes, life-

styles. The self-documented material is discussed with users in personal interviews 
after the probing task to support its understanding (Mattelmaki (2006)), 
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artefacts as promotion of research results in companies) as well as empathy tool (the 
probes artefacts could evoke empathy among business representatives). 

Therefore, we propose probes’ artefacts as business decision prompts to address 
the following areas: 

─ promotion of user-centered dialogue in companies, 
─ tool for evoking empathy with participants of design activities. 

Probes’ artefacts as a tool for promoting user-centeredness would: 

─ act as in-house marketing tool for research results promotion [20], 
─ increase the engagement in design activities through the fresh approach of user 

studies,  
─ orient business towards user context, 
─ increase commitment to the research results. 

On the other hand, probes artefacts as empathy tool could: 

─ build up a discussion, 
─ support dialogue: involve organization into dialogue [19], 
─ support learning and understanding users, 
─ create interaction among different groups of stakeholders. 

5 Closing Remarks 

The article discusses the notion of design artefact and probe artefact as related 
concepts. The probes’ characteristics and context of their application have been 
presented as well. Furthermore, article attempts to define the unique properties of 
design artefacts that determine their success in supporting business teams in staying 
focused on the discovered user needs. 

Finally, on the basis of the literature review, probes artefacts properties applicable 
as business decision prompts are indicated: probes artefacts as a tool for promoting 
user-centeredness and evoking empathy towards design values in companies. 

In the next study we aim to analyse further types of artefacts and concepts with 
respect to their potential for engaging business in the product or service design 
process, e.g. boundary objects or generative tools. Furthermore, a case study would be 
conducted to test the effectiveness of probes’ artefacts as business decision prompts.  
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