


Priscilla Mok, Master of Design 2013  Date

Stacie Rohrbach, Advisor   Date
Associate Professor, School of Design
Carnegie Mellon University

A thesis submitted to the School of Design, Carnegie Mellon University, 
for the degree of Master of Design in Interaction Design.

©2013 Priscilla Mok
Written and illustrated by Priscilla Mok.
Book set in Serifa.
For more information, please visit:
www.priscilla-mok.com



Rolling with the PunchesRolling with the Punches

I’d like to thank my family for their love, encouragement and support throughout the 
entire process of this thesis. All of you inspire me everyday to do my best work. Ben, for 
accompanying me through this two-year adventure that was graduate school, I am so thankful 
for your listening ear, and your remarkable patience as I navigated through the highs and lows 
of this project. (The surprise cupcake here or there didn’t hurt either.) Monica and Dre, for being 
such good friends and “idea buddies”. 

Many thanks to Stacie, for being a wonderful advisor who is able to challenge, push, and 
reassure all at the same time! Thank you also for being the person who initially threw down the 
gauntlet for sketchnoting an entire thesis—and for believing that I could pull it off—even at 
times when I felt like giving up the entire effort altogether. I truly appreciate all the feedback, 
support, and time you have selflessly provided throughout the course of this project. However, 
what you gave me most of all was your methodology and approach, which I am sure will enrich 
my own creative endeavors in the future. And finally, my sincerest gratitude to my classmates, 
whose honest feedback were no doubt invaluable, but it’s the camaraderie and love that I will 
remember fondly and miss most of all.

i ii



Rolling with the PunchesRolling with the Punches

Project Definition    10

Exploratory Research   22

Generative Research   46

Design Concepts    68

Conclusion      101

References     103

iii iv



Rolling with the PunchesRolling with the Punches

How do students and young professionals in different domains currently engage in the creative 
process? What are some common frustrations people have with their tools and processes, and how 
are they coping? Combining data from user research, self-reflections, observations from teaching, 
and drawing on the current literature on creative cognition, this thesis aims to bridge the theoretical 
findings on creativity with real-world applications, by designing artifacts that will make the creative 
process useful and accessible to individuals on a day-to-day basis.
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During the course of a thesis project, 
people will often ask: “Why did you decide 
to study this topic for your thesis?”. 
Perhaps it’s a way of politely trying to find 
out what it is about the topic that compels 
you to want to study it for one full year. So 
to begin, I think it’s important to explain 
briefly the motivation that inspired this 
project in the first place.
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Creativity is a complex, ill-defined 
concept which researchers have studied 
using a variety of methods. Most of this 
research falls into one of two camps:
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The goal of my project was to answer 
the question, “How can the design of a 
process or tool that is informed by creative 
cognition, facilitate or enhance how 
students and young professionals working 
in a variety of domains develop creative 
ideas and act on them?”. To do this, I 
first broke down the question into sub-
questions that needed to be answered.

What constitutes a process? 
What are the benefits and 
shortcomings of designing a 
process as opposed to other 
potential design solutions?

What is creative 
cognition? How can 
findings from the 
literature be applied to 
the design of a process?

How are individuals 
currently engaging in the 
creative process? Where 
are the opportunities for 
design intervention?

What are the unique needs 
of students and professionals 
that qualify them for creative 
process instruction? What 
domains in particular would 
benefit from this instruction?

How is a “creative idea” 
defined and measured? Is it 
the same across domains?

What are the factors that 
enable or hinder idea 
execution? An idea is 
ultimately worth very little 
if it is just developed and 
not acted upon.

Through the investigation of creativity 
in a situated real-world context, this 
project aimed to develop a process or tool 
that supports the work of students and 
professionals who regularly engage in 
creative activity and fits into the context 
of their lives. However, it’s also important 
to keep in mind that due to some key 
aspects of this project (such as the limited 
timeframe, the users I have access to, and 
the research methods at my disposal) the 
insights and design concepts from this 
project are necessarily limited in scope.
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This project has the potential to 
significantly impact the field of design 
and society at large, but in slightly 
different ways. For the field of design, 
this project aids the communication 
and teaching of the creative and design 
process, while for society, this project 
will help people find new ways of 
investigating solutions to economic and 
social problems in our society today.
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After thinking of some initial research 
phases and activities I needed to 
conduct, I created a proposed timeline 
for this project. However, I also included 
a timeline here of how events actually 
unfolded, for comparison:
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I examined a broad range of work—from 
scholarly articles to books geared towards 
the general populace—to gain a better 
understanding of the current state of 
creativity research. The following is a 
review of a selected number of these 
works, as well as their design implications 
for the project. The works are organized 
around three contextual frames: creative 
processes, creative cognition, and 
creativity strategies.
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Since my final design concept may be a 
process or tool that aids people in their 
creative process, it was also important to 
understand the tools that currently reside 
in this space, and to know what types 
of experience their design affords, their 
limitations, as well as opportunities for 
improvements.
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I sent out a survey fairly early on in the 
research process to gather interest and 
recruit participants for future research 
activities. But more than that, the goal of 
the survey was to understand the nature 
of people’s frustrations with the creative 
process (by seeing what they would 
change about it, for example), what types 
of tools and interactions make up their 
process, and their general attitudes about 
their own perceived level of creativity.
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From the surveys, I was able to recruit 
some participants to interview more 
in-depth about their creative process (I 
also turned to personal contacts as well). 
During the interview session, I used the 
“directed storytelling” method described 
by Shelley Evenson5, where a participant 
tells a personal story of an experience from 
their past. The goal of conducting these 
interviews was to understand more deeply 
the types of frustrations people encounter 
in their process, situations and places 
where they felt most creative, and gain 
insight into their notions and self-perceived 
level of creativity.
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In general, generative research involves 
treating users like co-creators or 
collaborators in the research process, to 
create artifacts that can creatively express 
their innate needs and desires while still 
grounded within the context of my original 
research question. To do this, I designed 
three activities that were delivered in an 
activity workbook-style format, which 
would enable participants to complete 
the activities on their own time, without 
working under the time constraints of a 
workshop. 

The three activities were:
Collage activity
Participatory Design activity
Concept Validation activity

The broad goal of creating these 
workbooks was to understand what 
were the relationships between the four 
design themes, as well as which theme to 
emphasize moving forward. 
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After I completed the Generative Research 
phase, I reviewed all of the concepts that 
I thought held potential moving forward. 
Some concepts, I came up with earlier 
on in the project—others I had quickly 
jotted down on a post-it as I was analyzing 
and synthesizing the data. Some of these 
concepts are presented here:
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Next, I created interactive prototypes for 
these design concepts, using the AxureRP 
rapid prototyping tool. This allowed me to 
create interactive prototypes that I could 
have users test. In addition, I also created 
the physical prototype for the Under 
the Rug concept in the cafe area of our 
Graduate Studio space.

I completed some basic evaluative testing 
with a small number of people. These 
sessions were informal, and I asked them 
for their impression of the prototype, how 
they thought certain features worked and 
how they might apply the concept to their 
own domains. Unfortunately, due to time 
constraints, the Creos concept was not 
evaluated; however, highlights from the 
informal testing I conducted is summarized 
here.
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To contextualize the design concepts, I 
developed three personas that represent 
prototypical users. I used the personas 
to develop three scenarios. The stories 
illustrate how the design concepts would 
fit into the context of the users’ lives and 
describe features of the prototypes that 
they would likely find useful.
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I had originally defined the success of this project as creating something that resonated with people 
and improved their development of creative ideas. These characteristics translated into project goals, 
which I believe I achieved based on the positive feedback that I received from participants during 
various testing sessions. Nonetheless, I can envision the project extending beyond my initial thesis. 
In order to improve the fit of the tools for various domains, I would conduct more formal testing of 
the prototypes, paying close attention to usability issues. In addition, I would conduct more in-depth 
ethnographic research so I can fine-tune concepts and make them truly work well for people in 
specialized domains.

Another success of this project is its design framing, which encourages and provokes people into 
thinking about creativity not as something that has a “quick-fix” solution but as something personal 
and deeply important. By considering the messy realities of the creative process (such as instances 
of failure, chaos, and confusion), I hope that people become liberated to search for and reach their 
creative potential.

In the coming years, creativity and innovation will be an increasingly important topic that will 
most certainly warrant more attention and study. With ever-evolving technologies in neuroscience, 
artificial intelligence and machine learning, it’s exciting to think about what the creative process 
will look like in the next decade. One thing I feel fairly confident about is that despite the new 
technologies that will insert themselves into our lives in the future, the confusion, chaos and periods 
of uncertainty that is part and parcel of the creative process will not be going away any time soon. 
And I think that is a good thing—because it means that we will continue to have opportunities to 
challenge ourselves and grow through the act of creating things that better ourselves and society.
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Reflecting back, this thesis project has been a long and emotionally difficult journey. At times, I 
doubted why I even decided to take on such an ambiguous to study. I think one of the biggest 
challenges I faced in this project was believing in the validity of the project topic itself. There were 
many times when I felt embarrassed or scared to talk about the project, because creativity as a 
topic is so complex and broad. Everyone had an opinion on it, because we are all practitioners of the 
creative process, which means that there are just so many more chances that your ideas will conflict 
with their understanding of creativity. In the end, I’m glad I persevered through this challenge, 
because I wouldn’t have ended up with my final design themes and framing had I chosen to look 
at creativity more narrowly or confined myself to studying one specific stage (e.g. just the idea 
generation stage). 

In a way, it’s ironic that this project itself is one that has utilized the creative process, and I can’t 
help thinking how often the need for the design themes appeared in the process of completing this 
project. For example, as I was contacting people for examples to place on my prototype for Under 
the Rug, I felt nervous that my idea would be rejected (particularly by well-established professionals 
in the industry), and the entire concept would fail. Yet, the whole basis for the concept was to 
provide a space for people to discuss and share their failures. Talk about irony! In the end though, 
this project has made me more cognizant of the inherent highs and lows of the creative process, so 
that in the future, when I encounter a block or a setback, I will be able to accept it more easily as an 
opportunity to grow. It’s still not easy to do this, but this project has been a major stepping stone in 
the development and maturation of my own creative process.
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