Nathan Campbell
Assignment 8: Meta-Design

Briefly discuss the following issues:

1. what do you consider the main message of the article?
This article argues that when designing any computer environment one should embrace a meta-design methodology in order to make the software more customizable and cheaper. Meta-design consists of users and developers working together to create a project that users can further customize on their own, in turn creating a very customized application, where the developers take the program and integrate these changes. This process always the users to become developers of the software, since they have the domain knowledge that the developers may not have.
2. is meta-design for you an 

2.1. interesting concept? why?

I find meta-design to be a very interesting concept because it exploits a mentality that a lot of people have. Many people have a desire to customize their software but the option is just not there. They want to have a custom application, but end up having to use many applications, that only partially solve the problem. 

Meta-design gives them the opportunity to customize the application in a way that does not require them to learn how to be computer programmer.

2.2. not interesting? why?

3. what do you consider the major technical and social challenges associated with meta-design?

3.1. technical

The Technical challenge that I foresee with meta-design is the challenge of creating an environment that allows a user to reprogram there application, but is easy for the users to understand. As we all know even small programs can sometimes create very complex issues, therefore this system would have to handle these issues seamlessly without burdening the user with these issues ( because this may lead to a high amount of abandonment of the software).
3.2. social

The social challenge I foresee is the issue of getting designers to change there programming mentality and to open the software up to allow the users to continue to develop the program. Often time’s designers do not give many options to users because they feel that it is necessary to protect the users from themselves and hardcode certain features. This mentality would have to shift, making designers create very “soft” applications that can be easily customized, instead of the current “hard” programs.

Also the users would mentality would have to change in response to this new type of software. They no longer will need to mix and match programs, instead they will be able to customize the program they are currently using. This adjustment will be the hardest on those who are used to the old programs which are very “hard”, but it will not be a problem to those who are new to using software. 

4. describe your own experience with meta-design? in which domains (not only related to computers) do you see interesting applications of the concept?
Kei and I created a website for the Silence of the Lands Project with Elisa Giaccardi that involved an artistic type of meta-design. People are given tools to create soundscapes on a map, and as they create these soundscapes they can change their environment, in essence allowing them to customize the website. This concept would also be very interesting if it were to be used in the construction industry. For instance designers and users would collaborate to seed the project. Then the users could customize the design over a certain period. Finally the designers and users could come back together and reseed the project, making a much better design, then simply creating one building design and constructing it. 
5. pick one system of your choice and analyze its meta-design aspects and capabilities? (e.g., Google Earth, Wikipedia, Open Source, Wikis/Swikis, ……. may be interesting candidates)

One Meta-Design program that quickly pops into my mind is Microsoft Excel. It allows a user to basically program a spreadsheet using a set of Methods (SUM, PRODUCT, IF, etc). This allows the user to create infinite types of spreadsheets, however it does have a learning curve that is not intuitive. However, because of its customizability it has become the do all workhorse for many people and I feel that makes it a very successful program, whether or not you love it or hate it.
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