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Introduction 
As instructional designers, a large part of our jobs is to understand our target audience and design 
learning that works for them. We need to know our learners’ needs and pain points in order to address 
them – which requires research, empathy, and an awareness of our own default behaviors and biases.  

Instructional designers also use a variety of technologies and tools to deliver learning. These 
technologies and tools come with their own set of potential built-in bias that instructional designers 
should be aware of and work to mitigate. 

Therefore, instructional designers should be aware of inclusive design in our own work and in the tools 
we employ to design and implement training. 

This paper considers inclusive design – what it is and why it’s important to instructional designers. We 
will look at what causes built-in bias and the basic ways that inclusive design can address such bias. 
Finally, we’ll explore one common cause of exclusion through design – learner personas – and how we 
can design personas that are more inclusive. 

Inclusive Design: What Is It and Why Is It Important 
Let’s start with definitions: what is inclusive design? 

Design is the behind-the-scenes work that goes into building 
something. It is made up of design decisions – how things should 
look, what things should do, and how things will be experienced. 
Each of these design decisions has the potential to include or 
exclude users. 

Inclusive design draws on the full range of human diversity: the 
variation in capabilities, needs, and aspirations that can be 
expected in users. The British Standard Institute (2005) sums this 
up best with their definition of inclusive design as “The design of 
mainstream products and/or services that are accessible to, and 
usable by, as many people as reasonably possible... without the 
need for special adaptation or specialised design” (Clarkson et al.) 
The Microsoft Inclusive Design Toolkit (2017) echoes this: “Inclusive design: A Design methodology that 
enables and draws on the full range of human diversity. […] Designing inclusively doesn’t mean you’re 
making one thing for all people. You’re designing a diversity of ways for everyone to participate in an 
experience with a sense of belonging” (p. 11). 

The failure to design inclusively is experienced by users in two ways: physical exclusion (difficulty using 
something due to its design) and feelings of exclusion (experiencing a sense of invisibility and/or 
rejection because of the design of something.) 

Physical exclusion might involve something like being unable to operate controls due to limited 
dexterity, being unable to understand instructions due to limited fluency in the language, or being 
unable to see certain items on a screen due to colorblindness or glaucoma. It comes in three forms: 
permanent, temporary, and situational. 

Image via Unsplash (Creative Commons) 
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Feelings of exclusion are often ignored by designers, but research demonstrates that they can be equally 
important to inclusive design. “An inclusive environment is far more than the shape of its doors, chairs, 
and rampways,” writes Kat Holmes. “It also considers the psychological and emotional impact on 
people” (2018, p. 9). If a user feels excluded due to the design of something, it can make them feel like 
an outsider, like they don’t belong and have little value. The feelings of rejection users experience can 
even cause feelings that “approximate physical pain”, manifesting in “anxiety, insecurity, anger, 
hostility, feelings of inadequacy, a sense of being out of control” (Holmes, 2018, p. 33). Clearly, these 
feelings aren’t something instructional designers want to evoke in their learners! 

Finally, there’s the question of how many people would benefit from inclusive design. It turns out, the 
need is a big one. A large amount of this is due to the sheer diversity of human experience. “When it 
comes to people,” the Microsoft Inclusive Design Toolkit notes, “there’s no such thing as ‘normal’” (p. 8). 

The Persona Spectrum: Illustrating how inclusive design assists many people across many experiences 
Image: Microsoft Inclusive Toolkit, p. 42 
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And our expectation as designers of what will work for users can be way off target, if we haven’t done 
our homework.  

Consider this 2004 survey of the British public’s general ability to use technological products – nearly 
two thirds encountered enough difficulty to feel “excluded.” Although the reasons for users’ difficulty 
with technological products differed, many had the same thing in common: they blamed themselves for 
their struggles and assumed that the product wasn’t meant for them. 

 

Image: Clarkson, et al. Inclusive Design Toolkit, 1-8 

Design choices have the ability to open doors to a range of people at once. Inclusive design focuses on 
this diversity of experiences, using it to inform design decisions so the final product can be accessible to 
as many people as possible – to create a range of ways for people to participate and feel like they 
belong. 

Built-In Bias 
It’s easy to forget when you look at the polished end-product, but design—by its very nature—comes 
bundled with bias. This is because the expectations and biases of the people who designed a product are 
built into that product. A thing is not “unbiased” just because it isn’t a person. 

In her book, Mismatch: How Inclusion Shapes Design (2018), Kat Holmes identifies five key points at 
which bias can influence design, in what she calls the Cycle of Exclusion: 

1. Why we make. These are the problem solver’s motivations. 
2. Who makes the solution. This is the problem solver, the person who is accountable for the 

success of the solution. 
3. How we make. These are the methods and resources employed by the problem solver. 
4. Who uses it. These are the assumptions that the problem solver makes about the people who 

will interact with, receive, or benefit from the solution. 
5. What we make. This is what the problem solver creates (p. 22) 

On the most basic level, the people designing a product will refer to their own abilities and needs to 
generate and evaluate ideas. Doing so means that whatever they build will come with built-in 
assumptions about the age, literacy, tech ability, gender, and physical abilities of the end user.  

Alternatively, designers may look to their assumptions about the user – what they think the user’s 
abilities and needs are – to design the thing. For this approach to be successful, designers need to rely 
on research and empathy rather than gut feeling. 
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For an extreme version of designer bias, consider the Dodge LaFemme. Created in 1955 by a team of 
male designers, the Dodge LaFemme marketed itself as “the first fine car created exclusively for 
women!” It came with all the perks the male designers assumed a woman driver would want in a car: 
“exquisite interior features,” a “stylish” matching rain cape and “dainty” rain boots, a “stunning fitted 
shoulder bag”, and “two special compartments to hold the bag and rain apparel – ingeniously, 
conveniently located in the backs of the front seats!” 

 

 

The “sophisticated” woman of 1955, however, wasn’t interested in matching accessories. Rather than 
targeting their desired audience as intended, Chrysler’s all-male design team inadvertently 
communicated their own assumptions—assumptions that turned out to be so off-track as to sink the 
product. Only around 2,500 LaFemme models were sold, making it an irredeemable flop, and Dodge 
discontinued the car after two years.  

A more recent example of designers accidentally alienating their intended 
users is the infamous Bic for Her pen (ad copy: “a thin barrel designed to fit a 
woman’s hand” that “has a diamond engraved barrel for an elegant and 
unique feminine style.”) One commentator, a former brand manager, 
summed up the root cause of the fiasco: “It’s what happens when you try to 
build your brand by looking at it through the lens of data rather than from 
the perspective of your customer” (Vinjamuri, 2012).  

While the failure of Bic for Women is arguably one more of advertising than 
design, it demonstrates the same disconnect between the user’s assumed 
needs and genuine needs—as well as the feeling of alienation and irritation 
such assumptions evoke—as that experienced by learners who are excluded 
by the design/assumptions of a learning experience. 

We’ll look at strategies for building research-backed understanding and empathy later in this paper. For 
now, let’s consider a common way that bias gets built in: personas. 

Image: Dodge Division, Chrysler Corporation 
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Bias Through Design: When Personas Backfire 
If you’ve ever practiced Human Centered Design (HCD) or User Experience Design (UX), chances are 
you’ve utilized a persona. Instructional designers often call these “learner personas”. Here’s the first 
page of one I created a few semesters ago for INTE 5100: 

 

Learner persona created by L. Forman, D. Boyd, and V. Murray-Kurzban (2018) 

Personas originated in the tech field, where they emerged around the turn of the millennium with the 
intention of helping designers and engineers better understand and remember their intended users. The 
first method to become popular (Cooper, 1999) described personas as “a practice-based approach to 
putting a ‘face on the users’ that involves creating characters with multiple attributes and individual 
histories to replace the fairly one-dimensional, de-personalized, truncated user. These character 
sketches are called a persona” (Turner & Turner, 2011). Cooper emphasized that these personas should 
always be closely based on ethnographic user research. 

Modern advocates of personas argue that they “Help avoid self-centeredness and promote user-
centeredness” (Pruitt & Adlin, 2006), help a product team understand “the expectations, concerns, and 
motivations of target users” (Babich, 2017), “put a face, albeit fictitious, on what would otherwise be an 
abstraction” (Hogle, 2016), and “may help the designer engage [in person] with the people for whom 
they are designing” (Turner & Turner, 2011, p. 34). For designers across a wide range of fields, personas 
have become a central component of their design strategy and toolset. Personas are used as fictional 
representations of the target audience of products, websites, marketing, apps, and instructional 
materials. 
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Example of a persona on the Adobe blog (Babich, 2017) 

Considering how pervasive personas have become, it shouldn’t be a surprise that they frequently fail to 
adhere to strict ethnographic-research-based standards and often perpetuate exclusion.  

Sara Wachter-Boettcher sums up the issue this way: “when personas are created by a homogenous 
team that hasn’t taken the time to understand the nuances of its audience […] they often end up 
designing products that alienate audience, rather than making them feel at home.” This is because, 
“While well-intentioned, personas oversimplify people, without clear direction on how or when to add 
human diversity back into the design process” (Wachter-Boettcher, 2017, pp. 28, 98). 

So, why do personas oversimplify to the detriment of everyone involved, when they were originally 
intended to help designers understand their target user/learner?  

Issue #1:  Personas often focus on the wrong attributes.  
Maggie Peterson, a UX designer, argues that this is “the biggest downfall” of using personas. “They tend 
to focus on characteristics, and are often created with little insight into the behavior of the people they 
represent,” she writes. “You do not know your user just because you named her Susan” (Peterson, 2016). 

Kat Holmes further unpacks the trouble with attributes. “The most common ways that we group people 
by diversity are single dimensions like ability, gender, race, ethnicity, income, sexual orientation, and 
age.” The problem with these demographic categories is that they “have more to do with business or 
social power structures than with how people actually interact with the world. Unchecked assumptions 
about any group of people, especially when treated as a monolithic group, might misdirect us toward 
ineffective, even offensive solutions” (Holmes, 2018, p. 80). 
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In other words, including information in personas that isn’t relevant to the problem at hand runs the risk 
of distracting designers from the real needs and experiences of the person they are designing for. 

Issue #2: Archetypes easily turn into stereotypes.  
Personas are, by their very nature, archetypes – a fictional representation of certain patterns of user 
behavior and commonalities in the target audience, derived from ethnographic user research and data.  

Stereotypes, by comparison, are fictional representations based on biases, generalizations, and 
assumptions, without any research-based data to back them up. Without adequate research, empathy, 
and cultural sensitivity, “personas run the risk of devolving into stereotypical caricatures and 
subsequently negatively impacting the users of your product” (King, 2016).  

 

Do you think this persona separates the user’s important attributes from irrelevant attributes?  
Has it crossed over from an archetype to a stereotype?  

Image Source: CareerFoundry 

Stereotyping may even be innate to the creation of any form of user representation. User design 
researchers Phil and Susan Turner argue that “as soon as we picture the kind of people for whom we are 
designing (cf. Lippman’s definition of a stereotype) we may well be committed to a stereotype” (2011, p. 
39). 
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A quick survey of personas shows how easily anecdotal beliefs creep into the design process. My wife 
likes shopping, therefore all women like shopping. My Hispanic neighbor likes family barbeques, 
therefore all Hispanics like family barbeques. My uncle who is hard-of-hearing is elderly, therefore all 
people who are hard-of-hearing are elderly. 

“The result,” UX designer Mike King writes, is that “persona stereotypes are used in validating design 
decisions, having a direct, discriminatory effect and potentially alienating a subset of users” (King, 2016). 
These blanket assumptions ignore large swathes of the target audience, fostering exclusion. 

Issue #3: Designers create personas that reflect their own point of view and ideas. 
Researchers have demonstrated again and again that personas often reflect the point of view or ideas of 
the designers who created them.  

Massanari (2010) concluded that there is strong evidence suggesting that “persona creation is 
dominated by internal political realities rather than user needs”—i.e. that personas have more in 
common with the views and beliefs of the person who created them than the users they claim to 
represent. Floyd et al. (2004) noticed a similar tendency among the design teams they studied “to 
construct personas who reflect their own favorite design ideas.” In other words, designers sometimes 
created personas that were interested in what the designer was currently building, regardless of 
whether users would genuinely share that interest. 

Maggie Peterson recalls one especially vivid example of how personas skew toward designers’ ideal 
users (rather than their most likely ones): 

In a recent workshop I ran there were three Ad-hoc personas created that were all women in their late 
20s, all working in finance, and all dieting in preparation for their wedding or because they were worried 
about finding a relationship (2016). 

With those big finance-job paychecks and emotional dieting, you can imagine how these personas would 
appeal to sales-oriented designers. You can also imagine how being told you should be dieting to 
prepare for your wedding or attract a love interest might exclude and irritate a large part of their real 
target audience! 

Issue #4: Personas encourage designers to become hyperfocused on only one type of 
customer. 
“This kind of thing happens all the time,” Sara Watcher-Boettcher dryly notes. “Companies imagine their 
desired user, and then create documents like personas to describe them. But once you hand them out at 
a meeting or post them in the break room, personas can make it easy for teams to start designing only 
for that narrow profile” (2017, p. 33). 

Hyperfocusing on a single persona can make other users, who could benefit from the product but don’t 
fit the persona, feel excluded. Consider this notification sent out by Etsy to its users: 



Equity Project    L. R. Forman – Fall 2019 

10 
 

 

 

The person who received this particular notification was female… but wasn’t dating a “him.” She was 
dating a her.  

The designers who tailored their message to an imagined ideal user – a woman in a heterosexual 
relationship – inadvertently excluded a broader range of potential shoppers, not just LGBTQ users, but 
users who aren’t in a relationship, or users who might resent being told they need to have a guy to shop 
for. For the small number of targeted users who felt included by this message, the design team had 
missed a huge number of users who would feel excluded by this message. 

Issue #5: Research is often replaced by intuition and assumptions. 
In its guide to creating inclusive user personas, Usability.gov warns: “These representations [of your key 
audience] should be based on qualitative and some quantitative user research… Remember, your 
personas are only as good as the research behind them.” 

Designers sometime ignore research and default to intuition when making design decisions that seem 
universal—where they assume the resulting design would appeal to everyone equally. These 
assumptions can be skewed by anecdotal evidence, cultural bias, or even a lack of imagination. And the 
feeling of exclusion and emotional pain caused by such assumptions can be extreme. 

A few years ago, Facebook debuted its “Your Year in Review” feature. The feature gathered each user’s 
top-rated posts and images for the year and created a peppy slideshow out of them, complete with 
illustrated confetti, balloons, and people dancing. Users could choose to share these premade 
slideshows with their friends (one assumes as a way of generating additional user engagement.) 

Whoever was on the design team that created the “Year in Review” feature made a few assumptions 
about the Facebook users who would be receiving them: that they had a good year, that they would 
want to relive their year and share it with others, and that the most popular content is also going to be 
the most positive content. 

Image source: Wachter-Boettcher, S., 2018, p. 12. 
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Which is how Eric Meyer, a technology journalist and researcher, logged onto Facebook on Christmas 
Eve to be greeted by the most popular photo he’d posted all year: his daughter Rebecca, who had died 
from cancer on her sixth birthday, surrounded by pictures of balloons and partygoers. 

 

 

Eric described the experience as utterly “heartbreaking”. Other Facebook users reported the same 
emotional rawness and begged for Facebook to let them turn off the feature (they couldn’t – it was 
pinned to the top and popped up each time they returned to the site.)  

  

Image source: Wachter-Boettcher, S., 2018, p. 25. 

The assumptions the design team made about how users would experience “Your Year in Review” 
couldn’t have been more exclusionary for a significant proportion of users. A simple 
quantitative/qualitative analysis of popular posts would have made it clear that popularity wasn’t a 
stand-in for feel-good-ness. Without that research, their assumptions about user experience were 
horribly wrong. 

A Personal Encounter with User Exclusion 
A few years ago, I was struggling with a debilitating sleep disorder called “idiopathic hypersomnia,” in 
which my body wanted to sleep all the time. If I slept 18 hours straight, I still felt tired on waking and 
would often fall asleep again within a few hours. 

As part of my recovery, I needed to track the timing and amount of sleep I got. Since I was often too 
groggy to remember to write things down, I invested in a FitBit to track my sleep for me. 

Image source: Wachter-Boettcher, S., 2018, p. 25. 
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From the start, it was obvious that the tracking was 
designed for people who wanted MORE sleep instead of 
less. Fine. I set my goal of 10.5 hours per day and celebrated 
when I didn’t get a star (i.e. when I didn’t sleep that much or 
more – the opposite of what the program designed for.) 

Then FitBit changed their interface to offer “sleep insights.” I 
would receive congratulations on my worst days (you slept 
more this week than last!) and encouragement to “do 
better” on my good days (you didn’t reach your sleep goal.) 
At the time, the Sleep Insights feature couldn’t be turned 
off. Every time I synced my FitBit, there it was, seeming to 
mock my messed up circadian rhythm with chipper advice 
and comparisons to other users. 

The experience was infuriating and alienating – it really 
drove home how broken my internal wiring was, triggering 
depression and hopelessness. After a few weeks of trying to 
tough it out, I decided the emotional toll wasn’t worth it and 
discontinued my user account. 

This experience with FitBit’s inflexible user persona is 
echoed by other people online, who have run into problems 
with its step function (such as The Atlantic writer who 
injured herself and needed to keep her steps under a certain 
number each day) or its weight tracking (such as people in 
recovery from eating disorders, who do not need to be 
congratulated each time they lose weight or gently shamed each time they gain weight). 

Had the designers been more 
insightful about what people 
might use its tracking for – and 
approached it as setting a healthy 
target range, rather than a 
competition to hit your goal (of 
more sleep/steps/weight loss) 
each day – FitBit could be more 
helpful to more people.  

When I last used it, FitBit had an 
exclusionary design. However, by 
incorporating some user design 
personas and approaches that 

encourage inclusive design, FitBit could potentially reorient itself to user needs in a way that supports 
more users, better. 

 

Example of FitBit’s sleep tracking, with 
“Sleep Insights” feature. 

       Screenshot of FitBit activity before and after a user’s surgery. 
       Image: S. M. Watson, 2014 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2014/09/hacking-the-fitness-tracker-to-move-less-not-more/380742/
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How to Build More Inclusive Personas 
So, how can designers correct for these potential issues? What does a viable, inclusive persona look 
like? Here are five strategies based on the recommendations of researchers and industry specialists. 

Strategy #1: Conduct Research 
Conduct extensive, in-depth research to ensure your personas are accurate representations of your 
users. 

Usability.gov recommends taking these steps as you develop your personas: 

- Conduct user research: Answer the following questions: Who are your users and why are they 
using the system? What behaviors, assumptions, and expectations color their view of the 
system? 

- Condense the research: Look for themes/characteristics that are specific, relevant, and 
universal to the system and its users. 

- Brainstorm: Organize elements into persona groups that represent your target users. Name or 
classify each group. 

- Refine: Combine and prioritize the rough personas. Separate them into primary, secondary, and, 
if necessary, complementary categories. You should have roughly 3-5 personas and their 
identified characteristics. 

- Make them realistic: Develop the appropriate descriptions of each personas background, 
motivations, and expectations. Do not include a lot of personal information. Be relevant and 
serious; humor is not appropriate 

Instructional designers might look at things like their typical learner’s attention span, comfort level with 
tablets or smartphone apps, time use, professional goals, motivations, and “pain points” or needs. 

Another strategy for gathering research on your users/learners is ethnographic interviewing: building 
insight about their behaviors and characteristics by observing them in their everyday lives as well as 
conducting one-on-one interviews with them (King, 2016). 

Strategy #2: Keep Personas Context-Specific & Get Rid of the Demographic Data 
Remember: The emphasis should never be on the persona’s personal characteristics. Instead, focus on 
their motivations, behavior patterns, and goals specific to the thing you are designing for. 

King recommends that demographics in a persona (such as the persona’s age, race, income, sexual 
orientation, and so on) should be used only when directly relevant to the person’s motivations and 
behaviors, and to build empathy and respect with the design team. 

Sara Wachter-Boettcher and UX researcher Indi Young go one step farther: they advocate that designers 
should get rid of all the demographic data and personalized headshots that are used simply to make 
personas “feel real.” As Indi Young writes: 

To actually bring a description to life, to actually develop empathy, you need the deeper, 
underlying reasoning behind the preferences and statements-of-fact. You need the reasoning, 
reactions, and guiding principles (2016). 
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Wachter-Boettcher describes her own changed approach to incorporating personas as a tool for bringing 
empathy into the design process: 

But what they [the clients] missed – because, I recognize now, our personas encouraged them to 
miss it – was that demographics weren’t the point. Differing motivations and challenges were 
the real drivers behind what these people [who the personas represented] wanted and how 
they interacted with the organization. We thought adding photos, genders, ages, and 
hometowns would give our personas a more realistic feel. And they did – just not the way we 
intended. Rather than helping folks connect with these people, the personas encouraged the 
team to assume that demographic information drove motivations (2017, p. 46) 

Another example of designing personas in a way that eliminates tangential demographic data that’s 
irrelevant to the design challenge at hand can be seen in King’s user personas created for a cell phone 
service campaign: 

 

As you can see, there are no headshots or life stories – yet these user profiles were at the heart of a 
massively successful overhaul of a customer-focused campaign. 

Strategy #3: Practice Empathy 
Empathy has a central role in inclusive design. For designs to be inclusive, we must interact with our 
users from a place of genuine curiosity and observation, and use what we learn to challenge and shift 
our assumptions (Holmes, 2017, p. 112).  

One strategy for building empathy into personas is empathy maps (in tandem with research.) These 
maps, commonly used for UX, are divided into five sections: 

- Thoughts — Quotes of what the user is thinking, i.e., “I wonder if there’s an example?” or “I 
hope this doesn’t take long.” 

- Feelings — The user’s emotional state, i.e. “is confused by the navigation and blames 
themselves.” 
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- Actions — The user’s behaviors, whether in general or in response to a specific instigator, i.e., 
“returns to the home page every time they don’t know where to go.”  

- Problems (“Pains”) — Any obstacles worth considering, i.e., an unfamiliarity with technology, or 
a short attention span. 

- Goals (“Gains”) — What the user hopes to accomplish, i.e., complete the task within 5 minutes.  
- These last two sections can alternatively be summed up with the statement: “The user needs a 

way to ________________ because ________________.”  (Cao, 2016). 

Ideally, the responses in these empathy maps should be drawn directly from user interviews, needs 
assessments, and audience analyses. They keep the designer’s focus on the user’s expressed experience. 

Wachter-Boettcher describes additional empathy-based considerations that designers should ask 
themselves at every step of a design project: “How could this hurt somebody? Who might this leave 
out? Who could this go wrong for? Have we thought about ethics in the design of this feature?” (2018). 
These questions help focus the empathy not just on the wants and needs of the user, but on the users 
who are left out or potentially harmed. 

Strategy #4: Solve for one, extend to many 
This is one of the top strategies identified in the Microsoft Inclusive Design Toolkit. Solving for one, then 
extending to many is accomplished by focusing on what’s important to all humans. 

There are universal ways human beings experience the world. All people have motivations and 
build relationships. We all have abilities and limits to those abilities. Everyone experiences 
exclusion as they interact with our designs. On the other hand, a solution that works well for 
someone who’s blind might also benefit any person driving a car. Inclusive design works across a 
spectrum of related abilities, connecting different people in similar circumstances (2017, p. 34) 

Solving for one person’s problem (say, creating a visual information display for a user who is hard-of-
hearing) can then be extended to other problems (using that same visual information display to show 
important information in a noisy train station where users might not be able to hear the spoken 
announcements, or to provide basic information in different foreign languages while passing through 
airport customs.) 

Holmes recommends building targeted solutions “to fit people who likely face the greatest mismatches 
when using your solutions,” then extending that solution “to people who face similar mismatches on a 
temporary and situational basis. Focus on the shared reasons why each of these groups wants to 
participate in your solution” (2017, p. 113). 

Strategy #5: Use “Stress Cases” 
Sara Wachter-Boettcher and Eric Meyer advocate for using “stress cases” to determine the group of 
users whose “solve for one, extend to many” experiences are beneficial to the overall design. A stress 
case is a person whose identity or situation are unusual (rather than typical), but show designers “how 
strong their work is – and where it breaks down (2017, p. 40). 

For example, Libby Bawcombe used stress cases during her redesign of the NPR News app. Each of a 
dozen stress cases – each representing scenarios and feelings that are easily understandable and 
something any of us could potentially experience – was used to guide the team’s design decisions: a 
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person feeling anxious because a family member is in the area of a breaking news story, an English 
language learner who is struggling to understand a news alert, and so on. 

However, the point wasn’t to design for every conceivable situation. Instead, Bawcombe saw it as a set 
of lenses to view their design solution through, each lens helping them focus on a particular aspect of 
the design. “Identifying stress cases helps us see the spectrum of varied and imperfect ways human 
encounter our products,” Bawcombe reported, “especially taking into considerations moments of stress, 
anxiety and urgency. Stress cases help us design for real user journeys that fall outside our ideal 
circumstances and assumptions” (Wachter-Boettcher 2017, pp. 41-43). 

In essence, thinking about stress cases helps designers address little decisions that add up, resulting in 
designs that better reflect and include the spectrum of real life. 

Conclusion: Be Inclusion-Aware 
As this paper has hopefully demonstrated, design decisions can include or exclude users. While at first 
glance it might seem like this is an issue only experienced in technology and advertising, I believe this is 
equally applicable to instructional designers. 

As instructional designers, our design decisions can include or exclude learners. It is our responsibility to 
know our learners needs – not just through intuition, but through needs analysis, research, and empathy 
– and build learning experiences that create a multitude of ways for learners to meet those needs. 

We also need to be aware of the design of the tools and technologies we utilize in our instruction. Do 
they foster inclusion? Or do they create physical or identity-based/emotional exclusion? 

In other words: Be inclusion-aware. The design of the course or technology you are using is set up in a 
way that either includes or excludes your learners. Think through your learners’ experiences, practice 
empathy, challenge your assumptions, and do your research, and you’ll be better able to design for and 
foster inclusion. 
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