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Dave Malouf is currently a professor of interaction design in the Industrial Design Department of the Savannah 
College of Art and Design. He has been an interaction designer for over 15 years for products and services rang-
ing from industrial devices, desktop software, software as a service, enterprise software and marketing websites. 
He is also one of the primary founders and first vice president of the Interaction Design Association (IxDA). 

I
nteraction design today is often translated as “the design of everything for people.” We want to think 

that we understand people. But the reality is that the more complex the systems we design and the 

larger the groups of people we design for, the more likely that generalizations will fail us. They cannot 

provide useful models for predicting how to design effective frameworks in order for those systems to respond 

to people’s behaviors, let alone to change them. 

Building Community
The Interaction Design Association (IxDA) is a community 
that has been designed from the ground up to use the 
best aspects of open-systems thinking balanced against 
the stewardship of a centralized leadership body (a board 
of directors). The plan of this design is still being executed 
and even when finished—by design—will be a practice in 
constant organic evolution.

In the summer of 2005 IxDA convened its first leader-
ship retreat. To be honest, we weren’t even IxDA yet; it 
was because of this retreat that we decided to form an 
organization. 

IxDA is different from other major global design profes-
sional associations in that the community is the primary 
creator of content and the organization’s value is in har-
nessing that content for the betterment of the whole of the 
community. In essence, the goal of the organization is 
to amplify the intelligence of the individual members so 
that everyone in the community gains value from that 
power. The core of the strategy is the realization that the 
purpose of the governing body is not to create content but 
rather to create infrastructure.

IxDA’s original leadership made a decision that even 
differentiates it from organizations born since: IxDA will 
remain member-supported, not member-based. Aspects 

of this decision clearly make sense. Like the public TV and 
radio model in the U.S., “member-supported” means provid-
ing value first; gratitude, in the form of financial and volunteer 
support, comes later. (IxDA has also sought corporate sup-
port with mixed success, but it is less important to the goals 
of the organization.) Member-support equates to member-
investment, where the organization is not a service bureau 
for paying members, but rather a community where personal 
responsibility and accountability are used to drive the needs 
of the organization.

Unlike member-based organizations, which are required—
at least in the U.S.—to have a democratic system for elect-
ing officers, a member-supported organization has the 
freedom to decide how to select its officers. In IxDA’s case, 
the officers have terms and even term limits, but the process 
of selecting members and officers is solely up to the existing 
leadership. Just like a commercial board of directors picking 
the right CEO and other officers to maintain (or shake up) the 
strategic vision, the board of IxDA can be intentional about 
who it recruits for the next term. 

Besides the governmental structure, the founders took 
up two other major initiatives after the first retreat. The first 
was the formation of an electronic infrastructure that will 
better enable the community to create, curate and share 
knowledge far and wide and connect the virtual community 
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with the real-world spaces that the second initiative, local 
groups, will create. Both these initiatives plus the creation 
of an annual conference and social networking communi-
ties have catapulted the then 1,500-person organization to 
become the network of 25,000 people it is today.

Our virtual community always contained a few design 
features, or policies, that encouraged open contribution. 
We never moderated, except to reduce spam or when 
someone went slightly wacko. Everyone policed the con-
versation, which has led to explosions of noise in bursts. 
But the conversations always moved on. My analysis is that 
the encouragement of self-leadership empowered a critical 
mass of people who led with their voices by creating new 
conversations that were of more interest than the disrup-
tions and distractions. 

The purely one-size-fits-all open system we created 
had hardships for the bulk of people who could not keep 
up with or were turned off by the volume of the conversa-
tion. The system needed to find a way to make itself more 
approachable on a long-term basis. People weren’t running 
away, but they weren’t remaining engaged either. The new 
system, which took two years to create, offered various 
lenses (content filters) as well as interaction models (paths to 
get to the content) that started to create more touchpoints 
of engagement to address the diversity of such a large 
community. Some wanted their view into IxDA to be local 
first before global. Some wanted to know about topics as 
they were created but did not need to see every response 
to every topic. Some wanted to see the content of specific 
posters, or wanted to see what was popular or active. This 
last type of content system was based off user input using 
tags and a series of markers: favorite, like and dislike. We 
also had the ability to warn the system managers if content 
was inappropriate.

Some might think that adding these filters, constrained 
paths and policies is the opposite of an open system; how-
ever, open systems are not just about a spigot being opened 

A Note from the Editor: Talking to David Malouf at the IDSA national conference led to an interest in how IxDA serves as an association for 
interaction designers and its differences, as well as similarities, to IDSA. We asked him to share his experiences in this “service design” so they 
might provide inspiration for IDSA’s members about what they value about our professional society.
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to full blast, but rather about how many participants you can 
keep engaged and active. For example, the electronic part 
of the community has been recently updated and a mea-
sure of the success of that update was the huge negative 
response to its release. Yup, you heard me right. The system 
in place is so valuable to people, they are so invested in it 
that they are obliged to engage in its betterment. People are 
not voting with their feet but rather voting with their voices. 
While the ideal is that people vote with their positive energy, 
it says a lot when on their request we engage an outside 
service to involve them in improving their community. At 
GetSatisfaction.com users are posting bug reports as well 
as ideas for how to make things better. 

The electronic system also had to be a tool to con-
nect the real world to the virtual. This has two sides. The 
first is that people working to create face-to-face interac-
tions needed a way to collaborate and plan. The second 
is that they needed to speak with their constituencies and 
offer them geo-local content. People can now more easily 
find local information (we have over 60 local groups around 
the world). 

Local groups have always been a core part of the orga-
nization’s vision. At first “rules” were created to govern local 
groups. But we learned quickly and responded in kind that 
for local groups to flourish in a way that was both respectful 
of the central organization’s mission and met the needs of 
the local groups that the central organization would have to 
take a hands-off policy. The board of directors appointed 
one of its members to work with the local leaders from 
around the world, but the structure of the local groups and 
the initiatives they chose to take on are completely up to 
them. In this way, the IxDA board became partners with local 
leaders instead of parents to them. 

Throughout these initiatives open discussions between 
the community and the leadership have occurred. The 
members of IxDA are not a shy bunch; whenever asked, 
a strong critical mass of respondents is always available to 
help guide the leadership with major decisions. To its credit, 
for the last three years the board of directors has had more 
leadership candidates than it can put in leadership positions. 
But no one is ever discouraged if not chosen to serve on the 
board. They are encouraged to work with their local groups, 
create one if it doesn’t exist, work on existing initiatives or 
create new initiatives. Often, these people are given guid-

ance, mentorship and opportunities to grow and eventually 
step into leadership roles. There are numerous examples 
where people have moved from local leader roles to joining 
the board of directors. 

open engagement
As you can see, what it means to be an open system is more 
of a continuum that needs to fit specific strategic needs. 
For me, it has always been a struggle to allow this system 
to evolve and mature. My nature is much more controlling 
and cynical. But to see how IxDA has flourished under the 
nurturing guidance of stewardship has been a joy. It has vali-
dated my belief in open systems. The core success of an 
open system when building a community is the creation 
of spaces that encourage engagement within different 
channels without the burden of bureaucratic formality.

A great example of this synergy is how the platform for 
our electronic community evolved. When the virtual com-
munity was still only an e-mail list, a member decided he did 
not want to use e-mail as the primary way of engaging with 
the virtual community. So he took it upon himself to hack 
together a system that converted the list into a database that 
could be easily parsed into any number of RSS feeds. He 
also converted his work into a constantly updated website. 
His initiative led to the development of a prototype of what 
would become the latest iteration of our virtual community. 

IxDA as a design organization is a reflection of its 
own ethical code of open engagement. It is not close to 
being finished. By dissecting the existing pieces today and 
extrapolating our journey to date you can see how a much 
broader open system has emerged through the engagement 
of our membership. Organically sustaining this energy is a 
challenge. The local groups and the global and now even 
the regional conferences are our greatest energy source 
for accomplishing this. In the year following our first global 
conference in 2008 the number of local groups grew from 
15 to 30. IxDA provides inspiration and invigoration from its 
members to its members through all these systems. n
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