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The Faculty IT Liaison Program was initiated in a large research university to foster meaningful 
interaction and communication between faculty members and IT professionals. The Program is 
intended to generate opportunities for faculty and IT professionals to meaningfully interact  and share 
knowledge to better understand and align IT services with faculty needs. As its guiding framework, 
the program uses the Bonded Design methodology, a form of participatory design where users and 
designers of technology collaborate in the shared experience of a design team. Preliminary results 
indicate that the Bonded Design methodology is an effective framework for the program as it 
encouraged collaboration and better understanding between these two disparate groups who together 
created new ideas to modify technologies; outcomes that could not have been accomplished by 
working alone or within their respective peer groups. 

 
1. Introduction 

The typical large research university is comprised of many distinct groups with differing 
expertise that rarely interact, if at all, as they often have nothing in common other than the 
fact that they work for the same institution. Perhaps the best two examples of these groups 
are faculty and information technology (IT) professionals. Yet, meaningful interaction is 
crucial as the rapid advances in information technology integration have meant that faculty 
members must increasingly rely on technology to perform their work duties and it is most 
often the purview of information technology units to test, procure, and maintain these new 
technologies. Furthermore, as it is faculty who use the technologies, while they may have 
specific ideas on how the technologies need to work to be effective tools, they may not 
have much knowledge about how they were designed to work. Conversely, IT 
professionals are experts in how the technologies are designed to work but as interactions 
with faculty are typically limited to troubleshooting problems, they may not be aware of 
how faculty are actually using them. The existing conundrum, then, lies in the fact that 
there is a disconnect between these two distinct perspectives of information technology, 
exacerbated by a lack of meaningful interaction and communication channels in which 
knowledge sharing can occur. This ultimately results not only in a gap in understanding of 
the purpose 

and use of various new technologies but may also result in IT services that are not meeting 
faculty needs.  

To address this gap, and specifically to increase meaningful interaction and 
communication between these two disparate groups, several initiatives were implemented 
by the Office of the Chief Information Officer at a large research university in New York 
State. This paper will discuss two of them – firstly, a survey of the IT holdings, uses, wants 

mailto:f_author@university.com


2 
 

and needs of faculty which served as a needs assessment, giving rise to and informing the 
second, the Faculty IT Liaison Program that brought together faculty and IT professionals 
in the shared experience of a participatory design team, using Bonded Design (Large and 
Nesset, 2009; Large, Nesset, Beheshti and Bowler, 2006) as a guiding framework. Results 
of an exploratory study on the efficacy of these two initiatives revealed that they were 
successful in meeting their objectives of creating opportunities for meaningful interaction 
and knowledge sharing between faculty and IT professionals. The authors assert, therefore, 
that they would be useful to implement as knowledge management tools in other 
institutions of higher education or in large organizations that have separate IT units. 

 
2. Conceptual Frameworks 

2.1. Participatory Design 

The concept of participatory design originated in Scandinavian countries in the 
1960s and 1970s in response to the observation that workers (users) were best able 
to improve their workplaces (Carmel, Whitaker, and George, 1993; Schuler and 
Namioka, 1993). Through highly iterative and inclusive techniques such as 
metaphor and modeling, participatory design promotes a diverse and egalitarian 
hands-on environment to implement its two main principles, “mutual reciprocal 
learning” and “design by doing” (Carmel, et al., 1993; Muller and Kuhn, 1993; 
Schuler and Namioka, 1993). By bringing users and designers of technology 
together in a shared experience and placing users in intrinsic roles such as co-
designers rather than mere observers, participatory design has proven to be an 
effective tool in the design of information technologies that better meet users’ 
needs (Schuler and Namioka, 1993). Indeed, popular in the early 1990s for the 
exploration of technology design, participatory design principles and practices 
have been incorporated into the more recent User Experience (UX) movement 
(e.g., McLaughlin, 2015; Nielsen Norman Group, 2018). Yet, while these 
principles and practices are intrinsic in UX, as with participatory design, the degree 
to which they are applied in the workplace can vary widely. Challenges include 
the difficulties users may face in articulating their knowledge and skills (Hughes, 
Randall, and Shapiro, 1993), longer design times which may negatively affect 
profit, and potential reluctance of technology designers to participate in design 
teams with users (Schuler and Namioka, 1993). 

2.2. Knowledge Management 

As defined by Davenport (1994), “knowledge management is the process of capturing, 
distributing, and effectively using knowledge” (p. #). Thus, simply put, KM captures 
(mainly tacit) knowledge using various tools to transform it into explicit knowledge that 
can be more easily and widely shared within an organization (Dalkir, 2011).  These tools 
can include such diverse activities as data mining, the organization of information into 
taxonomies, construction of Intranets, and storytelling. Thus, as the purpose of 
participatory design is to involve users in the design and implementation of the 
technologies that they use in their everyday work environments, it is not a huge leap to 
interpret PD as yet another tool in the KM toolkit.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Needs Assessment: Faculty IT Survey 

Any participatory design process should start with a needs assessment to determine 
the wants and needs of the users. Typically, these needs assessments are targeted 
to a specific group. For a research-intensive university with approximately 30,000 
students and 2,450 faculty that offers over 9,000 degrees, however, this was not 
feasible so the needs assessment was treated as the first stage of a three-stage 
process. In spring 2017, led by the Office of the CIO and the inaugural IT Faculty 
Fellow (one of the authors of this paper) along with representatives from the 
Instructional and IT support staff, the Faculty Senate IT Committee, and the 
Technology and Infrastructure Subcommittee, an online survey was developed to 
provide baseline information about faculty IT holdings and use (see appendix for 
sample questions). To the authors’ knowledge, while students were regularly 
polled on their technology uses and preferences, this was the first time the faculty 
had been surveyed in such a way. Given the large number of faculty, the response 
rate of 482 usable surveys was considered sufficient for future decision-making 
regarding IT initiatives. 

Over the summer, the responses to these surveys were analyzed and 
synthesized with the purpose of sharing the findings with the faculty and to inform 
provide baseline information on faculty IT holdings for broader comparison over 
academic units. While the survey did provide this basic information, the responses 
the open-ended questions regarding faculty perceptions of IT support and services 
indicated a need for a more in-depth qualitative look at the interactions (or lack 
thereof) between faculty and IT professionals. The Faculty IT Fellow who had 
previous experience with participatory design working in intergenerational teams 
suggested a participatory design approach [Name Deleted] and the Faculty IT 
Liaison Program was created. It was not until after its inception that the decision 
to obtain ethics approval and approach it as a research study to inform future 
initiatives was considered. The purpose of conducting the design sessions as part 
of a research study was not only to provide in-depth insights into faculty practices 
and perspectives pertaining to IT but also methodological rigor and ethical 
oversight to allow for future replication.  

3.2. Design Sessions 
Although not explicitly outlined by the creators of Bonded Design, the 
methodology generally includes two main stages, beginning with a needs 
assessment of the greater user population to reveal their needs and wants, leading 
to participatory design sessions with teams comprised of representatives from user 
and designer groups. For the Faculty IT Liaison Program, a third stage was added, 
to assess and implement outcomes of the design sessions for purposes of decision-
making in terms of modifications to IT services, to inform future IT purchases, and 
to determine if the participatory methodology was an effective tool for opening 
channels of communication and knowledge sharing. 
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3.3. Recruiting Participants and Ethical Consent 

For this first iteration of the Program, to provide senior IT administrators with a 
wide range of data to inform university-wide IT decision making, and to ensure 
the teams were representative of the multi-disciplinary faculty population, 
particularly those who struggle with technology, the teams required faculty 
participants from a range of academic units who were not very comfortable using 
university technologies. As the Bonded Design methodology provides no guidance 
on the systematic recruitment of participants from a large user population and to 
enable the recruiting of faculty participants who met these specific requirements, 
an online application form was created (see appendix). This form explained the 
purpose of the Program, outlined a timeline and requirements of participation, and 
asked applicants to identify their rank, academic unit, and the university 
technologies they use along with a rating of their comfort level with these 
technologies. The IT professionals were volunteers who responded to a request 
from the VP-CIO for participants. For the  research study, ethics approval was 
obtained from the university internal review board. Program participants were 
asked to participate in the study with the understanding that only the data generated 
by those who agreed to participate would be used. 

3.4. Design Techniques 

Diverging from the Bonded Design methodology developed for work with 
intergenerational teams, two planning meetings for all Program participants were 
held before the design sessions began. In these meetings the participants self-
divided into two teams, each with seven faculty and two to three IT professionals. 
Each team chose the technologies (email, course management system, online data 
storage) the teams would investigate. In terms of Bonded Design’s five design 
techniques (evaluation, discussion, brainstorming, prototyping, and consensus 
building), as the faculty participants were already familiar with using the 
technologies being investigated, it was not necessary to evaluate and discuss the 
technologies. Moreover, methodologically, it did not make sense to begin with 
brainstorming before prototyping. Thus, for each of the three technologies, the 
sessions began with the drawing of mental models of what each team member 
perceived to be an ideal technology, followed by team prototyping, and developing 
a final team design. Two sessions were devoted to each technology.  
 

4. Preliminary Findings 

Starting with email, a technology that every faculty member uses, each team 
member drew a mental model of their perception of an ideal email system. 
Surprisingly, several faculty team members were uncomfortable with this activity, 
some stating that they couldn’t draw a system without looking at an example, while 
others stating that there was no use drawing something that couldn’t be 
implemented. How different from the young students who participated in the 
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Bonded Design sessions (Large and Nesset, 2009; Large, Nesset, Beheshti and 
Bowler, 2006) who placed no such limits on their thinking! The IT Faculty Fellow 
who was facilitating the sessions, realizing that the faculty members who were 
initially reticent to draw and share likely thought that they would be evaluated,  
quickly assured everyone that no idea was off-limits and that implementation was 
not their concern. To allay concerns, the facilitator presented her “design charrette” 
(Nielsen Norman Group, 2018) depicting her perception of an ideal email system 
first. Once the participants saw that the drawing was far from professional, they 
became more and more enthusiastic about presenting their own charrettes, often 
voicing support for a fellow team member’s ideas. Indeed, it was during these mini 
presentations that surprising potential features and uses of technologies were 
revealed. These drawings informed the brainstorming sessions where each member 
was asked to contribute up to three ideas for technology features that they 
considered essential. Prototyping consisted of writing each idea on a sticky note 
and then affixing it under what they considered to be the appropriate category (e.g., 
interface, ‘back end’, general features) written on flip-chart sheets. In a consensus-
building exercise each idea was reviewed and its advantages and disadvantages 
discussed by the entire team resulting in the idea  remaining under the existing 
category, moved to another category, placed under a new category, or discarded 
altogether.  

The preliminary findings also indicate that the participatory design team 
method is efficacious in providing a space where two disparate groups can share 
knowledge and learn from each other in a relaxed environment to produce 
innovations that could not be done alone or in homogenous peer groups. The next 
phase of the plan is to implement the Program in fall 2018 with faculty members 
who have indicated familiarity and comfort with IT and then compare the results 
with the initial teams. Eventually, it is hoped that multiple teams can be run with 
faculty and IT professionals within each academic unit so that knowledge sharing 
can take place more at the ground level. 
  

5. Conclusions 

The Faculty IT Liaison Program has been proven successful in the effort to bridge 
the communication divide between faculty and IT professionals by involving them 
in a shared experience – the design team. Guided by the Bonded Design framework 
which fostered meaningful communication and collaboration, innovative ideas 
were generated, many of which will be used to inform more faculty-friendly IT 
configurations and modifications. The proposed capacity-building workshop will 
go into more depth into the concepts discussed in this paper, and using examples 
from the Faculty IT Liaison Program will provide detailed information on how to 
plan and implement a similar program in other institutions. 
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Appendix 

 

Sample Faculty IT Liaison Program Application form 

References 

Carmel, E., Whitaker, R. D. and George, J. F. (1993). PD and joint application design: A 
transatlantic comparison. Communications of the ACM, 36(4), 40–48. 

Dalkir, K. (2011). Knowledge management in theory and practice, 2nd Edition. Amherst, 
MS: The MIT Press. 

Davenport, T. H. (1994). Saving Its soul: Human Centered Information Management. 
Harvard Business Review, 72(2), 119-131 

Hughes, J. A., Randall, D. and Shapiro, D. (1993). From ethnographic record to system 
design: Some experiences from the field. Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW), 1, 123-141. 



7 
 

Large, A. and Nesset, V. (2009). Bonded design. In: M. Khosrow M (Ed.) Encyclopedia of 
information science and technology, 2nd edition. Hershey PA: Information Science 
Reference, 383-388. 

Large, A., Nesset, V., Beheshti, J. and Bowler, L. (2006). “Bonded Design”: A novel 
approach to intergenerational information technology design. Library and Information 
Science Research, 28, 64-82. 

McLaughlin, J. E. (2015). Focus on user experience: Moving from a library-centric point 
of view. Internet Reference Services Quarterly, 20(1/2): 33-60. 

Nielsen Norman Group. (2018). Retrieved from: https://www.nngroup.com/articles/  
Schuler, D. and Namioka, A. (1993). Participatory design: Principles and practices. 

Hillsdale, NJ: L. Erlbaum Associates.  
 

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/

	1. Introduction
	2. Conceptual Frameworks
	2.1. Participatory Design
	2.2. Knowledge Management
	As defined by Davenport (1994), “knowledge management is the process of capturing, distributing, and effectively using knowledge” (p. #). Thus, simply put, KM captures (mainly tacit) knowledge using various tools to transform it into explicit knowledg...

	3. Methodology
	3.1. Needs Assessment: Faculty IT Survey
	3.2. Design Sessions
	3.3. Recruiting Participants and Ethical Consent
	3.4. Design Techniques
	4. Preliminary Findings
	5. Conclusions
	Appendix
	References

