
Communication Challenges Reported by UX Designers on Social
Media: An Analysis of Subreddit Discussions

Prakash Shukla
Shukla37@purdue.edu
Purdue University

West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

Suchismita Naik
naik33@purdue.edu
Purdue University

West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

Ike Obi
obii@purdue.edu
Purdue University

West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

Phuong Ngo Ngoc Bui
bui42@purdue.edu
Purdue University

West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

Paul Parsons
parsonsp@purdue.edu
Purdue University

West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

ABSTRACT
The rise of UX design as a profession has been marked by an influx
of new practitioners and an increase in dedicated educational pro-
grams. Despite research focusing on UXmethods and practices, less
attention has been paid to the real-world challenges faced by design
professionals. Even less attention has been given to communication
challenges in design practice. This study analyzes communication
challenges in UX design by analyzing posts from two subreddits:
r/userexperience and r/UXDesign. Key findings highlight prevalent
issues such as misalignment of expectations with stakeholders, dif-
ficulties in idea conveyance, and complexities in negotiation and
collaboration within teams. The research echoes previous findings
on the critical role of effective communication in design practice
and suggests a gap in UX education concerning real-world commu-
nication challenges.
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1 INTRODUCTION
In recent years, designers have been receiving increased recogni-
tion within teams, paralleled by a growth in their responsibilities
[39]. Their role extends far beyond just ‘designing a thing’ [47].
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UX designers, as vital team members, are increasingly tasked with
guiding companies in envisioning their future products and con-
tributing to decisions about ‘the right thing to design’ [47]. In this
context, the success of a UX designer is not dependent only on their
ability to tackle design problems, but also hinges on factors like
communication, collaboration, and negotiation with various teams
and stakeholders [39, 40, 54, 55]. Such inter-team interaction intro-
duces additional complexities and challenges to their role. While
past design research has investigated the complexities arising in de-
sign situations and designerly ways of approaching them [41, 45],
not much attention has been given to the challenges designers
face in communicating and negotiating their work with various
stakeholders (see [15, 30, 40, 43] for some notable exceptions).

In this late-breaking work, we investigate how UX practition-
ers perceive and confront communication complexities in their
everyday professional practice. As a starting point, we have ana-
lyzed the top 1000 posts from two subreddits, r/userexperience and
r/UXDesign, each boasting a membership of over 110,000 people.
We specifically focus on posts where practitioners share communi-
cation challenges with stakeholders. We highlight the communica-
tion challenges, which include the misalignment of expectations
between designers and stakeholders, the miscommunication of
ideas and requirements, and issues in negotiating and prioritizing
team goals.

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 Design Complexity
Design is widely recognized to be challenging and complex—for ex-
ample, design situations are typically characterized by uncertainty,
ambiguity, constraints, openness, dynamism, interdependence, and
uniqueness [8, 38, 41]. Furthermore, design problems typically have
no definitive solutions and no stopping rule [38]; they are inter-
connected and dynamic [8]; they exhibt figural complexity, where
changes in one element can change the whole design proposal [46];
they are often fundamentally unique [41]; they are often under-
specified at the outset, and the problem specification evolves with
the solution generation [9]; and, for the above reasons and more,
there is no way to completely predict the outcomes of design pro-
cesses [46]. In addition to the nature of design problems per se, the
contemporary settings in which design is professionally practiced
present further sources of complexity—e.g., managing multiple

https://doi.org/10.1145/3613905.3650881
https://doi.org/10.1145/3613905.3650881
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1145%2F3613905.3650881&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-11


CHI EA ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA Shukla, et al.

projects, negotiating with clients, managing organizational con-
straints and pressures, dealing with potentially infinite sources of
information, and handling conflicting or changing goals [35, 45].

2.2 Complexity Relating to Organization and
Communication

Studies in organizational psychology and communication have high-
lighted communication challenges that professionals frequently
encounter in their daily work environments [1, 2, 44]. Effective
communication is critical for team success, and miscommunication
can lead to significant challenges in professional settings [1, 3, 29].
Brewer and Holmes [5] highlight how miscommunication can re-
sult in poor performance, hurt feelings, and decreased motivation
to engage in future tasks. Furthermore, citing [19, 21, 27] Brewer
and Holmes [5] discussed the reasons for such miscommunica-
tion, highlighting that it can arise from different ‘worldviews,’ the
use of equivocal language, varying interpretations of meaning and
context, as well as visual ambiguities. Klunder et al. [23] pointed
out that project success could be jeopardized due to insufficient
information flow, with social conflict being one of the reasons. Fur-
thermore, they demonstrated a correlation between factors such as
social conflict, moods, and the choice of communication channel.
Additionally, studies [2, 4] have highlighted that communication
challenges are particularly pronounced in internationally dispersed
and virtual teams, which require different communication media
compared to traditional face-to-face interactions. Siakas et. al [44]
attributed these challenges to time zone differences, different cul-
tural impediments, a and lack of informal communication.

3 PRACTICE-FOCUSED RESEARCH
Several HCI scholars have emphasized the need for practice-focused
inquiry if research is to effectively influence design practice [14,
18, 26, 45]. Much of the existing literature has focused on de-
signerly ways of confronting the complexity inherent in design
problems, including what methods and processes practitioners use
[18, 36, 50], how they frame design problems [8, 24], make judg-
ments [17, 34, 37], and generate creative ideas [7, 9], among other
topics relating to design as a distinct profession with its own epis-
temological commitments [35, 41]. Other sources of complexity,
relating more to professional situations than to design problems per
se, have not received as much focus. For instance, issues pertaining
to communication, collaboration, presentation, and persuasion and
negotiationwith the stakeholders are less studied (see [11, 15, 20, 30]
for some relevant examples). MacDonald et al. [30], in a segment
of a larger study on UX practices, examined the communication
practices of 60 UX designers, dedicating a portion of each inter-
view to explore their communication goals and methods. While this
study shed light on designers’ communication practices, it didn’t
specifically focus on the communication challenges faced by UX
practitioners.

In this study, we aim to answer the following research question:
• What are UX practitioners’ perceptions of communication
challenges in their daily professional practice?

While there are strong theoretical descriptions of design com-
plexity (e.g., [35, 41]), empirical accounts are not as comprehensive.
One such starting point for this exploration is the analysis of social

media platforms, where UX practitioners actively share their con-
cerns and challenges within a community of peers. Previous schol-
arship has used Reddit, in particular, to examine the perspectives
of design practitioners on various topics, largely oriented towards
ethics [16, 25]. In our study, we analyze posts from subreddits to
gain initial insights into the numerous communication-related chal-
lenges in design practice. Subreddit posts offer a way for extended
discussions on specific topics, allowing users to engage in in-depth
conversations. Additionally, they enable participants to endorse
others’ perspectives by upvoting their posts or comments. This pa-
per presents the preliminary results of our study, highlighting the
perceived challenges that practitioners face due to communication
issues.

4 METHOD
We conducted a content analysis of the r/userexperience and r/UXDesign
subreddits to foreground and characterize the ways UX practition-
ers perceive and engage with complexities related to communica-
tion in their everyday practice. We selected these two subreddits
because they are the top two communities dedicated to UX De-
sign, each boasting memberships exceeding 110K. We began the
study by joining the r/userexperience and r/UXDesign subreddits to
situate and sensitize ourselves to the conversations within those
communities.

We approach this study as exploratory, laying groundwork for
a larger study that that can more deeply investigate the types and
nature of complexities encountered in everyday practice. Our ob-
jective for conducting this study is to investigate communication
related complexities designers face in practice, using their own
words as a lens to capture their frustrations, pain points, and other
real-world ‘messiness’ they encounter navigating this complexity.
While other methods allow for richer data collection from a smaller
set of participants, social media analysis can provide a wider range
of perspectives that serve an exploratory agenda well.

4.1 Data Collection
We collected data via the Reddit API, using the PRAW library. Our
data collection focused on the r/userexperience and r/UXDesign sub-
reddits from September 2018 to September 2023. We collected the
top 1000 posts from each subreddit, based on upvotes, totaling 2000
posts. We then selected the 500 posts with the most comments,
totalling 1000 posts. We focused on posts with high upvotes and
comments, as they represent instances of shared concerns and inter-
ests within these communities. Through this approach, we collected
a total of 1000 posts and 43598 comments. Next, we stored these
datasets in a database in preparation for data analysis. We focused
our analysis on only posts discussing communication-related chal-
lenges designers face in their practice. These included challenges
in effectively sharing information and achieving a shared under-
standing among designers and other stakeholders. This narrowing
left us with 71 posts and 3468 comments.

4.2 Data Analysis
We employed hybrid thematic analysis [12], blending both inductive
coding derived from the data and a deductive, top-down approach
informed by existing literature [30] on communication challenges.



Communication Challenges Reported by UX Designers on Social Media: An Analysis of Subreddit Discussions CHI EA ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA

This process involved three researchers conducting independent
analyses and engaging in regular discussions to refine and agree
upon the final coding structure.

Three PhD students participated in this analysis process, super-
vised by the Principal Investigator. All the students have received
graduate coursework in qualitative research and have significant ex-
perience participating in qualitative and content analysis research
projects. Above all, our interest in supporting designers in their
professional practice motivated us to conduct this research. We
endeavored to follow the best practices to ensure rigor and trust-
worthiness, including sensitizing ourselves to the dataset and using
open coding and reflexive interpretation of our codebook and re-
search data to draw the insights we report in this study.

5 FINDINGS
Our analysis revealed that designers frequently face diverse commu-
nication challenges in their daily practice. These challenges range
from misaligned expectations between designers and stakeholders
to difficulties in conveying ideas and requirements, exercising judi-
ciousness in communication, and complexities in negotiating and
persuading stakeholders.

5.1 Misalignment of Stakeholder and Designer
Expectations

Misalignment of expectations between designers and stakeholders
is one of the important themes we identified in our analysis. These
misalignments manifest in different dimensions, including conflicts
around prioritizing usage metrics over user experience, dilemmas
over focusing on business objectives versus fostering ethical out-
comes, and misunderstandings about the designer’s role within
the organization, among other areas of misalignment. A sample
quote R7 captures this conflict between business goals and ethical
principles: “It doesn’t matter what you’re doing, it all comes back to
the business goals. So many designers get hung up on artistic integrity
or whatever and never comprehend that they’re doing what they do to
sell more widgets.” - 51 upvotes. The emotional toll of advocating for
users is discussed in R11, where one comment suggests a change in
approach: “Yes, it is exhausting. What I think helps is to start talking
to stakeholders from the perspective of what they care about [...] I
talk about metrics: engagement metrics, retention metrics, conversion
metrics, workflow efficiency, and so on. This is all they care about.”
- 54 upvotes. Another angle is the problematic focus on process
over substance, as one comment with 66 upvotes indicates: “Process
flows and step-by-step methodologies are overly relied upon.” R26
brings up the performative nature of UX processes in some organi-
zations: “UX processes in many organizations these days amount to
little more than UX theater, creating the appearance of due diligence
and a patina of legitimacy that’s just enough to look like a robust
design process.” - 195 upvotes. The confusion about what UX actually
entails is highlighted in R38: “Companies hear the ‘UX’ buzzword
and think ’Oh, we should get one of those!’ but have no idea what
that UX person will come in expecting [...] because most companies
just think it’s a fancy way of saying graphic designer.” - 33 upvotes.

5.2 Non-communication, Miscommunication
and Unsolicited Communication

Effective communication is vital in several aspects of the design
field. Whether it is conveying ideas to team members or clients,
defending design choices, or presenting oneself in interviews or
design reviews, the ability to articulate clearly is a challenge design-
ers may struggle to navigate. One comment from R1 exemplifies
the repression of not being able to communicate, stating, “If you
can’t communicate your idea or stand your ground, you won’t go far
and will always struggle.” - 12 upvotes. To that another commenter
responds: “Here’s my experience: Communicate; Over Communicate;
Read ’How to Win Friends and Influence People’; Manage percep-
tion and expectations.” - 28 upvotes. Further, a comment from R6
emphasizes the critical aspect of clear communication with stake-
holders: “Making sure the developers can understand your spec. So
many designers just want to wrap it up and move to the next project,
so rush the hand-off and then moan when the devs didn’t dev it as they
wished.” - 54 upvotes.. Finally, in some cases designers have to listen
to uninvited advice, as noted by a commenter on R16: “everyone at a
company thinks they are a designer, so you’ll get unsolicited feedback
from everyone, from your developer teammates to your CEO. Learning
when to listen to people and when to ignore them is a valuable skill” -
41 upvotes.

5.3 Persuasion, Negotiation and Collaboration
with Stakeholders

Convincing the team members and stakeholders and having them
on board is one of the major challenges that was discussed on the
subreddits. On a post by R1, a comment gets straight to the point:
“90% of the work is selling other people on the work you plan to do,
or have already done.” - 44 upvotes. This highlights how pivotal
persuasion is in the field. The same commenter adds, “100% of
working with clients is making your great idea seem like theirs.” - 44
upvotes, emphasizing the necessity of subtle manipulation in client
interactions. From R10 comes a cautionary tale: “Biggest failures:
inability to articulate my decisions and sell them to the primary
stakeholder. Derailed the entire project. Lesson learned.” - 89 upvotes.
This comment drives home the point that being persuasive is not a
supplementary skill but an essential one. A researcher in another
comment points out the dual nature of their role: “As a researcher,
only half of my job is research. The other half is convincing my team
to do something based on my research, or explaining to them why
I’m NOT going to research particular topics because it’s not needed
or we already have similar findings.” - 16 upvotes. This showcases
how persuasion can be critical even in research-focused roles. A
contributor in R36 discusses the role of prototypes in negotiation:
“A prototype is worth a thousand meetings. Hell yes. I’m overly tired
of speaking designer to people who only speak developer. Visuals
help discussion.” - 36 upvotes. The comment highlights how tangible
assets can aid in negotiating design ideas, especially across different
skill sets. In a conversation about survival skills in UX design (R2),
one comment notes, “Knowing how to talk to and collaborate with
developers is a very important skill.” - 65 upvotes. Another adds,
“Great designers aren’t the ones that create the best designs; they are
the ones that can sell the best designs to the rest of the team after
taking into account all the restraints.” - 35 upvotes. These insights call
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attention to the interplay of persuasion and collaboration. Finally,
from P37, two comments zero in on the struggle designers facewhen
dealing with higher-ups. One argues, “It’s not designers or developers
wanting to add those things in, it’s from marketing or higher-ups
[...] wanting to increase lead/ad money so insist on jamming more
in.” - 161 upvotes. Another adds, “This is a result of UX not pushing
back with research... It is a UX professional’s job to show them why
something needs to be slimmed down.” - 78 upvotes.

6 DISCUSSION
In our preliminary findings, we observed practitioners on subreddits
discussing a broad range of challenges relating to misalignment of
expectations, non-communication, miscommunication, unsolicited
communication, persuasion, negotiation, and collaboration with
stakeholders. Some of these challenges echo previous discussions
and research. For instance, Mironov [32] highlights how each team
views things from their unique lens, influenced by their specific
wants and needs, and has different expectations about the product.
Similarly, Gray [15] noted the importance of designers’ persuasion
skills. Further, MacDonald et al. [30] highlight alignment, persua-
sion, and collaboration as three of the five commonly cited com-
munication goals practitioners shared, with the other two being
feedback and peer review, and sharing research insights. Our find-
ings, however, reveal that practitioners face challenges in executing
these three communication goals.

6.1 Implications for Design Education
UX education programs are nowadays adapting to align more
closely with industry practices. This includes the introduction of
socially relevant projects [42], the inclusion of client-based projects
[49], and themixing of design and development courses [33], among
others. In their exploration of communication goals and strategies,
MacDonald et al. [30] advocated for incorporating elements of ag-
ile development into education to bolster students’ proficiency in
communication. Reflecting on our findings and the prevalent focus
in subreddit dialogues on challenges in communication, including
alignment, persuasion, and collaboration, we propose the develop-
ment of educational scenarios that not only cover the fundamentals
of communication but also emphasize the management of specific
issues such as miscommunication, negotiation, and collaboration.
This additional focus is important, considering the varying levels
of difficulty associated with mastering different communication
objectives.

6.2 Strategic Communication in Design Practice
Our analysis reveals that one major issue is the misalignment of
designers’ and stakeholders’ expectations, leading to a failure in de-
veloping a shared mental model, which is essential for team success
[6, 22, 31]. Researchers have noted clear communication to be key
for the development of shared mental models [28]. However, clarity
in communication may not be a one-stop solution in design practice.
Some studies, including [10, 13, 48, 51], argue that ambiguity might
be useful for fostering creativity. We can take inspiration from
Eisenberg’s [10] concept of strategic ambiguity and deliberately
use it when it serves a purpose in design practice, e.g., during early
stage brainstorming sessions. We argue for strategically creating a

balance between ambiguity and clear communication depending
on the stakeholders and the stages of the design process. Another
facet of strategic communication and negotiation, as described by
Wong [53], is referred to as ‘soft resistance’, which can serve as a
tactic to subtly change existing practices and structures towards
more values-conscious ends and shaping organizational practices
(see also the types of tensions designers grapple with in enacting
their personal design philosophies in practice [52]). In conclusion,
the balance between clear communication and strategic ambiguity,
complemented by ‘soft resistance’, illustrates the complex dynamics
of design practice communication.

7 LIMITATIONS
This study’s reliance on UX-specific subreddit data presents lim-
itations, as it reflects only the self-reported perspectives of UX
practitioners. The anonymity and format of Reddit may encourage
open sharing of challenges, yet there is no assurance that all con-
tributors are genuine UX designers. Also, sourcing data exclusively
from Reddit might not offer a comprehensive view. The study’s
geographical representation is limited, as practitioners from regions
where Reddit is less prevalent are not included. Additionally, by
focusing on the top 1000 posts from two UX-related subreddits,
we may have overlooked less popular but relevant challenges that
received fewer upvotes or comments.

8 CONCLUSION
In conclusion, our study highlights the multifaceted communication
challenges faced by UX designers as reported on two prominent
subreddits. Designers often grapple with misaligned expectations
between themselves and stakeholders. These misalignments mani-
fest in various ways, including some that put business goals and
designer values into conflict. Additionally, challenges in effectively
communicating ideas, managing unsolicited feedback, and the crit-
ical need for persuasion, negotiation, and collaboration skills were
selected as significant themes. Our findings not only mirror pre-
vious research on team dynamics and the role of communication
in design practice, but also emphasize the complexity of execut-
ing effective communication strategies. We highlight the impor-
tance of UX educational programs closely aligning with current
communication-related practices in the industry, and advocate for
educational scenarios that go beyond basic communication princi-
ples, focusing on managing specific issues like miscommunication,
negotiation, and collaboration.
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