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ABSTRACT 

The phenomenon of crowdsourcing has drawn the 

attention of the design community, but is primarily 

regarded as a way to ‘outsource design work.’ This 

study explores the use of one form of crowdsourcing 

– online design contests - as a source for gathering 

information and inspiration for designers. The results 

demonstrate inspirational value in hosting a 

crowdsourced design contest by creating content for 

evoking discussion within the design team, opening a 

line of communication, and highlighting the benefits 

of the hosting process, beyond outsourcing a 

solution.  

Key words: Design Contests, Crowdsourcing, 
Inspiration, Design Research, Design Tool. 

INTRODUCTION 

The past five years have seen a revolution in online 

applications that allow people to create and share 

information. Among these, crowdsourcing (Howe, 

2006) activities are widely used as an online 

production model for completing work or developing 

solutions. This production model is having a 

transformative effect on many disciplines; and the 

practice of design is no exception.  

Research on crowdsourcing is building a foundational 

understanding of who participates and why. Despite 

differences between platforms, people who 

contribute to crowdsourcing activities are generally 

members of the Internet Elite: educated, 30-

something, upper-middle class, and highly active 

online (Brabham, 2008; Lakhani & Panetta, 2007; 

Ross, Irani, Silberman, Zaldivar & Tomlinson, 2010). 

Why they participate is a complex mix of extrinsic 

and intrinsic motivations including rewards (often 

money), skill use or development, competition, 

creative outlet, attention, or simply fun (Brzozowski, 

Sandholm & Hogg, 2009; Kaufmann, Schulze & Veit, 

2011). And if the cost of participation is low enough, 

motivations become trivial (Haythornthwaite, 2009). 

Additionally, a growing number of examples 

demonstrate the diversity of what the crowd 

produces including proofreading, image tagging, 

drawings, music videos, and even complex 

engineering solutions (Albors, Ramos, & Hervas, 

2008; Bernstein, Little, Miller et al. 2010; Howe, 

2006). Specific to design, research is beginning to 

unite crowd-sourcing with existing user-centered 

tools; from remote user evaluations to human 

subjects research (Kittur, Chi & Suh, 2008; Schmidt, 

2010). Researchers are also having success engaging 

the crowd in innovation and creative projects (von 

Hippel & Katz, 2002; Soukhoroukova, 2007). This 

accumulated research provides a substantial 

foundation to explore the benefits of crowdsourcing 

and how it can be leveraged to benefit and transform 

design practice.  

Online design contests – a form of crowdsourcing - 

are increasingly popular, allowing organizations 

access to creative workers who compete to provide 

affordable logo, branding, or web design, for a 

fraction of the cost of commissioning a professional 

designer or firm. Beyond producing a winning design, 

a design contest also provides the habitually ignored 

opportunity to open a line of communication with a 

crowd of creative talent and the cumulative 

collection of examples they produce. 

Interestingly these byproducts may provide value as 

an opportunity to engage contributors and as a 
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collection of examples for informing and inspiring 

design. The use of image collections (Keller, 2004; 

Wahid, 2010) and examples (Herring, 2009; Lee, 

2010) play a critical role in the ideation, exploration, 

and rational in the design process. The collection of 

designs generated by a competition is a tailor-made 

source of examples. Additionally, the engagement of 

contributors in creative activities appears to follow a 

similar process used by generative research methods 

to elicit user insights and contextual information 

(Sanders, 2000; Sleeswijk Visser, Stappers, van der 

Lugt & Sanders, 2005) by transferring some of the 

initiative and control over to the contributors, in this 

way their intrinsic knowledge (related to users and 

context) may be expressed in their designs. Unlike 

field studies or face-to-face user research methods, 

online platforms leverage the efficiencies of 

asynchronous and distributed communication 

provided by the Internet. By exploring this 

combination of benefits there may be new 

opportunities to efficiently gather externally 

generated insights for the purpose of informing and 

inspiring design. 

To explore these benefits we developed a framework 

depicting the crowdsourcing process (see Figure 1) as 

it relates to informing the design process, with 

special attention to the interactions between actors. 

In this framework bold arrows identify three 

elements (task description, feedback, and discussion) 

that provide the potential to benefit the design 

process.  

 
Figure 1. A framework depicting the crowdsourcing process, 
including the interactions and actors. The three bold arrows 
highlight the areas of interest for this study (Task Description, 
Feedback, and Discussion).  

METHOD 

The current study is one segment of a larger research 

project exploring the use of crowdsourcing as a 

research tool for designers to easily and affordably 

access information for the human centered design 

process. This study focused on two aspects of 

crowdsourcing as it relates to gathering inspiration 

and user information for design: 

• The interactions and communication between 

contest hosts and the contributors, as well as the 

impact this has on the contest and its output.  

• The benefits of conducting a design contest, as a 

source of information and inspiration for 

designers, including what was learned from 

hosting a contest and how designers use the 

results.  

Using the framework presented in Figure 1 as a 

foundation, the authors observed the elements of 

the process, giving specific attention to interactions 

between participants and potential sources of 

information. 

CONTEXT  

Within the Industrial Design Engineering Faculty at 

Delft University of Technology, graduate students 

(with the support of the faculty) are forming an 

interaction design community. This community will 

host “4 interaction” an online magazine dedicated to 

interaction design. This magazine and community 

needed a logo that will also be used to identify 

events, publications, and projects associated with 

the community. To aid the process of creating a 

logo, the faculty offered the students an opportunity 

to host an online design competition, to quickly 

generate a wide variety of logo proposals. This 

design contest was then studied to develop an 

understanding of the interactions with contributors 

and the potential benefits for informing and inspiring 

the design process. 

DATA COLLECTION 

The data for this case study were collected from 

three sources: the contest website, researcher 

observations, and student experience papers. The 

contest website (www.hatchwise.com, a popular and 

active site to host design contests) structured and 

captured information during the contest including 

the design brief, the number of contributors, their 

submissions (logo designs), feedback from the 

contest hosts, and a few comments between 

contributors. The lead researcher acted as advisor to 

two students who hosted the online logo contest. By 
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providing “how to” support, the researcher was able 

to observe and document their activities and 

discussions, primarily capturing preparation activities 

and discussion of the results. To help document the 

contest from the host perspective (and to promote a 

learning experience) each host wrote a paper 

providing personal insights and reflection on the 

process and their experiences.  

RESULTS 

For $129 the contest developed 120 logo designs (see 

Figure 2), submitted by 32 contributors. While the 

contest ran for 10 days, administering it required a 

little more then 6 hours, divided evenly between 

preparation, observation and feedback, and 

synthesis. For this limited effort and expense the 

student hosts and researchers were pleasantly 

surprised with both the number and quality of the 

submissions. They were also surprised by the 

commitment of some of the contributors, 

demonstrated by the number of designs submitted, 

especially one contributor who submitted 31 logos 

(see far right of Figure 3). 

Figure 3 shows the distribution of the number of 

designs submitted by each contributor, including 

designs withdrawn prior to the close of the contest. 

Contributors occasionally withdrew submissions after 

submitting a revision (20 withdrawn), two additional 

designs were withdrawn without submitting a 

redesign, and one was withdrawn due to accusations 

of “copying” from another contributor.  

 
Figure 3. Number of designs submitted (n=120), withdrawn (n=23) 
and remaining (n=97) per contributor (N=32). 

Alongside the designs, an array of comments were 

captured on the contest website. These comments 

included ‘thanks’ and constructive comments from 

the student hosts on the majority of submissions 

(e.g. “Dear ___, we really like the idea of adding a 

rounded shape … it gives it dynamism and makes the 

logo more complete as a whole.”). From their 

feedback 11 contributors provided 21 comments of 

appreciation for the feedback received for their 

efforts (e.g. “Thanks for the feedback, here are 

changes, what do you think? There will be more 

versions if you want…”). In addition a few comments 

from contributors described their intention/vision of 

a particular logo (e.g. “I purposely chose the letter N 

… what I did is a roman numeral of 4, IV [to make 

the N]”). While it is not possible to precisely 

quantify, many of the iterative logo submissions 

were in response to specific feedback, while others 

appear to be variations on an idea. 
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Figure 2. The 97 logos available at the conclusion of the contest (23 of 120 logo submissions were withdrawn during the contest). 
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Figure 4 shows the distribution of original and 

iterative logo designs per contributor. The high 

number of iterative designs highlights a favorable 

response to feedback, through additional effort 

refining and resubmitting their designs. Figure 4 also 

shows that only two contributors produced 3 or more 

original concepts, indicating a relationship between 

the number of original concepts and the number of 

participating contributors.  

Researcher observations revealed three unexpected 

developments during the design contest (developing 

the design brief, providing feedback, and discussion 

of the results). These observations are described 

below and their effects are addressed in the 

discussion section. 

 
Figure 4. Number of original designs in relation to iterations 
submitted per contributor (including withdrawn submissions). 

Initial observations noted challenges as the student 

hosts wrote the task description (design brief). Their 

initial design brief, while clear, provided 

considerable detail and was highly constraining, 

reflecting specific ideas they had used in their own 

initial designs. After this was pointed out and 

referring them back to the guidance on the contest 

website, they simplified the brief to clarify their 

need and avoid stifling the contributor’s creativity 

(since they were seeking inspiration and diverse 

designs). In the end the brief described the intended 

use and audience, and included a statement that it 

should be in the “family” of the university’s logo.  

The second observation occurred as the contest hosts 

began providing feedback to contributors during the 

contest. They were initially apprehensive about 

providing feedback, but with a little encouragement 

and following guidance on the website, they 

provided thanks and constructive criticism for most 

of the submissions. When asked later the students 

confirmed their apprehension “We are used to 

receiving not giving criticism.” They also commented 

that once they started and received “thanks” for 

their feedback, it became easer. They later stated 

that providing feedback strengthened their 

confidence in their own design knowledge and skills, 

and helped them think critically about the vision 

they had for the end result. 

The third observation of interest occurred at the end 

of the contest, when the design team (student hosts, 

researcher, and a staff graphic designer) met to 

discuss the results and select a winner. Each had 

selected their five favorite designs and began the 

meeting by describing what they liked about each 

selected design. The team found it difficult to reach 

a consensus on selecting a winner, but the discussion 

enabled and evoked by the submissions proved to be 

highly beneficial. By providing a large and diverse 

collection of options, these designs gave the team 

the freedom and content to candidly discuss the 

branding of their interaction design community and 

what role the logo can and should play. In the end 

they did not use the winning design, but the process 

and resulting discussion provided a wider view of the 

possibilities, implications, and considerations for 

developing their logo. 

DISCUSSION 

The above observations address the areas of interest 

for this study: the interaction and communication 

between host and contributors, and the benefits of 

the process itself. 

Communication and interactions with contributing 

designers occurred in two primary ways: the design 

brief and feedback during the contest. As described 

in the results section, the design brief required 

careful consideration to balance a clear statement of 

the desired outcome without unnecessarily 

constraining the skills and creativity of the 

contributors. The wording of the brief is also key in 

enticing contributors to participate for motivations 

other than financial reward (interest in a particular 

challenge or topic). These factors are related to the 

quantity of original designs submitted: more 

contributors, more designs.  
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In addition to providing a communication link and 

motivation for participation, the process of 

developing the design brief provided some additional 

benefits for the student contest hosts and the design 

team. As the design team had their own ideas and 

convictions about what the logo should be it was 

difficult for them to give up control and let the 

contributors present their own ideas and creativity. 

Refining the brief in order to balance needs without 

stifling creativity, forced the hosts to think critically 

about their desired outcome. This process of 

simplifying the instructions, eliminating extraneous 

details, and communicating their desires encouraged 

fresh insights and a commitment to what 

considerations were of central importance to their 

project.  

Feedback provided a key communication channel 

used to thank contributors for their efforts, provide 

comments, and encourage refinement of their 

concepts. Their comments were rewarded with many 

re-designs and ‘thanks’ from the contributors. These 

activities confirm the ability of the contest host to 

effectively motivate the outcome (designs and re-

designs). As demonstrated by the positive responses 

from contributors, this feedback was appreciated 

and corroborates its value as added motivation for 

participation, in the form of praise, recognition, and 

skill development. A few comments also included 

details and vision behind some designs. While not 

utilized in this study, there is a future opportunity to 

seek and utilize these additional insights from the 

contributing designers. 

The process of providing feedback also provided 

beneficial. By focusing on providing constructive 

criticism, it forced the hosts to individually consider 

how each submission related to their needs and 

preferences. Unexpectedly it also developed the 

confidence of the student hosts who were 

accustomed to receiving, not giving, criticism. By 

providing feedback they became aware and 

confident of their own knowledge and skills.  

Finally the students and faculty were impressed by 

the quantity, quality, and diversity of the designs, 

especially considering the limited effort and expense 

of hosting the contest (10 days to run, 6 hours of 

work, and $129). Interestingly, it was not the logos 

themselves that were most beneficial, but the 

discussion they evoked among the design team. The 

number, diversity, and anonymity of the designs 

provided the content and freedom to address many 

issues concerning what the design should say about 

the magazine and community, what constituted a 

good logo for gaining recognition, and the impact the 

logo would have on the design of the web-magazine 

and vice versa. This discussion gave the students a 

much broader understanding of the solution space 

and more informed view of how to reach their 

objective. 

ETHICAL DIMENSIONS  

The approach described in this paper has some 

complications that need to be considered as research 

and use of online design contests continues. Already 

there are discussion concerning the rights and 

responsibilities of both contributors and hosts 

concerning fair compensation, inappropriate possibly 

illegal tasks, intellectual property, as well as 

information privacy concerns (von Ahn, Maurer, 

McMillen, Abraham & Blum, 2008; Lakhani, & 

Panetta, 2007; Schmidt, 2010). If the non-winners 

contribute substantially to the outcome of the 

process, do they deserve more recognition or 

remuneration then the “constructive feedback” they 

receive now? Or is the growing popularity of these 

online contests proof that contributors receive 

sufficient fulfillment? This problem is not new. In 

traditional contests, the spinoff value of the 

multitude of ideas generated has been an important 

– if downplayed – motivator for organizations to hold 

contests. With the increasing popularity and visibility 

of online crowdsourced competitions, ethical 

concerns deserve renewed attention and further 

study. 

CONCLUSIONS 

By observing and analyzing the process of conducting 

the design contest we see some of the difficulties 

designers may face when hosting their own contests, 

and indications of how the contest process 

contributes to the design process itself. Central to 

these benefits, is the communication (although 

constrained by the contest platform) between host 

and contributors. There are important considerations 

for the design brief for attracting and motivating 
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participation. In addition the feedback loop provides 

opportunities to reward, motivate, develop and 

refine the skills of both the host and contributors. 

And finally the discussion evoked while selecting a 

winner from the numerous submissions was greatly 

benefitted by the content and freedom to critically 

consider key elements of the design.  

In addition to the benefits, this study also provides 

insights and considerations into other crowdsourcing 

activities. It highlights the importance of 

communication among all participants, and stresses 

the value of different forms of motivation. But 

equally important are the often-ignored byproducts 

of hosting a crowdsourcing activity: in developing the 

task description, engaging in feedback, and synthesis 

of the results. This suggests the value of design 

contests and crowdsourcing activities may go far 

beyond accessing external talent, by providing a 

framework for processing and discussing information 

and both content and sparring partners, not just 

outsourced workers. 
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