Examining the impact of practical constraints on e-Health design research projects using a case study
Background
eHealth design research projects are seldom simple. Their multidisciplinary and, ideally, participatory nature places demands on how a project should be run to meet its goal. Concurrently, their ideal to improve an actual real-world context also introduces practical constraints: stakeholders lack time and priorities can change. A design researcher needs to be pragmatic to address such constraints whilst overseeing that the project’s goal is met. Striking such a balance often involves difficult decisions and consequences. This begs the question: how do we currently make those decisions, and on what basis?

Method
Through a retrospective case analysis, we examined the design trajectory of an e-health project of the first author. This project featured practical constraints such as 1). a target audience, (assistant) nurses, which was hard to involve structurally and 2). limited control on when, where, and how many of the target audience could be involved.

Findings
The analysis showed pragmatic compromises on the level of participatory practices, such as employing the use of proxies for the target audience. To maintain some direct involvement, iterations were employed to validate decisions made with the proxy. This negatively impacted the flexibility of the project, as decisions were hard to tread back on, making them more path-dependent.
To address the lack of access to larger samples, space, and time we conducted small studies with a diverse set of methods. This mixed methods approach allowed us to triangulate our understanding of the problem context and move on. Although implicitly, we were managing our confidence for the contextual inquiry: did we feel confident in our understanding?
Conclusions
The analysis of practical constraints has provided examples of novel concepts and decision points that are currently underserved in our discussions within the field. Path-dependency and the strategic role of iteration within eHealth projects behooves more research.
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