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A b s t r a c t

Graphic designers’ lack of concrete knowledge of their audience has 
drawn strong criticism from within the field, without seemingly prompting 
broad uptake of user research in design practice. This article reports on an 
unanticipated and ambiguous finding from an interview-based study with 
nine graphic designers, which sought their views on how graphic design 
practice had changed through the addition of web design to the former 
concentration on design for print; one catalyst for the adoption of the new 
title of communication design. The interviews elicited many unprompted 
comments claiming strong knowledge of the user, but also other statements 
showing the designers worked with little or no actual information about 
their audience. Two inferences are drawn here. In discussing how the par-
ticipants resolved this situation, the article proposes that despite an interest 
in the agenda for user-centered design, most graphic designers currently 
lack the enabling skills and opportunity to carry through on this. Yet seeing 
a simple binary division between intent and its lack of fulfilment may not be 
the most useful way to consider the issue of graphic designers’ knowledge 
of the user, a changed discursive position being an important conceptual 
rehearsal for new approaches to graphic design practice. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Graphic design has a rich history as a commercial and creative practice, 
standing today as a main design discipline that makes a significant cultural 
and economic contribution to societies. The field, however, is often judged 
to be ineffective in explaining the nature and value of its practices (e.g. 
Heller, 2006a; De Vries, 2010) while being reluctant to adapt these to chang-
ing cultural, social, and philosophical frameworks for design (e.g. Davis, 
2008; Poggenpohl, 2009; Frascara & Nöel, 2012). Various writers attribute 
this to the stress on visual thinking and communication in graphic design 
(e.g. Crilly, Blackwell & Clarkson, 2006; Drucker & McVarish, 2009). Others 
see graphic designers’ reliance on creative intuition in the design process 
as removing the need to explain and evidence graphic design practice (e.g. 
Nini, 1996; Cross, 2006; Nini, 2006; Frascara, 2007; Forlizzi, Zimmerman & 
Evenson, 2008; Fulton Suri, 2008). Yet others still attribute such unwilling-
ness to graphic designers’ capitulation to the dictates of the client (e.g. 
Heller, 2004). This situation is seen as a problem for the field with the rise of 
the culture of co-creation (Sanders & Stappers, 2008), which has challenged 
designers’ authority and knowledge, the principles of user-centered design 
holding that the specific situation and interests of users should be estab-
lished and accounted for within the design process. Segments of the graphic 
design field have long claimed to work on behalf of audiences. Modernist 
graphic design strove to optimize communication through a commitment 
to aesthetic simplicity (e.g. Dexel, 1927; Kepes, 1949). Postmodern graphic 
design sought to deliver heightened sensory, emotional, and intellectual 
experience to audiences through the play of forms and meanings while rec-
ognizing audience members’ varied identities and subjectivities (e.g. Poyner, 
1991; Unger, 1992). Who benefits from graphic design, however, is contested 
due to the fact that graphic design studios are businesses, the impetus for 
concept and content creation entangled in the designer-client-end-user 
relationship while being focused on deliverables (Forlizzi & Lebbon 2002, p. 
3). Highlighting another tension within the graphic design enterprise, the 
leading US designer Paul Rand (1985) has described graphic design as a 
“twofold” enterprise requiring designers to satisfy their own aesthetic objec-
tives while anticipating an audience response. 

From the late 1990s, the graphic design field began to experi-
ence criticism from within for prioritizing aesthetic and client objectives over 
audience needs and wants (Frascara, 1997; Frascara, 2004; Cross, 2006; Nini, 
2006; Forlizzi, Zimmerman & Evenson, 2008; Fulton Suri, 2008). Reflecting 
the focus of this article, the rise of web design contributed to calls for a 
change of perspectives and practices to include knowledge of the audience, 
newly referred to as “users”, especially in respect to how their capacities 
and objectives influenced use (Buchanan, 2000; Buchanan, 2001; Davis, 
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2008). Crawford (2005), for example, argued that interactive media required 
changed thinking around user experience due to the temporal unfolding of 
communication. Drucker and McVarish (2009) contended that the greater 
number of elements influencing communication and experience in web 
design required designers to better understand how users might engage 
with media content when planning websites. Graphic designers did not 
significantly contribute to broad academic or practitioner debate on user 
needs and behaviour in web design. Veen (2001) argues that initially the 
sheer extent of work available from clients wanting to stake a claim in the 
web saw designers overwhelmed with learning the technical aspects of web 
design while adapting their creative strategies to the new platform. Despite 
web design requiring graphic designers to make decisions about the behav-
iour, organization, and tone of a website, their absence from debates about 
user-centered approaches in web design enabled the depiction of graphic 
design as restricted to the visual appearance of a website to the neglect of 
issues of use and the user to propagate and persist (e.g. Blevis, Lim & Stolter-
man, 2006; Forlizzi, Zimmerman & Evenson, 2008). 

The evidence provided in this article demonstrates that the 
user is present in graphic designers’ thinking. The article grows out of a 
study into whether the practice of graphic design has changed since the 
emergence of web design, having a focus on how graphic designers ap-
proach the design of the interactive components of websites. It reports on 
data gathered from nine graphic designers working across web and print. 
On analysis, the data revealed frequent unsolicited and intriguing comments 
on the user as a consideration in website design, including the interviewees’ 
sense that they had good knowledge of the needs and preferences of the 
audience they designed for. In thinking about designing for interactivity, the 
designers discussed the complexity of web-based communication and the 
consequent need to project how people would engage with the form and 
content of their work. The interviewees spoke of engaging specific audi-
ences through their designs and discussed motivating them to respond in 
particular ways as a main aim in designing for interactivity. At the same time, 
their comments revealed they worked with little or no direct knowledge of 
their audience, consulting or undertaking user research being revealed as a 
rare element of their design practice. 

The article has three main sections. The first section examines 
the graphic design literature to establish its main positions on knowledge of 
the user in the design process, including the criticism that a lack of attention 
to this indicates graphic design’s outdated perspectives and reluctance to 
adapt to change. This section also briefly discusses literature from Human 
Computer Interaction (HCI) and communication theory, which introduced 
concepts of the user to the graphic design field. The second section presents 
the research results to show how the designers in the study posit seemingly 
contradictory positions on their concern for and knowledge of the user. The 
third section discusses the significance of the designers’ stance on user-
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centered design and graphic design practice to consider whether speaking 
differently about the place of the user in the design process is a precursor 
to graphic designers acting differently in practice, counter to common 
representations of the communication design field as resistant to renewal in 
this respect. 

L i t e r a t u r e  R e v i e w

P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  t h e  u s e r  i n  t h e 

g r a p h i c  d e s i g n  l i t e r a t u r e

The appearance of the term “the user” in the graphic design literature 
derives from the expansion of graphic design practice to interactive and 
networked media, the terms audience, spectator or target market preceding 
it and still being widely used. The designer-client-audience triumvirate is 
well-established, but often problematic in the discourse of graphic design. 
Typically, the graphic designer is framed as working to fulfil a client-defined 
purpose in creating visual communications (e.g. Hollis, 2001; Meggs & 
Purvis, 2006; Drucker & McVarish, 2009), with the additional objective being 
added in some instances that design outcomes should resonate with people 
to motivate a response (e.g. Frascara, 1995, 2004). However, priority is 
unevenly distributed across this continuum. Resnick (2003, p. 17) highlights 
graphic designers’ close relationship with clients, who provide the content 
and impetus for communication, by commenting that “listening to the client 
articulate” their intentions for a project is fundamental to design. 

Building on graphic design’s role as a service to clients, its 
literature positions designers as the arbiters of the audience to the extent 
that they are agents of clients (e.g. Bennett, 2002). In discussing this relation-
ship, however, Forty (1986) argues that designers lack autonomy over the 
designed outcome. Yet there is also discussion in the literature of graphic 
designers’ disdain for the influence of clients. When graphic design is per-
ceived as too client-centric and profit-driven, sections of the graphic design 
literature seek to reorient its values towards higher aesthetic and conceptual 
aims: this sometimes includes audience needs and interests. Meggs [1983, 
p. ix], for example, describes graphic design as creating “a cultural legacy 
of beautiful form and effective communication”, which if ignored risks its 
practice “becoming buried in a mindless morass of commercialism whose 
mole-like vision ignores human values and needs as it burrows forward into 
darkness” (Meggs & Purvis, 2006, p. x). 

The graphic design literature recognises modernist graphic de-
sign as striving for truth to form and clarity of communication (McDermott, 
2007; Gomez-Palacio & Vit, 2009; Davis, 2012). Bennett (2002), for instance, 
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emphasizes the achievements of modernist graphic designers in creating 
designs  “intrinsically, culturally appropriate for the prospective audience”. 
The linking of aesthetic clarity and effective communication for the benefit 
of audiences continues as a theme in recent writing on graphic design (e.g. 
Hollis, 2006; Meggs & Purvis, 2006). In the 1990s and early 2000s, however, 
some commentators challenged the scope for graphic designers to originate 
or control meaning in their work. Wide citing of Roland Barthes’s 1967 essay 
“The Death of the Author” depicted audiences as active interpreters of the 
complex, culturally and socially-determined meanings inhabiting works of 
culture (e.g. Poynor, 1991; Lupton, 1994; Rock, 1996; Helfand; 2001; Lupton 
2006). These ideas were also debated though discussion of contemporary 
graphic design practice. Poynor (1991), for example, took the multi-layered 
elements in new wave typography as acknowledging the audience as more 
than passive recipients of design. By contrast, Drucker and McVarish (2009) 
discuss new wave typography as emphasizing design authorship to the 
exclusion of audiences. 

There is some discussion in the graphic design literature of 
audiences as active contributors to the production of meaning and experi-
ence (e.g. McCoy, 1995; Myerson & Vickers, 2002; Lupton, 2006; Davis, 2008). 
Davis (2008, p. 28), for example, describes “networked communication” as 
demanding “new skills in building and managing systems that have less 
to do with inventive form than with understanding users and technology”. 
Discussion of design for interactive media contributed to arguments that 
graphic designers should design with specific knowledge of their audience. 
This knowledge included people’s varying cognitive abilities and behaviours 
(Helfand, 2001; Shedroff, 2001; Frascara, 2004; Lupton, 2006; Drucker & 
McVarish, 2009), social diversity and differing cultural literacy (Bennett, 2002; 
Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2002; Davis, 2008), specific emotional, physical and social 
needs (Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2002; Shedroff, 2007), and shifting expectations 
(Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2002; Lupton, 2006; Barnum, 2010). 

The call for an evidence-based approach to graphic design has 
initiated diverse, interwoven discussions about how this should happen. This 
includes discussion about the source of relevant knowledge from fields such 
as marketing, psychology, and social research (Buchanan, 2000; Helfand, 
2001; Forlizzi & Lebbon, 2002; Hanington, 2003; Heller, 2006b; Frascara, 2004; 
Nini, 2006). Here, Frascara (1995) and Young (2005) acknowledge the estab-
lished use of research from marketing and psychology by graphic designers 
to enhance the commercial impact of their work, particularly those working 
in advertising. By contrast, recent debate on graphic designers’ need to work 
from knowledge of the user focuses on delivering benefits to audiences. 
Frascara (2007) represents the analysis and synthesis of research data as a 
way to ensure that design is “effective and sensitive to users, contents, and 
contexts” (p. 67). Discussion proposes that graphic designers make research 
an integral part of the design process. Hanington (2003) discusses the 
adoption and adaptation of varied research methods from outside design to 



3 4

Visible Language

5 0 . 3

ultimately argue for the development of innovative methods oriented to the 
nature of design. Poggenpohl (2009) calls for designer-conducted research 
to be in-depth and systematic, extending beyond basic visual research, 
creative exploration and peer feedback. The literature of co-design discusses 
shared creativity between designers and users in the design development 
process. Nini (2006) contends that effective designed communications 
depend on the inclusion of audience members in a user-centered design 
process. Sanders and Stappers (2008) frame co-design as a solution to the 
complexity of contemporary design projects in informing designers of the 
cultural characteristics and diversity of audiences within the design process. 

Writers propose various benefits of user research from its 
scope to enhance both decision-making and outcomes in graphic design 
(e.g. Chu, Paul, & Ruel, 2009; Cooke, 2006) and to boost designer’s creativity 
(Storkerson, 2006) to validating design decisions in the minds of clients and 
end-users (Bolton & Green, 2007), thus raising graphic design’s credibility as 
a discipline (Bennett, 2006). Davis (2008) discusses growing business recog-
nition of design’s strategic role in differentiating products and services but 
argues this will only endure if designers can evidence their expertise. McKer-
lie (2011, p.36) argues that business increasingly recognizes the importance 
of understanding user behaviour, appreciating that if a web experience, for 
example, is not “immediately relevant and meaningful, then the moment 
passes [and] the end user has moved on”. 

A section of the graphic design literature discusses why user 
research is rarely incorporated into projects. Oudshoorn, Rommes, and 
Stienstra (2004) blame commercial constraints of time and budget. Roth 
(1999) links communication designers’ neglect of user research to the 
ephemeral nature of many graphic design projects. Sanders and Stappers 
(2008) note that despite participatory design being a major approach to the 
practice of user-centereddesign, it is seen as having little relevance to com-
mercial projects, being restricted to academic research, with Cross (2004) 
adding that participatory design is commonly conducted with students in 
the designer role. Nini (2006), Forlizzi, Zimmerman, and Evenson (2008), 
Fulton Suri (2008), and Gothelf (2011) suggest that the strongest influence 
on graphic designers’ work is their faith in their abilities and experience as 
creative thinkers and problem-solvers. Taking this further, Raisanen (2012a, 
2012b) depicts research as a constraint on creativity. For Frascara (2007), 
however, the words “intuition” and “creativity” do a disservice to the graphic 
design field, portraying the designer as an “illuminated magician” (p. 62). 
Frascara argues that graphic designers’ sense that they design intuitively is a 
misapprehension, intuition being a “combination of knowledge, skill, sensi-
tivity, [and] experience that involve significant work” (ibid., p. 63). 

Given the significant epistemological and methodological 
difficulties in investigating and conceptualizing audiences, it is understand-
able that the model of graphic design as an intuitive creative practice takes 
priority over evidence-based designing. The reception of graphic design by 
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audiences is little researched in practice and academia, neglecting  
contemporary cultural and social diversity and their associated politics of 
recognition (Taylor, 1994). The graphic design literature remains polarized 
around the issue of the need for concrete knowledge of the user; Jeon et 
al., (2012, p. 98) claim that graphic designers are by nature “sensitive to the 
unique cultural and environmental aspects” of different user groups, where 
Frascara and Noël (2012, p. 40) argue for the need for graphic design “to be 
user-centered, evidence-based and results-oriented”. 

P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  t h e  u s e r  l i n k e d  t o 

w e b  d e s i g n 

The expansion of graphic design in the 1990s to include design for screen-
based media and the web exposed graphic designers to the literature of 
HCI and communication theory. Widely read books and articles by Norman 
and Draper (1986), Winograd and Flores (1986), Nielson and Rolf (1990), 
Laurel (1993), and Moggridge (1999) introduced the concept of the end-user 
and the principles of user-centered design (UCD). Communication theory 
proposed the idea of two-way communication in electronic media and asso-
ciated concepts of meaning, message, and narrative, prominent publications 
here include Jensen (1996), Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1997) and Rafaeli (1988), 
Ha and James (1998), Downes and McMillan (2000), McMillan and Hwang 
(2002) and Stromer-Galley (2004).

Following Donald Norman’s introduction of the term user-
centered design in 1986, parts of the HCI literature discuss understanding 
the user as fundamental to approaching interactivity, albeit with a focus on 
basic functionality to reduce user frustration, words such as usable, effective, 
efficient, satisfying, and easy-to-learn become the main concepts in HCI’s 
discussion of computational design. Other writers give shape to the nature 
of the user research in arguing that HCI’s mission is to ally psychology, soci-
ology, and computing to create digital artifacts and systems with a human 
focus (e.g. Winograd & Flores, 1986; Sutcliffe, 2002; Carroll, 2002; Hewett et 
al., 2009). The emergence of web design saw the graphic design community 
following the discussion of the user through the HCI literature and related 
forums on usability and interface design. Jacob Nielson’s Designing Web Us-
ability (2000) and website (useit.com) were influential in positioning usability 
and the user at the forefront of web design. This included discussion of the 
role of graphic design in the context of the web. Nielsen (1999) represented 
graphic designers as wholly concerned with aesthetic appearance and lack-
ing the expertise to design for usability. Although significant reduction of 
the early web’s technical constraints has enabled design considerations to 
come to the fore in web design, the literature related to web design contin-
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ues to question graphic designers’ capacity and commitment to prioritizing 
the user (e.g. McGovern, 2007, 2009; Naughton, 2012). 

The literatures on interaction and user experience design that 
emerged out of HCI in the 1990s has served as mediators between HCI and 
graphic design in discussing the nature and scale of people’s interaction 
with digital environments (e.g. Shedroff, 1994; Bonsiepe, 1999; Grefé, 2000; 
McCarthy & Wright, 2004; Buxton, 2007; Moggrigde, 2007; Saffer, 2010). 
Crampton Smith, for example, describes interaction design as inherently 
experiential and increasingly ubiquitous, writing that it “shape[s] our every-
day life through digital artefacts – for work, for play, and for entertainment” 
(Quoted in Moggridge, 2007, p. xi). The interaction design literature stresses 
that staging interaction is not simply concerned with functional outcomes, 
but also encompasses symbolic function (Crampton Smith quoted in Mog-
gridge, 2007), the identification of appropriate forms of expression (Mog-
gridge, 1999) and the meaning of digital artefacts (Rettig quoted in Saffer, 
2010). A range of writers center the enterprise of interaction design on 
people, their goals, and the systems developed to facilitate these (Norman, 
2002; Forlizzi, Zimmerman & Evenson, 2008; Saffer, 2010). Fallman (2008, 
p. 4), for example, defines interaction design as “an orientation towards 
shaping digital artifacts … with particular attention paid to the qualities 
of the user experience … including physical, sensual, cognitive, physical, 
emotional, and aesthetical issues; the relationship between form, function 
and content; as well as fuzzy concepts such as fun and playability.” Although 
often focused on games development, discussion of user experience in the 
interaction design literature extends to visual language, linking arguments 
on the user in HCI to graphic design. 

The scope of communication theory is broad, but at its core 
is the impact of technology on communication and hence audiences. The 
figure of the user is common in discussion of the transmission and reception 
of messages through digital media, where, much like HCI, notions of the 
user and interactivity are seen as synonymous. Steuer (1992, p. 84), for ex-
ample, describes interactivity as “the extent to which users can participate in 
modifying the form and content of a mediated environment in realtime”. Ha 
and James (1998, p. 461) identify five characteristics of interactivity directly 
related to the user, listing these as “playfulness, choice, connectedness, infor-
mation collection, and reciprocal communication”. Manovich (2001) relates 
new media to cinematic paradigms where the user is actively engaged in 
the interpretation and layering of meaning. McMillan and Hwang (2002) 
propose a typology of interactivity pertaining to the processes, features, and 
perceptions that invest the users of digital media, including websites, with 
agency through active involvement in the production of meaning, this last 
point being a feature of graphic designers’ discussion of web design.

The addition of web design to graphic design practice through 
the advent of digital and networked technologies in the 1990s is a major 
topic in the graphic design literature. Most early writing on web design is 
technical in focus, comprising books and blogs describing how to build 
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successful websites (e.g. Siegel 1996; DiNucci, Guidice & Stiles, 1998). 
Written by graphic designers, and multimedia designers and developers, 
it discusses the aesthetic value graphic design brings to websites, design 
principles for web design (e.g. Seigel, 1996; DiNucci, Guidice & Stiles, 1998) 
and the application of the new platform to commercial projects (e.g. Veen, 
2001) to the exclusion of discussion of user needs and experience. A broad 
graphic design literature discusses the impact of the web and screen media 
on graphic design (e. g. Helfand, 2001; Julier, 2000; many articles in Emigre 
magazine c.1995-2005). A mix of graphic designers and design commenta-
tors consider the future web, challenging graphic designers to discover new 
ways of designing for the screen (e.g. Julier, 2000; Helfand, 2001). 

Such discussions have diminished over time as web design has 
become routine for graphic designers, the graphic design literature being 
more explicit in stating graphic design’s contribution of the nature of digital 
applications. Engholm (2002), for example, discusses the important role of 
graphic design in forging the aesthetics of the web. Wroblewski describes 
graphic design as “the voice of interaction design and information archi-
tecture … communicat[ing] the importance of (and actions between) the 
content and actions within an application” (Quoted in Saffer 2010, p. 172). 
Elsewhere, however, criticism continues of graphic design’s approach to 
design for digital applications. Locher, Overbeeke and Wensveen (2010), for 
example, argue that interactive experience has an aesthetic quality, but that 
this is a product of the texture of dynamic interactions between a user and 
a digital artefact in addition to the visual design of an interface. The sense 
of graphic designers intuitively developing the aesthetic characteristics of 
digital artefact or focusing remains an issue. For writers such as Blevis, Lim 
and Stolterman (2006) and Forlizzi, Zimmerman and Evenson (2008), graphic 
design in a digital context without recourse to robust user research is inher-
ently self-limiting. 

S u m m a r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  q u e s t i o n 

The literature review has shown some contributors to the graphic design 
literature calling for the inclusion of user-centered design practices to better 
accommodate the interests, needs, situation, and wants of users in their 
diversity, including as a result of the emergence of web design. In examining 
the influences on graphic designers’ thinking in approaching web design, 
the literature review has discussed the focus on user experience and user 
research in the HCI literature and the communication theory literature’s 
framing of communication in a digital context as an active, two-way process 
in which users construct meaning and experience for themselves. Despite 
the passage of time since the emergence of the web and the focus on user 
needs and experience in its academic discussion, there has been little schol-
arly interest in how working graphic designers perceive their relationship 
to the user. This study is timely in showing that the user and user-centered 
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design are present in the thoughts of graphic designers. It is compelling in 
that the interviewees’ comments about their sense and knowledge of the 
user were not directly solicited. At the same time, in investigating the inter-
viewees’ perspectives on how the web might have changed graphic design, 
the study found little evidence that awareness of user-centered design has 
changed processes in graphic design appreciably, hence the focus in the fol-
lowing discussion on whether graphic designers’ discussion of user-centered 
design is evidence of change in established practice models.  

R e s e a r c h  D e s i g n  a n d  M e t h o d s

The study from which the article derives sought to understand if the experi-
ence of designing for the web and interactivity had changed designers’ 
perspectives on graphic design. In seeing designers as discursively creating 
their practice, it preceded from a constructionist perspective, employing an 
exploratory, qualitative research design. In developing the research design, 
Schön’s (1983) concept of ‘the reflective practitioner’ was to the fore. Schön 
places reflection at the core of design practice to argue that practitioners 
break from codified professional knowledge to develop tacit understanding 
of their professional enterprise through their daily practice. Usher (1997, p. 
143), teases this out by arguing that the role of reflection on practice is “to 
resolve the dilemma of rigour versus relevance confronting professionals”. In 
the study, distinguishing between theory and theory-in-action was a critical 
to understanding the difference between what designers say and do. 

The data gathering had two components, an interview and a 
visualisation exercise. Each designer was firstly interviewed about their un-
derstanding of web design, interactivity, and its relationship to the graphic 
design enterprise. The interviews followed Kvale’s (1996) schema for conver-
sational, qualitative interviewing, which stresses that the main themes of the 
interview should relate to the everyday experience of the interviewee; the 
interview should seek rich, nuanced qualitative information; interviewees 
should be encouraged to provide descriptions of specific situations and 
action sequences of relevance to the research question; and although the 
interview should focus on particular themes, its character should be open to 
unexpected directions. 

The interviews were organized into three sections: 1) examin-
ing the designers background; 2) discussing their industry experience and 
practice; and 3) exploring the designers’ perception of designing for the web 
and interactivity. Some of the questions included: 

How do you design for different media?
Would you describe the web as a more interactive medium 
than print?
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Is considering interaction important in the web design process?
Do you design interactions?
Do you think web design is its own design discipline?

Designers spend a majority of their professional lives using 
visual forms to express ideas (Harper, 2002), the production of visual images 
being central to their communicative activities (Crilly, Blackwell & Clarkson, 
2006). At the end of each interview, the interviewer asked each designer to 
visualise their idea of interactivity. There is much debate over the validity 
and methods of visual research. Fyfe and Law (1988), discussing the field of 
sociology, argue there is no agreed “methods for identifying, discriminating 
and counting” visual research, reasoning visual research thus lacks rigour 
and credibility. Hewson (1991), however, contends that despite its complex-
ity, much can be gained from the interpretation of visual material. Indeed, 
Knowles and Sweetman (2004, p. 7) argue that visual materials generated by 
research participants can “reveal what is hidden in the inner mechanisms of 
the ordinary and the taken for granted.” 

Nevertheless, Crilly, Blackwell and Clarkson (2006) and Shedroff 
(2007) recommend careful planning when including visualisation in the 
interview process. Where the aim is to produce data of social scientific value, 
Newbury (2011) specifies systematic analysis to avoid researchers being 
seduced by images and misinterpreting their meaning. Alexander (1994) 
argues that analyzing visual material requires the researcher to possess an 
understanding of visual language, the culture in which it is generated, and 
the conventions of the material they are researching to identify and decode 
meanings. Following Crilly, Blackwell and Clarkson (2006), the visualiza-
tion exercise in this research sought to enable participants to clarify their 
perspectives on the interview topic through a medium in which they felt 
comfortable. The visualizations provide an index to the analysis of the 
interview data while the interviews provide a context for the analysis of the 
visual material. 

The data gathering was conducted at the designers’ offices and 
lasted approximately 45 minutes, with the final five minutes being devoted 
to the visualization exercise. The first author conducted the interviews. The 
study was carried out with the approval of Curtin University of Technol-
ogy, with due consideration of the requirement for informed consent and 
confidentiality. 

P a r t i c i p a n t s

Nine graphic designers, seven male and two female, from design consultan-
cies in Victoria, New South Wales, Queensland, and Tasmania, volunteered to 
take part in the study for no financial reward. Their average age was 32 years. 
The participants were chosen for their active involvement in graphic design 
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for print media and design for the web. Effort was made to recruit design-
ers of varied experience to gather a range of attitudes and participants 
practicing across advertising and graphic design, while all having worked 
on projects related to the web. To reflect a broad range of professional situa-
tions, effort was made to recruit designers working in their own businesses, 
those employed in other’s design businesses, and freelance designers. A 
balance of female and male designers was sought, but the majority of the 
female designers approached declined to participate with the reason being 
given as a lack of time. Table 1 sets out the background of the interviewees, 
their education, current work, years working as graphic designers, and years 
of working in web design or with multimedia applications before that. 

D a t a  a n a l y s i s 

Data analysis proceeded from the perspective that how people represent 
things matters. This follows the position of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), 
which Vaara and Tienari (2010, p. 245) describe as “a theoretical and meth-
odological framework that allows one to examine the constitutive role that 
discourses play in contemporary society.” A list of high-frequency words and 
phrases was created from the interview data. Next, key visual concepts from 
the diagrams were identified and compared to the interview results, con-
solidating insights and enabling causal inference (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
As themes emerged, including the unanticipated thread of visual concepts 

 

DESIGNER AGE EDUCATION Area of Graphic design   BACKGROUND 
Designer A 
Alan 

35 Graphic Design 
Creative Director/Owner: Graphic design 
Strategy – Print and Web. 

15 years Graphic Design 
3 years Web Design 

Designer B 
Brian 

37 
Graphic design and 
Multimedia Design 

Creative Director: Advertising and 
Strategy – Web and Digital Design 

13 years Multimedia and 
Web Design 

Designer C 
Charles 

42 Graphic Design 
Creative Director/Owner: Advertising and 
Strategy – Web and Print. 

20 years Graphic Design 
11 years Web Design 

Designer D 
Dean 

36 Graphic Design 
Creative Director/Owner: Graphic design 
Strategy – Web and Print. 

14 years Graphic Design 
11 years Web Design 

Designer E 
Ewan 

40 Fine Art 
Freelancer/Design Educator: Strategy and 
Design – Web and Digital Design. 

17 years Graphic Design 
14 years Multimedia and 
Web Design 

Designer F 
Felicity 

25 Graphic design 
Senior Designer: Strategy and Design – 
Web and Digital Design 

4 years Web Design 
 

Designer G 
Gary 

32 
Industrial Design, 
Multimedia Design 

Creative Director/Design Educator: 
Strategy and Design – Web and Game 
Design 

12 years Industrial and 
Multimedia Design 
10 years Web Design 

Designer H 
Harry 

35 Graphic Design 
Creative Director/Owner: Advertising and 
Strategy – Web and Digital Design  

14 years Multimedia and 
Web Design 

Designer I 
Irene 

37 Studio Art 
Creative Director/Owner/Design Educator: 
Advertising and Strategy – Web and 
Digital Design 

20 years Graphic Design 
15 years Multimedia and 
Web Design 

T a b l e  1

Details of participants
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and discussion across both sets of data around the designers’ sense and 
knowledge of the user, new sets of questions were asked of the data in an 
iterative approach that moved between the data and existing discussion of 
user-centered design from relevant literature, initiating concept formation 
(Ragin, 2013), which suggested evidence of a discourse on the place of the 
user in graphic design framed from the practice of web design.  

R e s e a r c h  F i n d i n g s

The literature review identified both acceptance and criticism in the graphic 
design literature of graphics designers’ recourse to intuition in the design 
process, with critics of this approach arguing that effective, responsible 
graphic design is audience-focused and incorporates specific knowledge of 
its audience. The literature includes little evidence of where most graphic 
designers stand on this issue or what happens in practice. Taking the inter-
views first, an unsolicited theme was the designers’ discussion of their sense 
and knowledge of the user in the implementation of web design, exemplify-
ing the value of exploratory, qualitative studies in discovering the expres-
sion of actions and ideas in practice contexts. 

The majority of designers spoke at length about users’ central-
ity to their design decisions, from concept development that considers 
choice of aesthetics, language, and tone to the functional behaviour and 
operation of websites. They ascribed themselves the role of arbiters of the 
user in providing users with an effective, efficient, and pleasurable experi-
ence when engaging with the websites they design, stressing their decisions 
are made with the best interests of end-users in mind. As set out in Table 2, 
the designers used various terms to refer to the user, including “audience” 
and “target market”, the greater frequency of user suggesting knowledge of 
the discussion of user-centered design in relation to web design. 

Table 3 shows the eight different contexts in which the words 
user, audience, and target market appeared, the main categories being “user 
experience” and “user testing”, then “user behaviour”, “user perception” and 
“cognition”. The term audience was used less frequently. The data suggests 
that the designers saw themselves and their work as having a relationship 
to an audience, which needed to be understood in order to engage with 
users to produce desired outcomes. The term target market was the least 
used term, although the data shows its use still linked the graphic design 
enterprise to engaging with people.

T a b l e  2

Frequency of use of the 
terms user, audience and 
target market

WORD USER AUDIENCE TARGET MARKET 
Frequency 83 39   9 
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A p p r o a c h e s  t o  U s e r  R e s e a r c h

The interviews contained 74 references to methods actually or potentially 
used to provide knowledge of the users of a website. These references fall 
into three categories as shown in Table 4. The highest frequency references 
were to the designer intuitively projecting a sense of the audience, their 
needs and interests. This including office polls, the experience of practice 
and empathetic role-playing where the designer projected assumed charac-
teristics of the user. This category was followed closely by references to user 
testing of live websites to identify any issues of use for remedial adjustment. 
The lowest frequency of comments referred to gathering actual data about 
end users. Table 4 provides counts of the references to different approaches 
to researching the user, with methods for collecting or applying data includ-
ing focus groups, surveys, webinars, analytics, user modelling, channel plan-
ning, and prototype evaluation.

T a b l e  3

Context for the use of the 
word user, audience and 
target market.

T a b l e  4

Approaches to 
understanding the user.

CONTEXT 
FREQUENCY 

User Audience Target market 

Experience 31 8  
User testing 15   
User behaviour 11   
Perception/cognition 6 2  
User profiling 5   
Communicating/connecting 4 12 8 
Design innovation 4 4  
Empowerment 3 1  
Understanding the user, audience,  10  
Evaluation  2 1 

 

APPROACH FREQUENCY 

Designer projection: Empathy, intuition, experience of practice  34 
User testing or evaluation of live websites 30 
Data gathering: focus group, survey, webinars, analytics, user modelling, channel 
planning, prototype testing 

10 
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The research revealed a disparity between the designers’ 
sense that they knew and understood their target audience and both their 
knowledge and implementation of user research. Only four designers, 
Brian, Charles, Harry, and Irene, who each practiced web design within the 
context of advertising — a seeming influence over their familiarity with user 
research — named specific data gathering methods, making frequent refer-
ence to market research approaches. Brian, Charles, and Harry mentioned 
channel planning and the creation of user profiles within the design process. 
Harry commented:

“One of the steps that we go through is a thing called user model-
ing where we think about who are the different audiences coming 
to the website, what do they want to achieve from a visit, and then 
we think about content and functionality in the context of what 
that user wants to achieve first and foremost.” 

They specified the use of factors including the age, gender, location, pat-
terns of activity and technical acumen of predicted users in the develop-
ment of hypothetical user profiles and scenarios of use in establishing key 
aspects of a website. It transpired, however, that the use of these design 
tools and research methods was not grounded in concrete research data, 
but rather based on assumed characteristics. Charles, for example, ex-
plained, “What I’ve always done is I’ve considered the person I am designing  
for, so if I’m designing for an 80-year-old woman … [who] might want to feel 
secure and she may need bigger fonts. And she may not want to be frightened 
by the language.” 

Only Irene discussed the application of user research within 
an actual project. Describing a complex web project with varied expected 
users, she explained how during its development the design team conducted 
“surveys, asking ‘What do you want?’ Then we brought two people in from each 
of the four target audiences after we had built the interface. We gave them a 
series of tasks that we wanted the target audiences to achieve to test that they 
were getting what they needed.” Brian, Charles, Dean, Ewan, Felicity, Harry, and 
Irene all spoke positively about the value of user testing in improving overall 
user experience during the development of a website. Dean, for instance, re-
marked that “as a methodology, we provide a decent amount of testing and are 
always encouraging a greater level of diligence in doing so.” However, further 
scrutiny of comments from Brian, Charles, Dean, Felicity, and Harry revealed 
such testing to be in-house evaluation in which members of the design team 
or other colleagues in the studio took the role of site users.

I n t e r a c t i v i t y  d r i v i n g  a  n e w  

u s e r  f o c u s

When asked in which design field they practiced, no interviewee described 
themselves as graphic designers or web designers. They referred to them-
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selves as thinkers, problem identifiers, and problem solvers through the 
combination of design and technology. Unprompted, a majority discussed 
how working in the context of web design had changed their awareness 
of the audience for their work, the dimension of interactivity introducing 
a focus on users’ needs and preferences into their designing. Here, Brian, 
Charles, Dean, and Harry reasoned designing for the web had transformed 
the perspective on designed communications due to the awareness that 
people were now actively engaging with media content. Harry, for example, 
described the web as a lean, progressive medium with users visiting web-
sites to accomplish a task, noting, “It’s got to be about the end user on the web. 
The second it’s not about them is the second they’ll go somewhere else … on TV, 
you’re getting free content in return for watching ads. If the web’s not about the 
user, it’s like watching ads without getting your favourite TV show.”

A number of interviewees argued that their perspectives on 
knowledge of user needs, preferences, and behaviours differentiated them 
from designers working with print, the dimension of interactivity making 
them more accountable to an audience for their design. Ewan nominated 
the web as the catalyst that had elevated graphic design to that of commu-
nication design, an expanded field of practice with more complex expecta-
tions. Harry believed that graphic designers working with print “don’t have 
that empathy for usability; they’re thinking about the aesthetics rather than 
communicating through design and functionality.” Charles saw that when 
working in the fluid environment of the web, his focus on the user was 
integral to building brand loyalty in ways not previously explored in graphic 
design for print or traditional broadcast media, commenting that “the worst 
thing you can do is to motivate someone to act, but you don’t give them an 
outlet to act … What we do in [web] design is to help the user to take the next 
step and continue the relationship.” 

U s e r - c e n t e r e d  d e s i g n  d r i v i n g  

i n n o v a t i o n 

All nine designers saw themselves as forward thinkers who delivered innova-
tive designs. Their remarks on innovation suggest how the discourse of the 
user has changed perspectives in graphic design. Mention of the user made 
them the beneficiary of innovation, where if the designer linked innovation 
to their own creativity and ingenuity, no benefits for the user were stated, 
the focus rather being on creative invention and problem-solving for clients, 
often spurred by working within project constraints. Table 6 sets out the 
designer’s perceptions of the sources and effects of innovation in their work.
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V i s u a l i z i n g  i n t e r a c t i v i t y  a n d  t h e 

u s e r  w i t h i n  w e b  d e s i g n

Eight of the nine designers represented the user in some way in their 
diagrams, echoing discussion of the user in the interviews. In focusing on 
nature and process of web design, the diagrams suggest some level of 
awareness of concepts from HCI on the priority of the user in interaction 
and from communication theory on how the interactive aspect of digital 
communications has changed the agency and experience of audiences. The 
two-way arrow in Alan’s diagram (Figure 1) suggests the ideas of reciprocal 
communication and information flow in interactivity as well as the con-
nectivity between media platform, media content, and the user. Suggesting 
the discussion of interactivity in the HCI and Interaction design literatures, 

T a b l e  5

Drivers of innovation

 

DRIVERS OF 
INNOVATION 

DESIGNERS’ COMMENTS 
VALUE FOR THE 

USER 

The user 
Does the client trust you to come up with concepts that are 
innovative and shape the relationship with the user? (Brian) 

Engaging 

The user  
 … innovation comes from considering the user, what they need. 
Innovation comes from that. (Charles) 

Enabling 

The user 
 … you don’t want to have innovation for its own sake. Like, 
innovation is only useful if it brings you [the user] closer to your 
goal. (Harry) 

Enabling 

The user 

Sometimes innovation means doing things in a completely new 
way and takes us out of our comfort zone … or if you can come 
up with some innovative way of improving navigation that still 
utilizes people’s familiarity. (Harry) 

Enabling 

Designer invention  

I think that innovation and creativity is important and should be 
part of every design process and I really like to start every 
process with a blank page questioning what can we really do. 
(Dean) 

Not specified 

Designer creativity 

Something we hope to do at this place is do some research and 
innovative thinking without any client in mind. Sometimes I feel 
that I draw on previous things and mash them up in a new form 
… if you combine existing things that’s when innovation starts. 
(Brian) 

Not specified 

Designer creativity 

From a technology point of view, I’d say we are very innovative 
… it’s business communications that is essentially our business 
and we reserve a portion of our resources to do exploratory stuff 
[that] filters into our commercial jobs. (Dean) 

Not specified 

Designer creativity 

The generation of ideas comes from us and we are the 
innovators. You can’t always ask the audience what they want 
because they can’t always see what’s coming, where we can. 
(Harry) 

Heightened 
outcomes 

Ingenuity around 
project constraints 

Some [projects] can be quite innovative, some of the ones with 
lower budgets. (Ewan) 

Not specified 
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Brian’s diagram (Figure 2) represents the intermingling of user’s individual 
goals, expectations, and experience during engagement with a website.

F i g u r e  1

Alan’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design

F i g u r e  2

Brian’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design

F i g u r e  3

Charle’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design
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Charles’s diagram (Figure 3) suggests the agency of people in-
teracting with technology by visualizing the number of encounters that can 
potentially take place within a digital environment and the diffuse relations 
between these. Dean’s diagram (Figure 4) represents how an interactive 
experience can connect and engage the user in the act of communication. 

Ewan’s diagram (Figure 5) depicts three models of interactivity within web 
design in which the user is a clear presence in the process of design for 
interaction. The main diagram represents interactivity as a backwards and 
forwards process of interaction via a screen interface, similar to definitions 
found in communication theory. The two additional diagrams compare high 
and low levels of interactivity, with clear differentiation between the role 
of the designer and the user, who are labelled “D” and “U”. Felicity’s diagram 
(Figure 6) evokes concepts of interactivity from communication theory, 
such as Stromer-Galley’s (2004) representation of interactivity as a distinct 
phenomenon that transpires between people and technology and between 
people facilitated by technology. Gary’s diagram (Figure 7) represents inter-
activity as a user-centered process shaped by human factors. 

F i g u r e  4

Dean’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design

F i g u r e  5

Ewan’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design
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F i g u r e  6

Ewan’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design

F i g u r e  7

Gary’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design

F i g u r e  8

Harry’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design
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Harry’s diagram (Figure 8) includes a depiction of a sitemap — a 
visualisation tool born of website development — to represent the elements 
that constitute interactivity; his drawing including the user, their cognition 
and previous experience as well as the role of user feedback in website 
development. Irene’s diagram (Figure 9) depicts the multiple contributions 
from different stakeholders that inform the design process, highlighting 
the complex network of constraints, interests, objectives, and processes 
that comprise website design. Reflecting Irene’s detailed discussion of user 
research in her interview, her diagram is the only one to include specific 
reference to user research as a component of the process of website design 
although both Gary (Figure 7) and Harry (Figure 8) allude to its place in 
the design process. Harry and Irene’s drawing (Figures 8 & 9) depict the 
complexity of web design projects and the range of design tools needed to 
accommodate the characteristics, needs, and preferences of a target audi-
ence. Ewan’s drawing (Figure 5) suggests knowledge exchange and possibly 
co-creation between designers and users. 

Some of the designers who give physical form to the user give 
a level of detail in their drawing that includes varied characteristics of the 
user and the different dimensions of user experience. Brian recognises us-
ers’ emotions (Figure 2). Gary gives the user identifiable features that make 
reference to cognition and the senses (Figure 7). Dean’s diagram (Figure 4) 
depicts users’ agency and presence within interaction, suggesting these 
have a measure of power. Ewan and Felicity use featureless, generic figures 
to represent the user (Figures 5 & 6), but the user remains a dominating 
presence in the design process in their drawings, suggesting awareness of 
the requirement to give consideration to user needs in web design.

F i g u r e  9

Irene’s diagram of 
interactivity within web 
design
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D i s c u s s i o n

The field of critical discourse analysis holds that dominant discourses drive 
how people think, talk, and act (e.g. Fairclough, 2003; Wodak, 2004; Blom-
maert, 2005). In recent times, the discourse of user-centered design and its 
key concepts of the user and user research have achieved broad currency in 
design debate, although our review of relevant literature shows that this is 
to a limited extent in graphic design. Discussion of the user in our data does 
not indicate comprehensive adoption of research-driven, user-focused  
designing in graphic design. Moreover, our findings show that the linked 
ideas of intuitive creativity and problem-solving are also present in the 
interviewee’s comments, these being enduring concepts having been 
constituted in and through countless instances, commentary, and contexts 
over time to be normalized in graphic design. As such, the research findings 
show competing discourses to be acting on graphic designers’ thinking, the 
discourse of user-centered becoming more relevant to graphic designers 
through the expanded context for graphic design practice, web design 
providing a strong sense of interaction between media content and the au-
dience for design in generating different practical challenges and discursive 
positions from designers. 

The question to ask of the research findings is whether this 
duality, born of the rhetorical practice of consciousness-raising within the 
broad design literature, represents an uncritical construction of user-
centeredness and lip service to the need for and actuality of its practice 
or whether it is evidence of an important shift away from the paradigm of 
designer-led, client-focused intuitive designing. Here it is important to stress 
the workings of discourse. The research findings could suggest that normal-
ity has been open to a measure of change given the evidence of these 
designers discussing the user and the imperative to establish knowledge of 
their needs and preferences. Or perhaps nothing has changed. As much as 
the interviewees discuss the user, they also use appeals to common sense in 
respect of the challenges of working within everyday practice constraints to 
restore priority to the model of the designer as the arbiter of the user guided 
by intuitive creativity. 

A main argument for researching users’ capacities, needs, and 
situation is to prompt empathy in designers to achieve relevant, sensitive, 
and inspired design (Fulton Suri 2003; McDonagh 2008). Yet Banks and 
Deuze (2006) equally stress designer’s sense of ownership over creativity. 
Of the nine designers, Dean, Harry, and Irene discussed market research 
in the web design process but simultaneously stressed the importance of 
measuring this in design through tacit understanding informed by personal 
experience. Here, Dean observed that “we have to rely on our own experi-
ences and be confident that we’re making certain decisions that are going to be 
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right … sometimes you have to run with a hunch.” Brian, Charles, Dean, Ewan, 
Harry, and Irene all reported that if there were time in a project to conduct 
research, they tried to do so, but they qualified this in asserting that research 
can only guide the design process to an extent, with creativity and intuition 
also being important contributors to design. 

In exercising a degree of intellectual legerdemain, some inter-
viewees merge knowledge of the needs, preferences, interests, and situation 
of the user with the exercise of designer intuition. Harry, for example, linked 
user-centered design to:

“being able to look at something and imagining that I’m my 
mother or my father or somebody else and thinking ’Well what am 
I looking at? What are my options here? Does it make any sense? Is 
there anything I can compare this to in the real world that I’ve used 
before that is going to help me use it? What would I do next?’”

Dean exaggerates the burden of user-centered design in commenting “If 
you stopped and tested every single aspect of the site, you would never get 
anywhere.” He restores authority to the designer when he then states that 
designers need to exercise intuition to develop designs that do not just 
satisfy users’ needs and preferences but rather push beyond these limits to 
advance user knowledge and behaviour. These comments suggest Schön’s 
(1983) concept of a reflective approach to practice. For Schön (Ibid., pp. 
68-9), where the practitioner “reflects-in-action, they immediately become 
a researcher in the practice context” to construct new knowledge. Yet it is 
arguable whether intuitive designing of the type described in the inter-
views creates added value for the user or more represents a public-private 
dialogue within graphic design practice based on self-persuasion.

Fairclough (2000, p. 28) argues that discourse has three roles 
within text and speech; it represents ideologies, enables identification, and 
authorizes action. Each of these effects is present in our data. The designers 
instantiate the ideology of user-centered designing by discussing it, grafting 
it onto their professional identity, showing it to motivate changed practices 
in some cases and a measure of reflection on the nature of graphic design, 
its principles and methods, in others. However, equally inscribed in the 
research findings is evidence of competition for authority and legitimacy 
between the new discourse of user-centered design and the established one 
of the role of intuitive creativity in design. The value of designer creativity 
has given added impetus from sources such as Richard Florida’s book The 
Rise of the Creative Class (2002), which champions the importance of creative 
and knowledgeable workers who generate “economic value through their 
creativity” (p. 68). Competing with the discourse of user-centered is the influ-
ence of the experience of practice which the designers’ comments show to 
revolve around many small, individual problem-solving acts that affirm the 
professional experience and identity of the designer. 

The future of user-centered design in graphic design depends 
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on its success in moving from the discursive level to the sphere of practice. 
Fairclough (2003, p. 41) argues that ‘dialogicality’ in speech and text — the 
presence of opposing views and qualifying terms — indicates a lack of com-
mitment to any one idea. Counterposed against the 65 explicit comments 
in the interviews discussing the importance of identifying and fulfilling 
users’ requirements, the designers also discuss incompatibilities between 
user-centered approaches and established graphic practice. The idea of 
more inclusive designing, which includes user research and the brokering 
of alternative perspectives, sees the interviewees discursively balancing the 
value and ethics of admitting more stakeholders into the design process 
against the prospect of a loss of creative authority and control. 

This dilemma is not restricted to graphic design. It also occurs 
in other design fields such as industrial design and architecture where 
Stolterman (2008) notes a discrepancy between practice and theory about 
the inclusion of user research. Brian, Charles, Dean, Gary, and Harry endorse 
the omission of the user from the design process on the basis that fulfill-
ment of the user’s immediate requirements could limit a designer’s creativity 
and constrain design outcomes. Hosing down arguments for user-centered 
design, Harry comments “You can gain insights from … research and feedback 
around usability issues and communication issues, but I don’t believe you should 
use that sort of work to generate ideas.” Brian also represents the user as a 
barrier to innovation in the design process stating, “It’s hard when you … put 
the users at the center … it’s very hard to innovate because the average person 
replicates their knowledge and applies what they already know and things that 
are common … if you want to change things you can’t test everything and put 
the ordinary user at the center.” Ultimately, the designers interweaving of the 
discourses of user-centered and intuitive, expert designing constructs a 
paradoxical rhetorical position that puts graphic designers above audience 
members, obviating the need for research into actual users. “User test-
ing”, for example, is described as often involving colleagues, some of the 
interviewees arguing that designer’s inherent empathy for people’s physical, 
cognitive, and emotional needs allows them to perceive a website from a 
user’s perspective. 

For Brian, design evaluation that checks whether a website 
matches user needs and responses is done within the studio because de-
signers are “the best users”. Such inverted identification with the discourse of 
user-centered design also sees some of the interviewees describe designers 
as better disposed towards understanding peoples’ physical, cognitive, and 
emotional needs than other stakeholders in the design process, notably 
clients and marketers. Irene, for example, comments, “you have to really un-
derstand the audience and you can’t always rely on the client – it’s amazing how 
many clients don’t know their own audience”. Charles similarly states, “I am still 
amazed at how some marketing people don’t really understand their audience. 
They’re more concerned about their budget, their boss, the share price and how 
much work they’ve got to do.” Such comments expose a set of professional 
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power relations that underlie graphic design practice, seeing the graphic 
designers seeking to discursively legitimate their authority and value, even if 
this does not always equate with the expression of power and authority  
in reality.

C o n c l u s i o n

Principles of user-centered design reflect changing community attitudes to 
inclusion, participation, and consultation in diverse aspects of life. However, 
the references to the user and user research in the comments and drawings 
provided by the nine designers in this study show that its uptake in graphic 
design is limited at best. Yet the research also suggests the ambivalent self-
persuasion of graphic designers today as they navigate between established 
ideas of graphic design and the significant changes brought to graphic 
design practice through the emergence of web design. The research find-
ings indicate that the main priority for graphic designers remains meeting 
client needs through the application of their creative intuition, a faculty 
based on the experience of practice. It was not foreseen that the interviews 
and visualisation exercises would elicit a significant body of comments on 
the topic of user-centered design, the unsolicited nature of these references 
suggesting that the discourse of user-centered design has genuinely filtered 
down to the practice level of graphic design even if the matter of the user is 
mostly acknowledged in the abstract.

In the graphic design literature, criticism of a lack of attention 
to the needs and preferences of the user comes from design scholars who 
contest the efficacy and ethics of how graphic designers practice. Criticism 
is important to changing intellectual frameworks and practices, but the 
findings reported here suggest that discussion surrounding user-centered 
design has had an impact, and the principles governing graphic design  
practice have been opened up to reconsideration. Criticism can have nega-
tive as well as positive effects, its discursive features being shaped by the 
motivating crisis it seeks to identify and address. It may be that in discussing 
the place of the user in web design in relation to interactivity, the inter-
viewees were consciously-unconsciously deflecting the need for changes 
in practice and discursively re-inscribing the authority of the status quo. 
In advocating for the end-user, the critique of intuitive designing requires 
a more complex, nuanced, and balanced account of the forces shaping 
graphic designers’ practice.

Given our findings, specific research is needed into the applica-
tion of user-centered design in various design genres within graphic design 
practice and its relationship to the identity and actions of graphic designers. 
Future studies should directly address the duality of thought represented 
by designers interviewed for this study, exploring whether they perceive the 



5 4

Visible Language

5 0 . 3

user-centered design trend as a useful marketing tool or a specific and valu-
able addition to practice. A future study would include a larger sample of de-
signers, specifically female designers. In addition to specific research into the 
application of user-centered design in graphic design practice, our findings 
indicate the need for case studies on the practical benefits and challenges in 
applying user-centered processes in industry practice. Case studies involv-
ing systematic observation and documentation of practice might have more 
scope to influence practice in facilitating knowledge transfer. In the age of 
the “prosumer” and user-generated content, the matter of user-centered de-
sign will be an ongoing battleground for authority and legitimacy in graphic 
design. Our article reveals the trace of this new cultural politics as an evident 
tension in the thinking of the contemporary graphic designer.
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