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Abstract

In recent times there has been an increase in the longing among people to participate in
communities centered around personal interests such as reading, running, playing board games
or other recreational activities. Alongside this, the continuous development of the internet and
digital online platforms has expanded the possibilities for creating and participating in such
communities. The purpose of this thesis was to examine how both individuals and communities
cultivate their interests and use digital tools in relation to this, with the aim of designing a
digital platform that could support interest cultivation through design features that afford
community practices and social learning.

To conduct this research, we made use of a pragmatic approach to the design
methodology, Design Thinking. As part of our research design, we utilized the theories of
Communities of Practice, Dialogic Learning, and Affordance theory. To collect data, we used
the methods of purposive sampling, semi-structured interviews and a future workshop. To
process the collected data, a thematic analysis and affinity mapping was employed.

The findings from the analyses suggest that there are differences in how people cultivate
their interests depending on whether they engage individually, are a part of an established
community, or are new to the community. Participants of well-established communities feel a
sense of security and safety through their shared practices, while individuals and newly
established communities experience more uncertainty related to their engagement within the
community, which calls for more structure and support within the communities. Based on these
findings, we developed prototypes of a digital platform that was intended to support both new
communities, well-established communities, and individuals in cultivating their interests in a
social manner. We tested the prototypes with three users from our initial interviews. The
feedback was overall positive, and the users generally appreciated the various functions within
the platform. All users especially appreciated the customizability of the platform so they could
curate it to their own practices. However, as some cases of confusion about the functionality
of the designed digital platform occurred during the user tests, this called for clearer
instructions and signifiers in the design as well as more filtering options to support user
preferences and needs.

The results of our research suggest that digital platforms can support social learning
and community practices in interest-based communities, when they are designed to
accommodate the users’ different needs, whether this is for individuals, well-established

communities or new communities.
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1 Introduction

For over decades, the rise of digital online platforms, such as social media platforms, has
transformed the way people connect with each other. Connecting with strangers despite
geographical proximity has never been easier. Before the existence of the internet, it was more
difficult to find people who shared the same interests as oneself, as it relied heavily on people
already knowing others in their physical environments who shared the same interests. While
communities centered around personal interests have always physically existed, the rise of the
internet has increasingly made it more popular to either join an existing community or create
one yourself (Lejealle, Castellano & Khelladi, 2022, p. 1968). Whether this is a book club, a
movie club, a board game club, or something more niche, the internet has provided the
opportunity to find people with the same interests as oneself and join a community of practice.
Platforms such as Goodreads, Letterboxd, and BoardGameGeek are examples of digital online
community platforms where millions of users gather to share their interests with other
likeminded people (Goodreads, 2022; Statista, 2025; BoardGameGeek, 2025). However, these
platforms are designed for specific interests, so people who might have several interests would
have to join each platform individually, rather than having one singular platform that gives the
users the opportunity to easily cultivate more than one of their interests and join several
communities.

In this thesis we aimed at investigating how both interest-based communities and
individuals cultivate their interests and what value it brings to their lives. Furthermore, we
wanted to understand how they potentially use existing digital online platforms in relation to
their interest cultivation, so that we could design a singular digital platform for both individuals

and communities to cultivate their personal interests.



1.1 Reading guide

Our thesis report follows the guidelines of referencing and citations of APA 7th edition. As our
interviews were done in Danish, they were also transcribed in Danish in the appendices.
However, in the analysis the used quotes were translated into English. We attempted to translate
the used quotes as closely as possible to the original sentences, though some sentences may
have been modified a little to ensure the full understanding. Words that were not possible to
translate directly into English from Danish such as ‘hyggeligt’ have been written next to the
translated word in brackets.

Furthermore, throughout our thesis we referred to communities as being either physical
or online. With this we mean that the core activities or meetings within the community in
question either took place in a real-life environment (physical) or through some type of digital

platform (online).

1.2 Problem statement

The following sections present our problem statement and the research questions that supported
our problem statement. We aimed at answering our research questions throughout the thesis to

answer our problem statement in the conclusion of the thesis. The problem statement follows:

How might we design a digital platform for individuals and communities who share an

interest so that they can engage in social learning and community practices?

The problem statement was formulated during the thesis process as part of the methodological
structure. Therefore, the presented problem statement was not formulated ahead of the thesis
but as a part of the ongoing knowledge that was built during the process of our work. However,

we chose to present it here for readability.

1.2.1 Research questions

To support and answer our problem statement, we worked with the following research

questions throughout our thesis:

RQ1: What does existing research reveal about the practices of online communities and the

platforms they use, and what are the design challenges and suggestions in relation to this?



RQ2: What are people’s current practices and challenges surrounding cultivating their interests

and sharing them with others as well as the use of digital platforms in relation to this?

RQ3: How can we design a digital platform that supports people’s interest cultivation and

social learning through community practices?

To answer our problem statement and research questions, we used Design Thinking in

conjunction with a pragmatic approach, both of which are presented in the following section.



2 Design methodology

For our overall approach to working with design, we considered several choices. We explored
the possibilities of a Participatory Design approach, User Centered Design, Design Based
Research, and Design Thinking. While the first three approaches would offer useful
perspectives on our problem area and relevant methods, they prioritized co-ownership of the
design, usability in an isolated manner, or theory generation (Bedker et al. 2022, p. 3; Sanders
& Stappers, 2008, p. 6; Christensen, Gynther & Petersen, 2012, p. 3). Based on our problem
and the settings of our thesis work, we therefore chose Design Thinking because of its human-
centered approach and iterative process. Design Thinking addresses complex problems which

we also deemed relevant in the context of our thesis.

2.1 Design Thinking

According to Luchs (2015), Design Thinking is an approach for identifying and creatively
solving problems. The approach is nonlinear, meaning the process typically consists of several
iterations of identifying problems, creating prototypes of possible solutions, and evaluating and
reconsidering based on external feedback, all leading toward a final solution (p. 1-2).

Luchs (2015) characterizes Design Thinking by a mindset that follows a set of
principles. First, Design Thinking is people centric. The primary focus is on the values,
experiences, and needs of people. Products are enablers for the solutions to users’ needs.
Second, Design Thinking is cross-disciplinary and collaborative, meaning various backgrounds
and perspectives of both team members and external participants such as users are encouraged.
Furthermore, the approach is holistic and integrative. This means that design thinkers should
both have an eye for details and be aware of the relationships and connections between
seemingly disparate ideas or elements. Design thinkers must also be flexible and comfortable
with ambiguity, since Design Thinking is best suited for ill-defined problems and requires
flexibility in the practical process. Additionally, Design Thinking calls for multimodal
communications skills, meaning the design thinkers should be willing to communicate using
different modalities, such as verbal and visual. There must also be a willingness to sketch and
create prototypes without holding back because of a perceived lack of skill. Lastly, Design
Thinking includes a growth mindset which means there must be a willingness to test one’s

ideas in an effort to learn and not be hindered by the fear of failure (p. 9-10).



2.1.1 Wicked problems

Design Thinking can be a beneficial approach when the nature of a problem is ill-defined or
when new, groundbreaking ideas are needed (Luchs, 2015, p. 2). In other words, Design
Thinking addresses what is called wicked problems which Horst Rittel defines as a: “[...] class
of social system problems which are ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where
there are many clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications
in the whole system are thoroughly confusing.”, according to Buchanan (1992, p. 15). Wicked
problems contain a fundamental indeterminacy, meaning they have no definitive conditions or
limits. This also means that wicked problems have no definitive formulation or solution, and
there cannot be a true or false solution, only good or bad ones (Buchanan, 1992, p. 15-16).
Furthermore, wicked problems do not constitute one correct approach or set of methods, and it
is not possible to formulate a comprehensive description of the problem at first hand (Nelson
& Stolterman, 2012, p. 16-17).

For our thesis, we aimed at creating a digital solution for social learning and community
practices in relation to cultivating one’s interests with other people. The problem we were
working with corresponds with the characteristics of wicked problems in several ways. First,
our work built on a preliminary uncertainty about the relationship between technologies and
social learning in interest-based communities, however we could not initially define one
singular problem which we saw clearly. Contrarily, our puzzlements could lead to many
different perspectives or ways to perceive the situation at hand. Second, questions about
theoretical standpoints and methodological approaches were raised. It seemed that our problem
could be approached in many ways, however this would consequently shape both the scope of
the problem as well as the solution. Third, the problem could apply to a very broad group of
users, as personal interests such as reading books or watching movies and wishing to share this
with others is possibly adjacent to many people. This meant that the target group could be
extremely diverse and therefore user requirements and needs were unclear and could point in
many conflicting directions. Thus, Design Thinking was deemed beneficial as the approach
contains a thorough process of identifying and solving complex problems such as ours. The

process we followed in our thesis work is presented in the following section.

2.1.2 The five modes of Design Thinking

Different frameworks exist for working with Design Thinking. We chose to follow the five-

mode model by Doorley et al. (2018), because of its comprehensive explanations of the five

10



modes and their respective purposes. The five modes are: Empathize, Define, Ideate, Prototype,

and Test (p. 2).

IDEATE

PROTOTYPE

Figure 1: Five Modes of Design Thinking published with a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 2)

2.1.2.1 Empathize

The process of working with Design Thinking begins with empathizing. Design Thinking is
human centered, meaning empathy is a core concept that creates the foundation for the entire
process and the quality of the outcome (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 3). According to Koppen and
Meinel (2015), empathy is an essential form of knowledge in Design Thinking that stems from
actually interacting with people instead of only doing desk research (p. 16).

There are three main activities within the Empathize mode that can include different
methods; observe, engage, and immerse. The design thinker should observe the users and take
note of their behavior as this can give clues as to what they might think or feel. The design
thinker should interact directly with the users by interviewing them, so that insights about their
values and beliefs can be gathered. Lastly, the design thinker should immerse themselves in
the users’ experiences by engaging in their environment to obtain first-hand knowledge
(Doorley et al., 2018, p. 4). In this mode, we engaged with the users by conducting interviews.
We also facilitated a workshop to learn about different user perspectives and values.
Additionally, we did desk research and field research to gain a better understanding of the

context of our problem.

2.1.2.2 Define

After gaining an initial understanding of the users, the design thinker must define the problem
they are facing (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 5). Luchs (2015) argues that: “One of the most powerful

features of design thinking is its emphasis on identifying the right problems to solve in the first
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place.” (p. 4). This is done by gathering one’s empathy findings into needs or insights and
scoping the problem to make it actionable. Doing so entails creating a Point of View (POV), a
reframing of the problem based on the insights from the empathy work. The POV statement
should work as an explicit expression of the problem to be solved and can be used as a
springboard for creating possible solutions (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 5-6). In this mode, we
analyzed the data we had gathered to develop insights. We utilized these insights to create
POVs and a How Might We (HMW) formulation which we used to define the problem we were
working with and make it actionable (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 37).

2.1.2.3 Ideate

The Ideate mode is meant for exploring possible design solutions and acts as the transition from
identifying problems to creating solutions. The aim is to explore a wide variety of possible
solutions, thus working with a divergent mindset at first (Brenner & Uebernickel, 2016, p. 63).
It is important to avoid evaluating or selecting during the initial part of the process, as
innovation can emerge from the most unconventional ideas. After exploring a vast number of
ideas, the design thinker can shift to a convergent mindset, thus evaluating and selecting ideas
for further work (Brenner & Uebernickel, 2016, p. 63; Doorley et al., 2018, p. 7-8). We initiated
this mode by brainstorming ideas where we explored many different solutions. Then, we did a

sketching session to come closer to the right ideas that we would continue working on.

2.1.2.4 Prototype

The Prototype mode is meant for moving ideas out of the design thinker’s mind and into the
world. Prototypes can be of any form, such as an object, an activity, or a presentation. It is
emphasized to make prototypes that afford interaction, as this can initiate conversation and the
attainment of deeper empathy and understanding of the users (Doorley et al., 2018, p. 9-10). In
this mode, we moved from our hand-drawn sketches to developing actual prototypes which we

could test with our users.

2.1.2.5 Test

In this mode the design thinker can test their solution and gather feedback to further improve
their understanding and refine their solution. This mode sparks the iterative nature of Design
Thinking, as the design thinker can then ‘go back’ to earlier modes to obtain more empathy,
reframe the problem, create more innovative solution ideas, or refine the tested prototypes

(Doorley et al., 2018, p. 11-12). In this mode, we tested our prototypes with the users to obtain
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more knowledge about their needs and values. We then considered the feedback that we had

gathered.

We followed the five modes of Design Thinking in our thesis work, which the report structure
reflects. Each mode includes the utilization of different methods or exercises which are
presented in the same order as they took place in our process as well as the results of our work.
Design Thinking implies inquiring and making changes in the world by uncovering relevant
problems for people and creating solutions. Thus, our mindset as design thinkers corresponded

with the philosophical standpoint of pragmatism which is presented in the following section.

2.2 Philosophy of science

In this section, we present pragmatism and how we worked pragmatically in our thesis. We
chose a pragmatic approach since we aimed at obtaining knowledge through action. By
engaging directly with people and creating a design solution, we learned about the users’ lives
and how we might make a change for them through our Design Thinking work.

Within pragmatism, knowledge about the world is achieved through the
acknowledgement and understanding of practical experience (Brinkmann, 2006, p. 31). As we
went through the five modes of Design Thinking, we applied several different methods and
exercises to obtain more knowledge. Thus, we learned about the context of our problem through
the experience that we gained in our practical work. According to Goldkuhl (2012), pragmatism
is concerned with the interplay between knowledge and action which makes it appropriate for
researchers who are interested in intervening in the world and not simply observing what
happens in the world (p. 136). As our work process included engaging with people about real-
life experiences and issues, and we developed a digital design solution with the aim of
potentially influencing how people cultivate and share their interests individually and with each
other, we recognize this as a form of intervention rather than an observation. By testing our
design solution and gathering feedback from the users, we obtained deeper knowledge which

we could reflect upon and use to expand our understanding.

As mentioned, pragmatism is a research paradigm in which knowledge about the world is
achieved through the acknowledgement and understanding of practical experiences
(Brinkmann, 2006, p. 31). According to Dewey, an American philosopher, a central concept in

pragmatism is inquiry. Inquiry is an iterative reflective thinking process, where a person finds
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themselves in a situation that raises doubt and questioning, and they try to make sense of it.
The state of uncertainty stimulates a desire to find answers and solutions to the situation. This
happens through ideas and hypotheses that one will test out to make sense of the situation.
According to Dewey, the inquiry process therefore is: “[...] about investigating a part of reality
with the purpose of creating knowledge for a controlled change based on an experienced
problem.” (Ejsing-Duun & Skovbjerg, 2018, p. 446-448). Thus, inquiry entails obtaining
knowledge through practical solutions.

The inquiry process in our thesis began when we questioned how individuals and
communities in both physical and online environments cultivate their interests, and what
challenges they may encounter as well as how they might learn from each other within these
communities. The reflective process then began as we formed ideas and hypotheses about how
to support and facilitate social learning and community practices for interest-based
communities.

As the concept of inquiry works as a mode of thinking and doing for researchers, it also
helps researchers to explore different design practices. For our thesis, we made use of Design
Thinking to identify and creatively solve problems. Pragmatism offers a conceptual framework
for design which can be useful in both a theoretical perspective and in more practical
perspectives (Dalsgaard, 2014, p. 143). Dalsgaard (2014) argues that combining pragmatism
with Design Thinking can offer insights on: “[...] how designers approach and explore design
challenges, and how users make sense of and employ the products of design.” (p. 149). This
combination helped us ensure that our design was grounded in practice and shaped by
experience. Our practice included intervening in the world by engaging directly with users and
creating a change through our design. We gained experience by testing our design and
reflecting upon the feedback that we received from the users.

According to Dalsgaard (2014), pragmatism can be valuable for a Design Thinking
approach in different ways. In the context of our thesis, the pragmatic approach offered a
coherent conceptual framework that helped to clarify how different elements in a situation were
interrelated. Rather than looking at things individually, such as the users and the interface of
the digital solution, this pragmatic approach helped us look at the situation as a whole when

we were designing a digital solution (p. 144).

In extension of our pragmatic approach and our Design Thinking methodology, we assumed
Schon’s work on reflective practice, as his work has had a big impact on Design Thinking, has

been an inspiration for the development of design education, and works as a cornerstone for
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pragmatism and Design thinking (Dalsgaard, 2014, p. 148). Schon suggests that researchers
and designers who are faced with challenges such as wicked problems cannot solve these
wicked problems from a traditional analytical perspective. Instead, it is important that the
designer goes through iterative phases of doing and thinking which Schon refers to as action
and reflection. Rather than just applying theory to practice, we as designers must construct our
understanding by experimenting with tools, materials, and other surroundings which result in
new design opportunities (Dalsgaard, 2014, p. 145). This equates to the different methods we
used to obtain data such as engaging with users and developing a design solution based on our
newfound knowledge. We then tested it out to gain an even better understanding of our problem
and how we might create the best possible solution to it. In this process, we alternated between
doing and thinking, as we rotated between taking practical steps in our Design thinking process
and reflecting about each step, its outcome, and how it might relate to both former and future
steps. Thus, the data or knowledge we obtained through our actions created input for our

reflection, and our reflections in turn shaped our ongoing actions (Dalsgaard, 2014, p. 145).

Thus, we worked pragmatically in our thesis by intervening in the world and obtaining
knowledge through the reflection of our actions and their outcomes. Our design solution would
function as something new, an intervention, and through the experience we gained by engaging
with users and testing our design with them, we could reflect upon the outcomes and develop

knowledge about the problem that we were researching.
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3 Empathize

In this mode we began our Design Thinking approach as we aimed at understanding the values,
experiences and needs of the users to initiate our design process. We utilized different methods
for gathering data and understanding both the context of the problem we were working with
and the users’ perspectives. We did desk research in the form of a literature review, field
research by visiting a movie club facilitator, and examined theoretical frameworks.
Additionally, we inquired by conducting interviews with four users and facilitating a workshop
with a group of 17 university students. In this mode, we aimed at answering the first research
question: What does existing research reveal about the practices of online communities and

the platforms they use, and what are the design challenges and suggestions in relation to this?

3.1 Contextual knowledge

To gain deeper knowledge on the topic and context of our thesis, we conducted research by
reading news articles about existing interest-based communities such as book, movie and board
game clubs. We also met with a facilitator of a movie club to learn more about the initiative
behind the club and how it works in practice. This was done to get a better understanding of
the significance of sharing one’s interests with other people in an interest-based community.
Further research on the topic is presented in the literature review.

In recent years, the interest in being part of a community about one’s interests or passion
has grown significantly, whether this is related to books, movies, boardgames or something
else. One place where the increased interest is evident is at the Copenhagen Library where in
less than a year, they have gone from facilitating four book clubs to now close to 50 (DR,
2026). These book clubs are spread around the city in the different local libraries where book
clubs are formed based on genres or other topics (Kebenhavns Biblioteker, n.d.). On a weekly
basis, Copenhagen Library receives around 40 requests from individuals wishing to be part of
a book club (DR, 2026). Some book clubs even have waitlists because so many individuals
wish to be part of a community where they can share and discuss their interests. According to
TV2 Kosmopol (2026), one reason why the interest in book clubs is on the rise is because
people wish to take a step back from the digital world and not be as dependent on their phones
but would rather feel productive by reading a book. A book club can give the motivation to
finish a book as you know you will have a place to participate in the conversation about the

book afterwards. Similarly, board game clubs have also seen an increasing interest as people
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seek social and analogue experiences that combat digital fatigue. Board game clubs offer fun
interactions, where everyone is welcome and can participate, no matter how good they are at
playing (JydskeVestkysten, 2025).

Movie clubs have also become popular as it is a way to get together with other people
who share the same type of passion for movies, and at a cheaper price (KebenhavnLiv, 2024).
We saw this passion for movies firsthand when we visited a movie club run by volunteers at
the cultural center ‘Trommen’, which has existed since 2020. One of the facilitators of the
movie club explained that they show a new movie every month in three different screenings,
two at night and one in the morning. They explained that it was important for the movie club
that it was a broad variety of movies that they chose for every month. Furthermore, they
explained that there were almost 500 members in the movie club, but as the cinema only had
seats for 50 people each screening, it meant only 150 people could watch the movie of the
month. As a result of this, the volunteer facilitator explained that people would often sit ready
to book their spot, as it was popular to attend the movie club. As two of the screenings for the
movies were at night, they explained how it was often not possible to facilitate a discussion
between the members afterwards, but they always arranged a little lecture prior to the screening,
where a summary of the movie would be explained and other fun facts about the movie that
people could keep an eye out for while watching. Furthermore, they explained that they could
see potential in the morning screenings to open for more discussions between the members
afterwards about the movie. Lastly, the facilitator explained that they think some of the reasons
why people like to attend a community like a movie club is because of three reasons; to watch
movies for free, to get out more, and to meet other people (Appendix 1).

As we used a pragmatic approach in our thesis work, the contextual research we did
worked as a part of our inquiry to obtain more knowledge about interest-based communities
and the use of digital tools in relation to this. Following the focus of the Empathize mode of
obtaining knowledge by interacting with people, our meeting with the movie club facilitator
helped us to get a better understanding of how some communities facilitate themselves and

what motivates them.
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