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ABSTRACT
This pictorial presents an overview of a co-design workshop 
conducted to implement participatory design into the design 
methodology of a mobile application for female solo travellers 
with the goal of empowering users.

A review of current literature on the topics of solo female 
travel, empowering design, and participatory design, as 
well as the rationale, process, results, and insights of the co-
design workshop, are presented and analysed to determine 
the effectiveness of implementing participatory design to 
increase user empowerment.
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THE CONTEXT
Designing for Empowerment
Human-computer interaction (HCI) products should always 
aim to empower users as a way to engage them, encourage 
them, and give them an “I’ve got this!” feeling that will increase 
their enjoyment of using a product and ensure they continue 
to use it [1]. When it comes to digital products, UX and user 
interface (UI) can be critical vehicles of empowerment. 

Even so, there is currently no standardised design framework 
for achieving user empowering design (UED). Rather, different 
researchers have defined their own principles (seen right) 
which were amalgamated and applied to this project’s design 
methodology.

Solo Female Travel
The solo female travel market has experienced extreme growth 
in recent years. There has been a 230% increase of women-
only travel organisations since 2013 [2] and an 88% increase in 
bookings made by solo female travellers from 2015-2018 [3]. 

It has been widely recognized by research that although there 
are some constraints, women are increasingly choosing to 
travel alone [4, 5, 6] and that solo travel is a vehicle of  
empowerment for women [2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15].
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Wang & Burris claim that empowerment need to include 4 types of access [16].

Schneider’s principles of empowering technology [17].

The four dimensions of empowerment [18].



Empowerment and Choice
Choice and control are an important part of empowerment, and are prevalent and recurring 
themes across research when it comes to both empowering design [16, 17, 18, 19, 20] and  
empowering solo travel [14].

Participatory Design
Empowerment can be achieved when users become co-authors of a system interaction [21], 
and when self-determination is present in designs [20, 22]. These ideas draw on participatory 
design ideals, whereby designers and researchers attempt to empower users by involving 
them in the design process of a product or application [23] and allowing them to give their 
valuable insights and feedback.

In the context of designing an app to empower solo female travellers, a participatory design 
approach was incorporated into a user-centred design methodology through a co-design 
workshop to help achieve empowerment by giving users choice and control, as described in 
this pictorial.

THE PROCESS
Although using a user-centred design (UCD) approach ensures the focus is on the users of a 
product and not on the product itself, it is argued that because UCD only focuses on usability 
and UX design, and not on empowerment (seen below), user empowerment needs are not 
necessarily met when using only UCD [20]. 

Visualisation of UED ideology (detailed overleaf) [20].

Choice and control are a central part of both empowerming technology and empowering solo travel



Because the goal of this project was to empower 
users, a focus on user choice and control was used in 
conjunction with UCD to foster a more UED ideology. 
To do this, participatory design was incorporated into 
the design thinking process with a remote co-design 
workshop, which directly involves users in the Define, 
Ideate, and even Prototype phases of the design 
thinking process (right), not just the Empathise phase 
through user research as is standard. Users aren’t just 
passive recipients of a product but are involved in the 
envisioning of them [24].

Before the Workshop
The steps taken to recruit participants and organize and 
build the co-design workshop are detailed below.

Right: The Design Thinking Process and Goals, Outcomes, and 
Techniques for each phase

Below: Steps taken to prepare for the co-design workshop



Running the Workshop
The facilitated, remote workshop was held January 
9th 2022 at 6pm GMT. A reminder email with the 
Miro link was sent to participants 2 hours before the 
start of the workshop, with details of how to access 
the Microsoft Teams meeting link, Miro board, and 
what to bring (only pen and paper). An encouraging 
tone of voice (TOV) was used in all correspondence 
with participants before the workshop, but also  
during the workshop, with a special focus on  
reiterating that design/artistic skills were neither 
required nor expected.

The workshop consisted of both standardised and 
bespoke co-design activities, designed to take the 
users through a “miniature” version of the design 
thinking process, as shown on the previous page. 

THE RESULTS
For the following activities, this colour code applies: 

Participant #1: Red

Participant #2: Purple

Participant #3: Green

Participant #4: Orange

Activity 1: Icebreaker
Participants were asked to create a collage depicting 
the term “empowerment.” This allowed users to 
familiarise themselves with Miro’s tools while also 
giving insight into what empowerment means to 
them.

Activity 1 seen right



Activities 2 & 3: Brainstorming Warmups
To warm up for further brainstorming activities, participants were asked to brainstorm how 
technology, people, objects, and environments can make them feel safe and empowered. This 
got them thinking about how external factors can help or hinder empowerment and safety.

Participants had similar answers for both activities, showing the relationship between feeling 
safe and feeling empowered. Mobile phones were also a recurring theme.

Activity 2 seen below (left) and Activity 3 seen below (right)



Activity 5: Worst Possible Idea
“Worst Possible Idea” is an ideation technique 
where users actively seek the worst solutions to a 
problem [26]. 

It boosts participants’ confidence, takes away pressure, 
and loosens them up, which will make them more 
willing to share and engage in later brainstorms. It 
can also foster unconventional thinking which can 
lead to powerful insights and a foundation for good 
ideas [26].

Activity 5 seen left

Activity 4: Defining the Problem + 
HMW
Next, the participants were given an overview of 
the results of the online survey conducted during 
the exploratory research phase. After studying 
the results, participants were asked to articulate 
the problems that need to be addressed and then 
rephrase the identified problems as How Might 
We (HMW) statements, a common method used to 
expand thinking and create a framework to resolve  
challenges [25].

Activity 4 seen right



Activity 6: App Feature 
Brainstorm
After defining the problem and 
coming up with bad solutions, the 
users were asked to come up with 
5-10 genuine ways a mobile app 
could solve the problems that were 
evident from the survey results and 
their own findings.

At the end of the exploratory 
research survey, respondents were 
asked what features they would 
like to see on an app designed  
specifically for female solo travellers 
in another attempt to allow them 
to have a direct say in what they 
want to see in a product meant for 
them. Respondents were free to 
write as much or as little as they 
wanted. Workshop participants 
were not shown those responses, 
but did end up brainstorming the 
same features that were repeatedly 
mentioned in the survey (seen in 
yellow).

Above: Summary of survey responses when asked 
what features they would like to see in an app for 
female solo travellers.

Left: Activity 6 responses



Activity 7: Open Card Sort
In attempt to organise features, participants were next given 
29 features that were proposed during the survey and previous 
activities and asked to group them in a way that made sense to 
them and to then name each group. 

Card sorting is a powerful and simple tool that gives insights 
into users’ mental models and knowledge structures, and what 
information architecture makes sense to them [27]. 

Although users named categories differently, patterns emerged. 
All users had a planning category (P1: “Adventure Pride,” P2: 
“Planner,” P3: “Plan,” P4: “Pre-Trip”) and a safety category 
(P1: “Emergencies,” P2: “Emergency/Safety,” P3: “Protect,” P4: 

“Safety”).

Activity 8: Empowering Features
People are empowered when they have access to knowledge, 
decisions, networks, and resources [16]. 

This exercise was originally designed to be a closed card sort, 
whereby participants would organise the same list of 29 features 
from the previous exercise into these 4 categories. However, 
due to time constraints, participants were asked to simply 
brainstorm one feature per category (seen overleaf).

Activity 7 seen left



Activity 9: Crazy 8’s
Crazy 8’s is a well-known design sprint method focusing 
on rapid idea generation through quick sketching [28]. 
Participants are asked to quickly sketch 8 ideas out in 8 
minutes, to push them beyond their first ideas and generate 
a variety of solutions [29].

This was the first exercise (seen overleaf) that got users 
putting pen to paper thinking about the design of the 
product and how the ideas they had generated throughout 
the workshop could actually be brought to life.

Participannts present their crazy 8s sketches (right).

Participants’ final sketches seen on next page.

Activity 8 seen above





Activity 11: Aesthetics /Design
Users listed any apps they love the design of, and 
were also encouraged to brainstorm colour palettes/
combinations that they are drawn to or would like to 
see in the proposed app as another way to directly 
involve them in design decisions. 

Activity 11 seen right

Activity 10: Empowering and  
Trustworthy Apps
In this activity, users were asked to identify apps 
that they found empowering and/or trustworthy 
and explain why. This gave insights into how design, 
features, TOV, or other aesthetics could convey  
empowerment or trustworthiness, and will help 
inform future design decisions.

Activity 10 seen right

Activity 12: Naming
Lastly, after brainstorming features, proposing design 
layouts, and colour schemes, users were given an 
opportunity to name the proposed app to bring it to 
life even more. This allowed the workshop to end on a 
fun yet thought-provoking exercise. 

Activity 12 seen right



LESSONS LEARNED
What went well
In the post-workshop survey, participants rated “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” 
to all questions (right). They noted that they enjoyed doing the activities, hearing 
others’ opinions, and felt comfortable and encouraged to share their ideas 
after each exercise. Participants strongly agreed that they learned a lot from 
the workshop, are proud of their contributions, and that overall the workshop 

made them feel empowered. 

What didn’t go well
One participant stated that some exercises seemed repetitive. In retrospect, 
the number of activities could have been reduced to allow more time for each 
activity. Although the workshop was due to last only 1 hour, it ended 
up lasting 2 hours due to some exercises taking longer than expected, and 
lengthy discussions after some exercises. Participants commented that they 
would have liked to have spent more time on the final few activities which 
were rushed due to time constraints. 

LIMITATIONS
There was a lack of diversity of age ranges, geographical  locations, and levels 
of solo travel experience of participants in the workshop, despite an attempt to 
recruit a diverse group of participants. Of the 7 women confirmed to participate, 
2 cancelled an hour before workshop (from IE, age 34-45 and UK, age 18-24) 
and 1 (from USA, age 34-45) was a no-show.  This left only 4 participants 
present for the workshop: 2 from IE and 2 from USA, all in the 25-34 age 
range, 3 of whom had travelled solo before and one who had not.

CONCLUSION
Participation is a key element of empowerment [16]. Participatory design is an 
effective way to put the power in the users’ hands and allow them to decide 
how a HCI product or service could work best for them to add value to their 
life [30]. As evidenced through this pictorial, a co-design workshop proved 
a powerful tool in giving users direct control over what features, structure, 
layout, design, and even colours they want to see in an app for female solo 
travellers, ultimately leading to them feeling proud, excited, and empowered.

Summary of feedback received from a post-workshop survey. 
Participants were asked to rate 11 statements from ‘Strongly 
Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’ (above), detail what they liked 
about the workshop (right) and what they think could have 
been improved about the workshop (below).
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