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Introduction

This is a book about digital design and how user experience (UX) is changing that field radically. I am a digital designer and I see the effects of those changes every day.

At one time, almost all digital designers used methods that depended on ideas coming from the top. These ideas would then filter down through a process of design, production, then, at the end, entering the marketplace. Products were presented to consumers as finished entities. If changes were going to be made, they had to wait until the next model or version. This design-production model was hardly perfect. It came from another era when our economic life was still limited to bricks-and-mortar enterprises that built physical products—often big physical products.

Then, as now, it made sense for an architect to design a building by creating a blueprint that was as close as possible to the final product. If architectural blueprints were to have any meaning, they had to express something close to the physically finished building. If huge changes were necessary, especially after the start of actual construction, the architect had failed. Once a building is framed up, basic alterations become incredibly costly, difficult and time-consuming. Tearing down the partially completed wing of a house, and rebuilding it from the ground up, can cost as much as the whole house, adding months to construction schedules.

Design has always been a part of consumer products. A few decades ago, as the technological age began, there were already many mass-produced products like cars, TVs and washing machines on the market. All of these began on the drawing board. These larger, physical products were, and still are, designed within a framework of historical precedent and well-known consumer preferences. If these goods perform the basic tasks they’re supposed to, then the different design elements are mostly in the extras, and in variations on well-known themes. We judge them by a combination of criteria based on fundamentals like longevity, comfort, and day-to-day performance, and on frills like backseat DVD players and leather upholstery. When a designer draws up specs for these kinds of products, he or she is working in a long tradition of experience—that of millions of previous users and thousands of previous designers.

This from-the-top design method still works for the really big stuff, like homes, cars and household appliances. But retail websites, online games and mobile devices are different. We can design and post a website, attract users, get feedback, revise components, and even totally redesign the structure and content in hours. When you can get accurate feedback from users, then analyze and revise in a virtual instant, it only makes sense to do it. Consumers are (impatiently) waiting for the result. When a product is a commercial failure, it’s simply in the users’ instruction that change is needed. That’s the potential of UX: the creation of products and services aimed directly at the user.

This book looks at UX from various angles: how it came to be, how it works, who employs its methods, why they do it, and who it serves. Though digital designers might be its most obvious audience, I’ve written it in language that should be accessible to all readers, even those who have only a smattering of digital knowledge. If you can perform basic digital tasks, such as successfully completing an order from Amazon or eBay, you should be able to understand most of what’s here. If you’ve ever created a web page, no matter how basic, that experience will give you the context to understand what I’ve written in a different way. Even if you don’t realize it, you’ve acted as a designer yourself. You’ll see that when you get to sections covering buttons, text and other web page components. A digital designer deals with those issues every day.

The most obvious audience of my fellow digital designers will already know about many of the things I describe. A designer already has experience with wireframes, prototypes and iterations. However, he or she might not know how their day-to-day work fits into the larger contexts of art, commerce and history. This book will serve as an introduction to those relationships. It will also give designers an overview of digital design in its present-day age of transition. If we step back and view our field as a whole, we can better see its relationships to the broader world. We are in a business providing essential services, not just to individual users, but also to clients whose products are aimed at those users. Digital designers understand formats, menus and analytics, but not all of us have considered how our design practices affect our clients’ goals.

Which brings me to another larger group of readers: the clients who hire us to design their products. UX begins with users, but marketing begins with businesses. A struggling start-up puts thousands of hours of work into an online game. Will consumers buy it? A financial firm wants to increase its customers’ access to its online services. Will those customers be turned on or turned off by the firm’s new web pages? Should they target mobile users? How well will the pages display on tablets? Clients bring these jobs to design firms. This book should serve as a tool for them to better understand how design works. The better they understand what designers do, the more pertinent questions they can ask, and the more likely they are to have a useable context for the answers.

In some ways, digital design grew up in a vacuum, emerging with the mammoth computers of the postwar era. The cost of these unwieldy machines limited their client-base to governments, universities and the world’s biggest corporations. Digital design first entered the consumer marketplace with the handheld calculators of the early ‘70s. Parents bought them for their kids, then for themselves. The leading calculator manufacturer, Texas Instruments, was the first of the newer digital-based companies to penetrate the public’s consciousness. Digital game makers followed, and Atari led this pack. This was the digital landscape when the PC and the early Mac’s first entered the marketplace in the early ‘80s. By that time, digital technology was embedded in the controls of many consumer products, from radios to coffee makers, but few buyers noticed. When they thought of “digital,” they thought of games and squared-off numerical displays.

As I’ll show more fully in Chapter Two, designers were way ahead of the curve. As consumers learned the first iteration of a product, designers might already be thinking about the fifth or sixth. The companies listened to complaints, but their managers were often as far behind as their users. There was barely even a minimum of pertinent communication. Users and clients lacked background, and few of them spoke the language of the digital world. In that context, meaningful exchanges between designers and clients or designers and consumers, seemed almost impossible.

The emergence of UX is due to many factors, but one is the pace of life itself. Digital products and services have shaped our habits, recasting our ideas about speed. Clients and consumers are moving much faster. They’ve learned to accept, and often even embrace, change at rate unheard of just a few years ago. Users accept the fact that this will continue. But they require something in return, something consumers have always wanted: they need to be heard. When we have something new to show them, a product or service with the potential to surprise them, or possibly delight them, they’re willing to look and listen. But they’re asking designers to listen, too. They’re tired of instructions they can’t read, websites they can’t navigate, and functions that go haywire. They want us to pay attention, and we should. After all, ultimately they are the ones footing the bill.

That’s why this book is for users as well. Any worthwhile communication begins with knowledge. I know something you need to know, and vice versa, so we find the words and actions necessary to convey our knowledge to each other. Both sides can do that most effectively when we already know enough to have context. In this case, designers need to understand users’ viewpoints, and users will profit by gaining a basic sense of how design works.

So the main body of readers I’m writing for are all of you who buy and use the products and services we design. Some of you are fellow designers, some are our valued clients, but I will feel as if I’ve truly made my point if most of my readers are the end users of these products—the ones who bear the expense. I’ve written this in basic language so we can understand one another. After all, I’m working to serve you. My writing and your reading are two ends of an exercise in clear, concise communication. As I strip down the techno-speak, I can see my subject more clearly. As I’ve written, I’ve tried to view design through your eyes.

Most of us spend large parts of our days working, playing, and doing business using digital products and services. Everything from clocks to traffic lights depend on digital technology. If you have any interest in how the digital world works, and how you can bend it to your needs more effectively, this book is a good place to start. Here you’ll see how these products are conceptualized, developed and brought into production. You will also learn how designers are finally hearing users’ voices.

Digital design is an art, and digital designers are artists. Now we’re learning that commerce is also an art. This book is a product of that learning experience. It is also a tool for reaching out to clients and users. The better we know each other, the better chance we have of creating products that will bring all of us surprise, delight and meaning.


Chapter 1

A Hard Lesson To Learn

In 2008, as the global economy crashed, I had the unusual good fortune of starting a new job. I’d just come from an international advertising agency called Digitas, and I’d had design experience with several other companies, but I was about to discover that I still had some things to learn.

My new job was with Key Experiences, a small multi-disciplined team within the larger AOL corporate structure. At AOL, they did their product development using a methodology that was different from those I’d experienced at any of my previous employers. I’d always designed using a sequential product development process known as “Waterfall” design. Waterfall got its name from a metaphor that reflected the process. This was a framework where a concept spilled from the pool of creativity at the top, then flowed down through in-house testing and analysis, to the river of production below. Only then did it reach consumers. If a product manager or designer saw an innovation that could improve an old function or create a new one, he or she brought the idea to the team, where it was judged mostly on the basis of aesthetic value: Did it feel right? Was it new? Was it intriguing? Was it downright amazing? Did the innovation bring us delight?

In the Waterfall model, the basic product idea came from the top. A client, or senior management, decided there was a need for a certain product or service. It might be anything from a social network for music lovers to a mobile app for horseback riders. Our job as designers was to turn this request into an intriguing, amazing product that would send users’ happiness quotient through the roof. If our initial design passed this test, it then went through phases of revision, development and internal usability lab testing, to ensure that the components worked as we had planned. Finally, the product hit the consumer market.

It was a great system for designers. We could conceptualize, create and develop whatever we dreamed up, purely on the basis of whether it addressed the business request from senior management with impressive style and flair. We were artists and this was our art. In a world populated only by artists, this method might have worked pretty well. But users come from a different perspective, and they often have trouble operating products that emerge from this linear Waterfall design model.
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Figure 1 - Traditional Waterfall Design Model

The Key Experiences product team at AOL didn’t use a Waterfall production process. They began their thinking in a different place, asking different questions. This resulted in products that more closely fit users’ needs. The designers didn’t give up aesthetic principles, but they did put functionality first. They asked what their target audience wanted or needed, came up with ideas that would serve that audience, then, at each juncture, they considered how untrained consumers were likely to use the product once they had it in their possession. The first thing they wanted to know about any proposed product or innovation was: what would a user do with it? Like Waterfall, this design process had an apt name: Agile Experience Design.
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Figure 2 - AOL Key Experiences Product Team.

As I was learning, a significant change in emphasis usually means a difference in the way a process operates. In Waterfall, we’d done almost all our research up front. When we got an idea for a product that served a basic function, our subsequent ideas were in service to the product. How could it be more interesting? Could it use adornment? Streamlining? How did it look? Feel? Did it have surprising elements that evoked delight? Finally, did it do the things it needed to do to fit the original concept? These were questions of art, and their answers didn’t always coincide with the issues raised in everyday use by the general public. In my earlier work, I’d seldom had to take this conflict seriously.

This perspective changed my own approach in various ways. Projects done using Waterfall models had been more self-contained. Lacking the pressure of real user testing, the pace had been slower. We’d had the doubtful luxury of designing products in a vacuum. We conceptualized, analyzed and developed prototypes and models, then tested them in our internal usability lab. We adapted and revised according to what we saw among lab users—who usually understood how to use digital products better than normal consumers did—then we sent the products forth into the marketplace. In Agile, there wasn’t time for all of that. This was a more rapid process. Agile thrived on constant feedback coming from tests run along the way. The test subjects were typical people with typical needs—not lab personnel. In Waterfall, I’d never receive feedback from average users until the design process was over. Consumers bought the product, used it at whatever level of delight or frustration it incited in them, then made their praise or complaints known—sometimes loudly. A smart designer listened to the complaints, but the only chance to answer them came in the design of the next generation of similar products.

Designing for years using Waterfall methods had eased me into a mentality that I now call “Artistic Ego.” Like an artist, I was so enamored with my personal vision for a product, that I seldom gave full consideration to users’ specific needs. In Agile, the user was always near the top in our priorities. An idea only began to make real sense when it supplied what a user wanted or needed. As we refined the idea into a design, we constantly tested components on real users. How did they react to the small red button? Was that easier to use than the big blue one? Was the screen big enough? Were the controls workable? Could users readily identify task workflows? Did they have the necessary features to do those tasks in a clear and concise manner?

Like almost all adjustments, this had its rough patches. At first, I would show up to the standup meetings with presentations that included cutting-edge interaction models developed with the newest technology. I’d display these fully fleshed-out designs for my coworkers, only to learn that my idea didn't make sense for the segment of the AOL audience we were targeting with our product. I wasn’t used to this approach, and at first I rebelled. How could my state-of-the-art concepts be so out of touch? At my other jobs, my work hadn’t met this kind of reception. These guys were behind the design curve, I thought, and their competitors were going to leave them behind. My previous experience combined with my ego convinced me so. I’d worked in a world where the designer’s whims came first. I didn’t want to give that up. But I also wanted my designs to mean something. Though they obviously had meaning for me, I was finally coming face-to-face with the fact that their deeper meaning could only be achieved through successful interaction with others. The only way that could happen would be if people used the things I thought up. I had to make room for users in my thinking. As I gradually opened my eyes, I began to see the benefits of this different system.

At AOL, their constant testing turned up flaws I would’ve missed. Their redesign of faulty functions resulted in products that worked better in the marketplace. Users didn’t have to wait for a whole new model before their complaints were answered. Many of those problems were solved before the product reached them. Others emerged in an iterative process that brought accelerated feedback, instant analysis and quick solutions. This idea of beginning with a user’s needs startled me. But as I grasped it, I began to think about design in an entirely new way.

I started to realize that, in many cases, including my own, a designer’s needs and skills are not the same as those of an everyday consumer. We’re trained to do this stuff. We look at products in terms of how they function in a roomful of designers. We think of a new item in light of what it might do in the rarified atmosphere of the design laboratory. This isn’t the same as using it on a desktop, or in a car, or on devices we carry in our pockets. We aren’t putting the design through the same tests consumers would. Often we aren’t even using it for the same tasks. Users might take a product intended for workplace tasks and find a more interesting application at a party, or in an elevator, or on a mountaintop. They find functions we never considered, and they’ll often combine a product with other items or services in ways we couldn’t have imagined.

Four years after my first experience of Agile I haven’t entirely eliminated Artistic Ego, nor should I. There’s always a place for aesthetics in design. But I’ve tamed it, and put it into use within a new, more efficient “Lean” paradigm. Agile methodology has altered my whole approach. Now, I look at new product ideas in terms of the people who will actually use them. I’ve incorporated internal feedback during design as a normal part of my process. Now, versions of the product go into the lab earlier, and there they are tested against standards of real usability. My team and I augment this with remote testing of each feature after launch, as we track usage metrics.

I’ve also learned to ask a new set of questions. I want to know if the user of my design is getting the best experience possible. I want to know if a button’s placement is confusing, or if consumers are dreaming up new uses that never even occurred to me. If something’s wrong, I want to know that as early in the design process as possible, so I can set it right. Concerns about aesthetics remain vital. I want a product to look great and appeal to a user’s sense of style, but these qualities must serve the product’s ultimate function. It must do what the user needs it to do as smoothly as possible. If it can do it with style and flair, that’s even better. Users have become a basic component in my thinking. The aesthetic qualities in my designs now serve the needs of users. The art is still there, but it’s become a part of the communication between the consumer and me.  My art is informed by these interactions.

In the end, I am not just in the design business; I'm in the people business. Understanding people’s abilities and preferences helps me from the moment of conception, and on through the design and development of any product. This is what data driven user experience design is all about.

This shift in emphasis from designer experience to user experience won’t go away. It is the future. The isolation many designers once treasured is fast disappearing. As more and more people use our products in more essential ways, their demands will rule the marketplace, and that will rule the funding for design. Lean methods, which tend to streamline the design-development-production process, are already in place at many companies. More will adopt them.

Data driven user experience, and the designs it inspires, are a basic part of a sound creative strategy, rooted in science and grounded in the realm of the target consumer. If you are a consumer, analyst, or seller of products and you have an interest in design, this book will show you how the design process should work—and why it sometimes fails. If you are today’s designer, this book will give you practical methods to guide your creative process, and the processes of designers on your team. Employing the principles I describe, you can create the kinds of products and features consumers clamor for, and happily use.


Chapter 2

What Is User Experience?

“Reinventing the wheel” is a cliché we’ve all heard. When we think up something “new,” then someone points out that it’s been in existence for generations, we know we’ve done the same thing as the toddler who thinks he’s the first one to notice the uses of things that roll. When the toddler fashions a makeshift “wheel” he thinks he’s changed the world. Then a grownup points out that the human race has been riding on wheels for ages. It’s a part of learning.

User experience has had this effect on the world of digital design. Consumers have been buying digital products for decades, but only in the last few years have digital designers started including the wants and needs of this audience in our calculations. Only now are we beginning to accept the idea that a normal user’s experience with a product should be a primary concern in the design process. In most other consumer-based fields, user experience is the main driver in product design, and always has been. Once someone thought up a product, the first question designers asked was: how can we make it into something people will use? This was true of watches and washing machines as it is of tool bars and wireless connections.

So why did it take so long for user experience to find its way into digital design? One reason is that the digital divisions in our society started early and essentially in a vacuum. In the 1970s, during the formative years of the digital revolution, designers were creating products for themselves, or people like themselves: ones with a technical background. Most digital devices and services were in labs, research facilities and data processing hubs. In those days “design” wasn’t a fully acknowledged specialty in the digital world. Every knowledgeable, inventive person in the digital community was a designer. When a computer filled a small building, and digital products were the purview of scientists, technicians, and institutions, there wasn’t much problem. Digital designers and their audience were on intimate terms. Often the audience was the designer. Almost all the people on both ends were creative tinkerers who thought nothing of working through complex instructions. They were accustomed to it.

In the 1980s, the first flood of PCs hit the market. These desktop miracles (cumbersome by today’s standards) required long-term maintenance contracts. Users often took courses on how to operate the appropriate software. As the general public entered the digital world, a gap opened between those who understood the terminology, and those who didn’t. The first digital divide was literally a language barrier.

Nevertheless, consumers persevered. After all, these machines could keep track of a household or business, reducing whole file cabinets to the size of a few floppy disks. The potential space savings alone attracted anyone who did a lot of paperwork. Soon, all kinds of people were working with digital tools in homes and offices. A few years later the Internet took off, becoming a commercial medium. This brought in video and audio components with innovative software whose interactive features invited users into the process. Now, many digitally designed products and services were artistic tools in and of themselves. From there it was just a few short steps to tablets, smart phones, and today’s booming market in apps for every occasion.

This illustrates the second reason for the chasm between designers and users: speed. In the digital design world, speed is a given that can’t be denied. Before consumers have fully digested 1.0, it’s eclipsed by 2.0, then 3.0. The advances come so fast that designers are inevitably several steps ahead of users. With many new products, users are just beginning to figure out many of the problems they’ve encountered when the update hits the market. The update may or may not solve the problems of the previous model, but it’s sure to bring in fresh glitches with every new feature.

For three decades consumers have been trying to keep abreast of these changes. They’ve learned everything from DOS to Twitter, but nothing helps. When faced with a new product with new commands and functions, they freeze into a state of near-shock. Panic overtakes them, leading them to either click on just about anything. This can result in frozen screens, crashing functions and plenty of user-based cursing. If the new product irritates them enough they’ll spend hours working around it simply to avoid the excruciating learning process.

Digital designers have always been way ahead of consumers. What we failed to realize was that this would ultimately have the same effect as being behind them: we were designing products they couldn’t use.

User experience is another name for something as old as invention itself. Over the centuries there have been many names; marketers in the last century called it “product testing.” Most of them had been in business long enough to know that a product had to do what the buyer wanted it to do, not what the designer decided it should do. Most designs originated, or were refined, through a process that constantly referred back to customer preferences and demands. These filtered up through the sales staff, to management, who then passed the information back into the loop, this time to their designers. If a company made a blender, customers might wonder why a machine that made milkshakes and purees couldn’t do other things. What about grinding meat or coffee beans? Or maybe it could mix up raw dough, and then form it into pasta. When management received these requests from consumers, they passed the ideas on to the design department. The designers knew what to do, and the food processor was born.

Digital products rely on information. They gather, record and use information to do almost anything. They were first developed in the technical world. Here, the products were tested in labs because, well, they were used in labs, or by people who worked in technical and/or academic areas. This created an insular culture that allowed Artistic Ego to flourish.

We learned a lot that way, but our isolation kept us from learning one vital thing: how to please consumers who valued a product’s function above all. Though we could always design more fascinating digital products, we paid little attention to what happened to them in the consumer’s world. We seldom even asked whether our target audience would find it worth the effort to learn how to use them. This continued through the late ‘90s.

User experience made some early inroads into digital design around the turn of the century. This was no accident; it was the result of everyday consumers invading the digital marketplace en masse. The number of online users grew from under a million worldwide in the early ‘90s to 45 million in 1996. In 2005 it passed a billion.

Whether we knew it or not, our field of digital design was moving from the specialized environment of techno-savvy users, into the world of mass marketing. Our clients were asking for products anyone could use. Web-based commerce boomed as the public gained a huge appetite for digital products. At first, consumers regarded many of these items, services and apps with wonder and awe. But as digital commerce became a part of everyday life, these new users began looking for the same qualities they’d treasured in other products: convenience, efficiency and ease. To many consumers, the most important criteria wasn’t beauty, power or intricacy; these people simply wanted something they could understand quickly, set up easily, and use without fear of complications. In many cases, they weren’t getting anything close to that.

This is still true today. In June 2012, Nathan Shedroff wrote on the website Boxes and Arrows: “There has been a reluctance for designers to embrace the idea of experience and I’m not sure why.” Mr. Shedroff goes on to describe the debate over whether an experience could be set up to give all users the same experience. He describes this debate as “ridiculous.” He’s right. Though a designer might be able to do this when creating a product for a small, familiar audience, in the consumer market users will find new applications the designer never even considered. The designer’s job is to design an item whose operation is as straightforward and transparent as possible. The easier it is to use a product, the easier it will be for the user to apply it to his or her needs. These applications will often turn up surprises the designer never saw coming. A good designer will learn from these surprises.

Many digital designers are waking up to the fact that they must take user experience into account. We must develop our skills of observation and become good listeners. Use of these skills will enable us to see products from the user’s point of view. Often this starts with an ‘aha’ moment.

For FICO User Experience Senior Manager Steve Dickman this ‘aha’ moment came years ago. One day he began to notice software users scribbling account numbers onto scraps of paper because their software didn’t connect with other software. “[If a user] were working on an account in one system and needed to see additional information about that account in the other system, the user would scribble the account number down then retype it into the other system,” Dickman recalls. This was in the days when the transition from character-based to Windows-based software was just beginning. A user “could run both systems in… Windows OS but it was not possible to cut and paste account numbers between the two systems.”

Seeing this inspired Dickman to begin work on “a design that simply added a function key in the character system that launched something at the back end that automatically opened the correct account in the Windows system.” Users could put their pens back in their pockets. Looking back on this time, Dickman says: “It was that little insight [that] set me on the path to the career I enjoy today."

Dickman was using the most basic principle of commerce: the customer always comes first. He saw people working to bridge the gap between products, and he recognized that the process was inefficient, and, even worse, frustrating. He knew that if a product stretched a user’s patience to the breaking point, the user would find a way to avoid its most confounding functions—or abandon the product altogether. A new product is supposed to improve the process and reduce workloads while making things flow more smoothly. Dickman noticed a juncture where the opposite happened. A function was missing. Something had to change. In a narrow sense, Dickman’s ‘aha’ moment led to a way to connect two pieces of software. In the long term, it helped him see a more substantial connection: the one between products and their users.

Thad Scheer, Managing Partner at Sphere of Influence, has witnessed many coworkers’ ‘aha’ moments. He says that these revelations increased “when we started being more assertive about doing ethnography. By forcing creative and technical people out of the studio and into the real world to shadow users and observe people using our software, it suddenly hits them that this design stuff really matters.”

These revelations aren’t confined to our random observations of consumers. Dane Petersen of Adaptive Path, one of the world’s leading user experience design studios, first saw the possibilities back in 2004, after driving from Oregon to San Francisco for a conference. “I slept in my car on the way,” Petersen recalls. “Adaptive Path was featured. I’d heard of them, but I didn’t know much about UX. This was the first place where I was introduced to it. I learned that there are ways people tend to… slice up reality. We can design software that adheres more closely to the way people think, rather than force them to adhere to our software, and think the way it does.”

Up until then, Petersen had worked in a development-oriented shop where UX was barely a blip. He’d served in various roles, including that of dealing with client issues over the phone. It was in that job that he saw the widening fault lines between designers and users. “One thing [users] needed to know was how to center text. They would ask this again and again. I knew [the problem was] more complicated.” Automatically, he would fall into technical jargon or the kind of talk better left in the lab. He would speculate on definitions of “center,” and how these might affect what users were doing. Then he realized: “They didn’t care. They just wanted to center their text.”

“Up until then, I’d seen [products and their functions] as lines of code on a screen. From that perspective, my habit was to think of what the code could do, not what the user would need to do...  The code had been my priority… Now my priorities shifted to the user. What did he or she need?”

Petersen grasped that, in its purest form, a UX approach would see a product entirely in terms of its users and their priorities. When a conflict arose between the needs of the product and the needs of the user, the user would always win.

“Rather than a single ‘aha’ moment, this happened over several days. [I learned] to pull the person and the product apart in my mind, seeing the product through that person’s eyes—that was what set my mind on fire. It changed the course of my career, setting me on a new path over the next four years.”

After returning from that San Francisco conference, Petersen founded a freelance design company. He worked with artisans and figured out everything he could about UX on his own. Four years later, he felt his unguided efforts reached their limit and he needed the dedicated resources of formal courses. In 2008, he began work in a Master’s Program in Human-Computer Interaction Design at Indiana University Bloomington.

“I didn’t have a way to go from being a webmaster to doing UX full time,” Petersen says now. “My development experience helped me make things, but I was starting to realize that I didn’t know what things to make… So I enrolled in the [Masters] program… where I went out in the field and talked to actual people, researching their needs… I still do it today.”

Sun Sachs, the Vice President for Product, Design & Engineering at Townsquare Media, was a pioneer in UX design, learning some of its most essential principles as long ago as the mid-1990s. “I was working as a bike messenger in downtown Seattle,” Sachs recounts, “and I had this idea to create a website experience that was fully immersive and took up the whole browser screen. I wasn’t thinking about consumers then, but I wanted to take the [user] through a choreographed set of experiences. I wanted it to be like… a restaurant, where you walk in, and the experience is designed to be consistent. I really wanted to do something totally different. This was back when most sites were just animated GIFs and graphics, and very squared off sites.” Sachs got the opportunity to make his idea work when a department head at his school asked him to redesign the department’s website. Sachs created his full screen experience, considering user needs at every turn. The site worked.

Sachs has had other epiphanies along the way. “At AOL we created a well-crafted, beautiful experience, with balance between text and images. Then we found [users] didn’t want that. They wanted text. It was hard to stomach because we’d done everything right. But people didn’t want it. That’s what designers sometimes miss. It’s not always true, but often their natural way of thinking is that, if we put things together the right way, properly organizing our hierarchies, and dividing information into digestible bits… that’s what matters. That’s basically correct, but sometimes what the user wants is counterintuitive to that kind of organizational thinking.”

What all designers must learn is that users are people. People are often irrational. Some of the uses they find for our products will strike us as being so obvious; we’ll wonder how we could’ve missed them. Others will seem illogical, and even counterproductive. But those uses give us key data on the desires and needs of people. That’s one of the many discoveries we’ve made while reinventing the wheel, so to speak.


Chapter 3

Art vs. Commerce

Few Westerners have witnessed the practice of forging the sacred katana, or Samurai sword. Through the centuries, the curved katana has remained a marvel of aesthetic beauty and skillful engineering, but to its maker, and to its owner, it is much more. Through a millennium of Japanese tradition, a Samurai’s finely honed sword has come to be seen as his soul. This deep meaning requires a perfect combination of form and function. The sword maker gives both blade and hilt the ideal shape and substance, while the Samurai warrior gives the sword its ultimate function.
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Figure 3 - Master Swordmaker Fujimura Kunitoshi starting to hammer tomahagane (first real step in sword making).

The sword maker works within the confines of a rigorous design, using a strictly defined process. He believes in the spiritual mystique of his artistically wrought product. The sword is art in the fullest sense: a pure expression of the artist’s individual truth. Yet it is also evidence of a culture’s truth. It is a definitive symbol of Japanese history and ideals. From the dawn of Japan’s cultural identity, Samurai’s have wielded their swords in defense of individual honor, and in opposition to the nation’s foes. It is the Samurai’s primary weapon when confronting wrongs within, or enemies without. This is art with a function. As the sword maker forges his product, he must combine its deepest spiritual aspects with what it is meant to do. After all, if the sword is dull, or otherwise badly made, its user might pay with his life. That’s a high price for any product.

Though most products don’t involve life-and-death consequences, the difficult relationship between the necessities of art and user needs has always been there. When one doesn’t fit the other, this relationship weakens, or ends. A streamlined, styled toaster might have award-winning looks, but what if it fails to make toast? Its creator may be puzzled about his design’s critical failure, but everyone else will know. In just about every field, novice artists are confronted with the conflict between work rising from their artistic visions, and work that pays the bills. A musician might have to choose between poorly paid gigs playing for enthusiastic fans, and high-priced studio work for TV commercials. A visual artist steals time from profitable website designs to finish a set of revolutionary paintings. An actress performs in a coffee commercial so she can justify playing roles without pay at her community theatre. An author spends his days writing press releases so he can work on his Great American Novel at night.

Up until now, digital design has been different. Like any artists, designers could come up with ideas anytime anywhere, but most of them didn’t have to wait until they got home to construct their creations. They were encouraged, and even required, to do it right there at work. It was their job. Obviously, user experience changes this, but maybe not as much as it seems.

Yes, even in the arts, work is work, and the line between artistic vision and commercial viability isn’t always that stark. The guitarist entering a studio to play background licks for a beer commercial might figure out a progression that fits his new song perfectly. The drummer might offer the guitarist a tryout for a spot in his new bar band. When a visual artist’s painting goes up in a gallery, an entrepreneur buys it, seeing one of its details as a logo for his company. On the stage of her community theatre, the actress creates a character and voice that fit perfectly with a car commercial. When she tries this out in a studio, the ad agency hires her to do a whole series of spots. The author’s press releases for his company become the inspiration for the format for his novel.

Art is always about life, and when commercial artwork becomes a part of life, art and commerce collide. Digital designers are in the middle of this collision, and its consequences are just becoming clear.

With the individual artist/designer, art begins with identity. Identity expresses itself in an artist’s personality and individual style. The primary raw material is memory: the accumulation of life experiences and their impressions. These impressions are where images, events and circumstances meet aesthetic sensibility, creating the artist’s individual perceptions. This gives form to one’s artistic identity. For an individual artist this identity is the ultimate truth.

But what happens to the artist in the world of commerce? Are the fruits of a purely artistic inspiration marketable? Must they be altered? Is any change a compromise with truth? Or can art adapt to the marketplace without losing its heart and soul? Within this last question lies another: What happens when artistic inspiration becomes the origin of a commercial endeavor? All of these questions play a pivotal role as consumer needs and desires meet the artist’s creative urge.

In my conversation with Andre Mohr, we talked about this conflict. Mohr’s work puts him at the forefront of digital design. He is Associate Creative Director at Frog Design, a global design firm specializing in connected experiences that span multiple technologies, platforms and media. Speaking with the experience of a career spent at the vortex of art, design and commerce, Mohr said: “With the intersection of design and technology, [designers] have an obligation to make technology approachable and useable because it touches everybody’s life... but as an artist I use my own tools and solve my own problems, and articulate them my way… I don’t have the constraints I would have in a commercial space.”

So on one hand, Mohr contends, the digital designer must act in the interest of the public, or of the client who sells consumer items to the public. If consumers are going to buy a digital product or service, they have to be able to use it. The designer needs to create methods to make this reasonably easy, even if the methods don’t perfectly fit his or her original artistic vision. On the other hand, the designer is also an artist. When freed from commercial limitations, the artist’s duty is to artistic identity—to one’s own individual truth. This is a truth based firmly in the artist’s unique perceptions of reality.

Mohr witnessed this conflict even in his childhood. He was raised in a household with a photographer and a photography stylist—practitioners of established arts where commercial and artistic motivations often converge, and sometimes conflict. “While the creative was there, the commercial world was never far away,” he recalls. “I dabbled in the creative space of everything growing up: drawing, graffiti, music.” Mohr’s artistic ideas carried him into the visual arts, primarily photography. His earliest professional work was with images. Visual arts have always had a strong technical side. A writer might get by with pen and paper, while an actor has a costume and make-up, but the rest comes from within. A visual artist creates a physical product that does physical things. Paintings, sculptures and photographs capture color, light and shadow. The visual artist shapes, shades, and arranges these to attract, repel and otherwise guide our eyes, just as a digital designer might arrange icons, toolbars and dashboards on a screen. Mohr was creating his own visuals, and when he entered the workplace, he brought the skills he’d developed in his art.

“I started as a visual designer,” Mohr says. “I’m good at making something visually desirable and aesthetically pleasing.” Mohr’s visual designs came at a time when photography was becoming increasing digital. Digital cameras would soon be commonplace, and software designers were coming up with early versions of Photoshop, and other image-based programs. “Once we had animation, I went from visual design to 3-D and things that could move. Eventually I ended up on the interactive side,” he says. That put him squarely in the path of the user. If tech-challenged consumers were going to use his designs, Mohr had to understand these new users. “As a designer, I must understand needs and problems,” explains Mohr. “In order to make something useable I must put myself in someone else’s shoes.”

Growing up in a family where the art-commerce question was a constant presence, Mohr already had some understanding of the link between artistic products and commercial requirements. He’d seen the two meet, but what happens when the designer—whose approach has always been purely artistic—is confronted with users who demand easy functions, but don’t care much about inspired creations and forms? How does a designer preserve his inner truth and artistic identity in this process?

Though artistic identity is an extension of individual identity, they’re not the same thing. The creation is a representation of the artist. It reflects the artist’s thoughts, hopes, frustrations and emotions. It expresses something unique and personal. The fit between this and consumer needs is seldom perfect. On more than one occasion, I’ve been asked to alter aspects of a product because it didn’t align with a client’s business strategy. I’ve had to adapt designs to fit user expectations about image, operation and function. At times, this affected me emotionally. I felt that any change in the product was a change in my vision, and my vision was my truth—in other words, my self.

Inside me, a conflict was brewing between my singular vision of truth and our common social reality. As I came to recognize that, I also found that my perspective is not in a fixed place—it evolves daily, changing with whatever new things I learn. This new knowledge inevitably finds its way into the products I design. Ultimately, these designs spring from my artistic vision, but the tweaks and details come from what I learn in daily life.

During our conversation, I noticed that Mohr tended to put his commercial work on one side, and his personal artistic work on the other, but this is more a case of categorizing projects, than building a wall between them. The two sides do conflict—sometimes to the detriment of artistic concerns—but he balances that against some surprising benefits. “I want to do more art projects,” Mohr reveals, “but when I do my own work, instead of enjoying the passion and freedom of art, I find myself asking: why? The commercial side [of my work] has damaged my artistic thinking. There’s a foundational difference between an artist and a designer, but the more challenges an artist has, the more creative you have to be to come up with a solution that goes beyond the baseline. This is when we create delight for the user.” Mohr attaches a great deal of importance to this delight, and he’s right to do so. This unquantifiable quality is where a user’s experience best reflects the designer’s unique vision.

Creativity is the ability to see connections and relationships where others may not. As a product designer, you bring an artist’s sensibility to commercial tasks. Your job is to harness your creative thoughts to solve problems. Your goal is to maximize a product’s aesthetic attractions and its functionality, while giving users easy ways to exploit those features. These concerns should apply not only to the look and feel of a product, but also to how it will work. The designer must reach an understanding of how and why consumers will decide to buy this thing.

Many people have the misconception that design deals with the aesthetic surface details, and that design decisions apply only to a product’s looks. Design is far more than the size and color of buttons or the placement of a handle or screen. Design defines the user’s experience with a product. It involves decisions about everything from outer appearance to power sources. When designers ignore their users, they are turning their backs on a primary component in the life of their product. Without the consumer, the product is nothing more than unrealized potential. It might catch the eye, or appeal to our other senses, but what good is a beautiful product that never leaves the shelf? The designer’s personal vision becomes a moot point if no one wants the creation.

For artists in almost every field, the most frightening aspect of artistic identity is the mystery of source. Few—if any—of us have any notion of where our ideas come from. Not knowing the source, we can only hope our ideas will keep coming. The fear of running dry tomorrow is common to all creative occupations. A composer experiences it when he no longer hears new melodies in her head. An author wakes up with writer’s block. An actor’s confidence suddenly gives way to crippling stage fright.

Some of this is inevitable, but creativity can often be harnessed and steered if we approach it as a problem-solving process. If we have a process, we can use the same scientific method found in the laboratory, employing questions and behaviors designed to elicit innovative solutions.

The scientist starts with a prime objective, often in the form of a research question. The question addresses a problem or subject. To answer it, the scientist gathers all pertinent empirical data. He or she looks at this data and whatever previous interpretations others have drawn from it. The scientist then steps back, objectively examines what’s there, and encourages fresh viewpoints by injecting new concepts or perspectives. This usually produces new and different results.

Though their methods are less conscious and deliberate, fine artists work in pretty much the same way. Initially the designer or artist will experiment in a seemingly random manner, collecting ideas and developing techniques through reading and/or experimentation. Gradually, a particular issue or question will emerge from this, dictating further research and experimentation. When the process works, it creates the connections that allow the artist to identify and articulate a tentative problem. The artist explores this, refining the problem into a question or a well-defined issue in design. He or she uses artistic experimentation to find answers and solutions, much as a scientist would experiment with various formulas. Often, one answer leads to more questions, more answers, and so on. If several of these answers result in related designs and products, these are works created in a series. Each effort solves certain problems and suggests issues to be dealt with in the next phase of questioning and/or experimentation.

Working in a series is the most important stage of the design process. The ability to experiment, to learn from and value mistakes, and to build on these experiences, is the hallmark of successful, creative individuals. This is true in everything from cosmology to poetry. In digital product design and development this process is called “design iteration.”

Design iteration encourages designers to apply the qualitative data drawn from user testing to design more effective user experiences. While the designer knows what uses he or she had in mind when creating the product, the testing data will reveal what users actually do once they have it. Most people first see the word “design” as a noun: a process with distinct, well-defined steps. But in design iteration “design” transforms into a verb, taking a more active tone. It is continuous action, evolution and experimentation, which adds value to brands and products.

Digital design is an art form. This is reflected in the creativity, designs and products that emerge from our field. Though the newest phones, tablets and apps may seem like standardized consumer products, each emerge from a creative process employing artistic impulse, experimentation and refinement. They spring from artistic urges, but must serve the needs of the marketplace. While this might encourage a conflict between art and commerce, a well-thought-out process can manage that conflict, using these two motivations to maximize both creativity and benefits.

User experience is an essential aspect in the future of digital design. We’ve scaled Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, reaching self-actualization. We build behaviors and personality into products, testing prototypes on users, while broadening our definition of validated design solutions. The old adage, “design for design’s sake,” should always be considered when developing a consumer product’s design strategy. But today’s designer must also ask questions like: Will each design element make sense to the user? Can this script be simplified? Are these dropdown menus difficult for a user to interpret?

The maker of a Samurai sword experiences the artistic urge within a well-defined structure of skills, materials and beliefs. The katana is a highly stylized product that must meet rigorous standards. Yet it must also have the potential to become the individual soul of its eventual owner. In that sense, its designer must have the highest sensitivity to the user’s experience. Yet few would ever dare to deny that the sword maker’s process is anything less than high art.

A well-planned process answers many core questions, and often clarifies details. Processes may vary, but the successful ones share one quality: they reveal what works and what doesn’t. This is the most essential component for progressive change in any creative effort, whether it’s commercial, artistic, or both.


Chapter 4

Understanding Your Audience

Long ago, my dad and I would watch the classic comedy team of Mel Brooks and Carl Reiner on TV. We’d argued about which was our favorite: straight man Reiner, or Brooks, whose jokes never ended.

Their main bit was one about an interview with a 2000-year-old man. Reiner, the interviewer, would ask Brooks, the old man, why people in ancient times did the things they did. Why did they travel? Why did they watch the skies? Why did they fight? Why did they love? Why did they invent things? Why did they do anything at all? Reiner wondered. Having survived two millenniums, the old man knew exactly why: “Mostly fear.” The 2000-year-old man made the claim that fear was the prime motivation for just about every human behavior. It got you up in the morning, and then prompted you to kill your breakfast before it killed you. It was the reason for marriage, learning, procreating, and even transportation. “Fear transported you?” Reiner would ask. “Naturally,” said Brooks. “When a lion would growl, you’d run two miles in a minute. Fear was the main propulsion.”

When a digital product falls into the hands of a digitally challenged user, we can see the 2000-year-old man’s dictum at work. When we have that first chance to delight the users with surprise, it is also the time when their fear is as basic as breathing. Why? Because of past experience dealing with products, and the unknown (and sometimes baffling) mechanics of products.

First, the unknown: Users know that they don’t know. They’re ready to profess ignorance, but they don’t see how that will do any good. They wonder if anyone really knows...or cares.

While we may be part of a generation that’s grown up with computers and cell phones, there are plenty who’ve come before us who are completely frustrated by these items which are now considered everyday tools. When a user starts programming a new cell phone, he follows instructions, but has no idea how his actions make the phone work. Commanded by onscreen messages, and mechanical voices, he pushes the button he’s told to push, or speaks when he’s prompted to say something. He keys in numbers and letters, reacts to prompts, and enters personal information about job and family, creating an individual program that suits his needs. This is fine until he does something that doesn’t work. When the phone freezes up, and he can’t even punch in a number, he realizes that he’s reached the unknown. That’s the last thing he wants. He feels as if he’s done something wrong, and he’s afraid to admit it. He doesn’t understand this phone. It’s a complete mystery. It’s obviously complex, its workings are hidden, and its operating principles must be in a language that only a genius could fathom.

The same thing happens to another user installing new software on her tablet. She downloads, follows the first installation instructions, and suddenly everything stops. She looks at the screen, examines the keys, and knows she’s totally lost. She feels incompetent and powerless. She sets the tablet down and walks away. She may be moving slower than the guy who was fleeing the lion two thousand years ago, but her motivation is similar: she wants to put some distance between herself and the unknown. Anything that can stir up that many negative feelings is a suitable object for fear. Could it also produce a delightful surprise? Yes, but first we must get her past that roadblock of fear.

Both of these users are in the dark. They’ve been using digital products all their lives, but neither one knows the first thing about how they work. Which brings us to the second source of fear: past experience. They’ve been through this before. The recollection of previous frustrations just adds to their fear. They eventually found other products that worked, but they can’t remember exactly how they did it. What they do recall is service line phone calls with endless hold times, websites they didn’t understand, and the embarrassment that accompanies ignorance about current technology. They are afraid of the dark.

Though once-rampant technophobia has receded in recent years, in its wake comes a flood of lesser fears. As a society, our paranoia about digital functions and connections has ebbed. This can be seen in a shift in individual attitudes, allowing many former technophobes to overcome their fears, and go online. But the fear of new products is nothing new. Consumers will always shy away from products whose complexity and fragility seems threatening. The most common threat is that of unknown and seemingly mysterious functions. An average user is still afraid of purchasing a new product, only to realize an hour later that he or she has no idea how to make it work. A psychologist might call this “function phobia.”

Any digital designer aiming at a general audience should consider the fear factor. When a product promises to satisfy needs and produce delight in its user, but that user has no clue of how it works, when something goes wrong—even something minor—the first response is often paralysis. Whether a user gets over that paralysis, or not, the memory of it remains, reinforcing fears of all things digital. Understanding this fear requires empathy. Empathy is often the strongest link between satisfied users and successful designers. Feeling what your users feel will lead you to design products that quell their fears.

*        *        *

From the horse-and-buggy era to our current world of nanotechnology, the United States has been a leader in user experience design. Our inventors have always been busy. We see this in a long line of developments, from Edison’s light bulb in the 19th century to Jobs’ array of Apple products in the 21st century.

But who made these electrically powered items easy to use? That would start with Harvey Hubbell II. Hubbell came up with the two items we needed to safely bring electricity into our homes. First, he invented the chain switch for electrical devices. This evolved into flick switches and button controls. Then, after Hubbell noticed that it took a trained electrician to connect and disconnect all these new wonders from their power sources, he went back to his drawing board and gave us today’s plugs and electrical outlets. Hubbell is largely forgotten, but his inventions are the gates to our modern era. Even most of our wireless products get their power through plugs and outlets.

Hubbell was far from alone in his concern for the users of innovative technology. The first automobiles were high-priced toys built for wealthy men who loved to tinker with machinery. When the earliest carmakers customized their products to the needs of these rich enthusiasts, they were responding to the only market they could find. Building cars one-by-one was a costly, time-intensive job. These pioneer automakers sold individually designed Reos, Duryeas and other now-forgotten makes, to the rich hobbyists, or to those consumers who could keep skilled mechanics on retainer. Often a user bought the car then repaired and retooled it to match his changing needs. When these methods led to innovations creating the potential for a simple, inexpensive, mass-produced car, Henry Ford came up with the auto assembly line to manufacture the Model T. This basic car offered a stripped-down, inexpensive and utilitarian alternative to the earlier customized plaything. Within a year, Ford was manufacturing more than half the automobiles made in America. Others quickly followed.

Though Americans have a well-deserved reputation as tinkerers and inventors, when we become consumers, most of us prefer ready-made products to the complexities of do-it-yourself assembly. In Ford’s era, people took to the new telephone more easily when it arrived fully assembled, with even the wiring and connections done for them. Today, many users feel the same way about digital products. They want familiar navigations bars, readable fonts and immediate compatibility with related products. Consumers are seldom digital enthusiasts; they like the technology when it saves them time and effort, not when it demands more of those resources.

A good example of an early technological product’s transition from tinkerer’s plaything to everyday necessity is the radio. Like today’s build-it-yourself PCs, with their motherboards, fans, and graphic cards, the standard 1910 radio set was something you put together on your own. It contained crystals, tubes, amps, switches, wires, and all the rest. Early radio was an interactive medium whose users talked as much as they listened. Most radio transmissions were meant to be point-to-point, so most sets came with transmitters. As with the pre-Model T automobiles, these radio kits were often seen as toys. The main difference was in the age brackets of the users. Parents bought build-it-yourself radios as Christmas gifts for their precocious children. Few adults bothered with such gadgets. The radios required proper assembly and constant maintenance, and the only way to listen to them was through earphones—just right for a technology-obsessed kid at the dawn of the 20th century. A radio set was a fine adventure, but its design had a long way to go if it was to become a shared family activity.
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Figure 4 - Pericaud galena radio set, circa 1910, designed to receive clock signals.

In more recent decades, digital devices have followed a similar path starting as novelties and evolving into basic consumer products. The first version of the modern PC arrived on the market over thirty years ago. In the age of the mainframe, these early home computers seemed incredibly small, but by later standards they were complicated monsters. A basic system with hard drive, keyboard, printer and monitor took up enough space to fill half an office, and cost a few thousand dollars. Many of them came with mini-courses on how they worked, and tips for quick fixes to prevalent problems. Their software was exacting, while their hardware was fragile and given to incomprehensible glitches. The machines were good for word processing, calculating and some limited graphics, but not much else. Writers, accountants and researchers would struggle through long sets of directions, and lengthy periods of down time. Most potential buyers waited for something uncomplicated with more uses.

Fifteen years later something easier happened. With it came an explosion of new functions that would soon put computers in nearly every home and office. The progression was a lot like that of radio in the 1910s and 1920s. As radio technology advanced, so did the medium’s popularity. In 1920, a few intrepid entrepreneurs set up real stations. They quickly found listeners and designed programming to attract them. Radio grew up quickly. Soon whole families wanted to listen in their living rooms. The new, family-friendly sets looked like stylish furniture. Housed in wooden cabinets, each one had an amplifier and speaker so everyone could hear. These ready-to-use radios arrived on the market in 1921. Three years later commercial stations were flooding the airwaves from coast-to-coast.

In a modern parallel, the PC remained something of a novelty through the 1980s, but the ‘90s brought Windows and the Internet. For tech-challenged consumers, the simplicity of Windows made the PC accessible, while email and the explosion of Internet services made it a necessity.

In their book, Handbook of Usability Testing, Jeffrey Rubin and Dana Chisnell write: “… what makes something usable is the absence of frustration in using it.” This is a principle we all know instinctively. Most consumers prefer blissful ignorance when it comes to the digital devices they use every day. Whenever users buy a product whose inner workings mystify them, they want to be able to turn it on and have it work right away.

In today’s marketplace this seems like a natural expectation. A product might have some sections that must be fitted together, a handle that needs mounting, or a software application from a disk or the web, but once it’s unboxed or downloaded, every requirement beyond the on/off function holds the possibility of frustration. If a designer doesn’t take this into account, he or she risks failure. Users want products to serve them. If users begin to feel as if they’re serving the product, their frustration can easily build into anger, and even rage. In the world of salesmanship, frustration and anger are enemies. Rage is often fatal. Ease is the Holy Grail.

Most consumers don’t know a RAM stick from a GUI, but they do know how to make themselves heard. They do it with complaints, feedback, focus groups, and, most of all with money. As consumers, we are willing to pay for ease, reliability and an accurate fulfillment of our expectations. We don’t like to pay for problems. If we find a brand that’s easy to use, we stick with it. Apple’s decade-long resurgence has been based on that exact idea.

With the advent of email and the Internet, new users flooded the PC market. They loved the new digital possibilities, but they demanded ease. Apple recognized these new digital consumers and was in a good position to give them what they wanted. The company was already grounded in the notions of utilitarian simplicity; all they had to do was bring products designed by this principle to hundreds of millions of human beings who wanted an easy portal into the online world.

Tim Brown describes the core dynamic of this in his book, Change by Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations and Inspires Innovation: “An organization that commits itself to the human-centered tenets of design is practicing enlightened self-interest. If it does a better job of understanding its customers, it will do a better job of satisfying their needs.”

As consumers, we are making new and different sorts of demands, we relate differently to brands and we expect to participate in determining what will be offered to us…

Today’s digital designer lives in an increasingly user-centered world. A designer must look past the workplace and beyond personal inclination. He or she must envision their product in the hands of a user who knows nothing about its inner workings, and everything about what he or she wants it to do. Today’s successful designer knows users intimately enough to see the world through their eyes. This isn’t just a matter of studying ethnography or demographics. The best designers learn what’s in the heart and soul of a user. They learn how these factors should affect their decisions about where to put the “play” button, or how big a toolbar should be. They know how to empathize.

Empathy is seldom easy, but it’s simpler and more straightforward when you’re empathizing with people you know. Understanding and identifying with the emotions of friends and family is a more direct process than making the same kinds of connections with total strangers. Anyone who wants to successfully appeal to a wide audience must learn to empathize in a more general sense. For a designer, this means thinking about aspects of the product that almost all users will experience in similar ways. The most obvious example is the on/off switch. On most physical and virtual devices this is the user’s first experience: turning it on and off. If he or she can’t do that with ease and comfort, the product has surely failed.

I’ve mentioned Dane Petersen at Adaptive Path who spoke about the “personas” they employ in their design process. Personas are fictional users whose needs reflect those of a broader audience. A persona might not represent the entire market for a product, but his or her needs, desires and technical abilities should reveal a lot about user experience. As Petersen describes it, “The point [of personas] was to establish basic archetypes of their users so we could get a more accurate sense of what they wanted and needed in any program or app.”

Personas must begin with people. When creating a persona, a designer might start with someone he or she knows. It might be one or several personalities, but whatever the number they must form a composite of a believable human being with abilities, needs and wants that coincide with the purpose of the proposed design. The designer should be able to picture this person, to hear their voice, and see their face. Most importantly, the designer must be able to imagine this person using the product for the first time.

The principle behind personas is nothing new to advertisers, promoters, or anyone else whose job it is to sell to the general public, but that principle takes on added meaning in the digital world. It’s one thing to imagine a composite with the goal of making sales. It’s another to consider that composite as a flesh-and-blood person mastering an intricate product’s uses. Any useful composite persona must be real enough to engage the designer’s empathy, but broad enough to represent a wide range of users.
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Figure 5 - User personas can be instrumental in defining the users experience.

One of the pioneers of personas is interactive design consultant, Alan Cooper, founder of a company that bears his name. In one of his blog posts, Cooper recalls designing a project management program in the early ‘80s. He describes his creation of a fictional user based on a real employee at an advertising company. He named this new persona after her real-life model: Kathy. Her job was to assure that projects were properly staffed, and that the staffers were being used to their full potential. She was obviously a member of the target audience for Cooper’s new program. “I would engage myself in a dialogue, play-acting a project manager, loosely based on Kathy requesting functions and behavior from my program,” Cooper writes. “I often found myself deep in those dialogues, speaking aloud, and gesturing…”

Cooper goes on to say that this “play-acting” technique was successful because it helped him with issues of functionality. The more he imagined Kathy operating the program, the better he could identify the frequency and importance of various functions and uses.

Putting a name and face on a user helps, even if the user is fictional. Once you see this made-up user, you must identify his or her needs. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs serves as a good guide. Is your product aimed at the most basic requirements of sustenance and shelter? Or does it protect the user from some threat or problem? Can this product serve a family, or some larger social unit? Does it contribute to one’s sense of belonging? Can it contribute to self-esteem, or even self-actualization? The levels in Maslow’s model help us identify a product’s place in its users’ lives. If we can identify where a product fits into a user’s daily experience, we can better understand the most likely circumstances for its use. This analysis helps us learn how to adapt the product’s design to a wider audience, made up of individuals who have needs similar to that of our persona. This is how we make the leap from a singular empathy aimed at a specific user, to a more general empathy that allows us to design for a crowd.

A helpful and surprising tool for this comes from an unlikely source: the world of theatre. Nearly a century ago in Russia, actor-director Konstantin Stanislavski created a new way for actors to perform. Actors know it today as “The Method.” His system attempted to explore characters, actions and motivations from both sides: inside out and outside in. He looked at the art of acting the same way. As classical English actor Sir John Gielgud wrote, Stanislavski taught “how to work with the imagination, to build a performance from within,” and “how to regard the audience so that one can control their actions at certain times and allow them to take control at others.”1

Controlling users is a given. Every product and service comes with built-in limitations. Design choices limit it further. When we first think up a product, we immediately imagine various features that help it achieve its purpose. If there’s an audio component, we think of speakers or ear buds. With video we consider the screen. Is the appearance pleasing? Are the buttons the right colors? Does the dashboard make navigation smoother? Like anyone else, a designer will initially consider these things in selfish terms: How would I do this? Most first versions of designs will reflect this point of view. The on/off mechanism is the way the designer would want it for optimum use. The same is true of volume, contrast, motion controls, and so on. When the design is exactly the way you, the designer, would want it, it means you’re in control. Controlling your user is more difficult. This is where the designer’s touch must be firm, yet light. You must look at both user and product, and find the places where functions and needs coalesce into satisfaction, and ultimately delight.

When an aspect of your design survives and is featured in the final product (and many aspects will), then, like Stanislavski’s method actor, you are controlling your audience’s actions. But when you revise your design to fit the user’s criteria, you allow your audience to take control. Stanislavski’s method recognizes the need for this too. He encourages actors to use their imagination to identify the moments when each is appropriate.

As designers, we use these moments to surprise our users in ways that wash away their fears. In the initial phases of imagining, we designers are on our own. Though the need might come from the potential users of a product, the first perception of a solution is ours. As you examine the problem and have your first inklings of how to solve it, you are your own test user. Though you may picture others with the product, you are assigning their actions. You create their problems from your own knowledge, observation and experience. Inevitably, your imagination is only as good as you want it to be. This is when you are in complete control of the audience, but that’s only because your only real audience is you.

Empathy carries you beyond that to the world of real people. As you extend your imagination to others, you begin to ask questions. You carry the design from your interior thoughts to the external world. Most designs have components that are already out there: hardware items, like screens, speakers, keypads, and software basics, such as menus, buttons, icons, and all the rest. You should always take into account how prospective users are already using these things. Their experience informs your design by showing you what they’re likely to do. Should the cord be shorter? Should the keypad be larger? Will seniors be the biggest market? If so, are the visuals suited for those with aging eyes? Have you designed audio with older, impaired ears in mind? Does it have a traditional appearance? Or are you aiming for grade school kids? Do you want it to look as if it just arrived from the future? Do the kids like a strong bass in the audio? Should there be two screens for visuals? Is it for business people? Will they want video conferencing? Can they use this to display their services in the most attractive way possible?

Users know what they want to do; the digital designer knows the inner workings of how it might get done. This is where audience meets design. This is your chance to surprise your audience, evoking joy and delight. Like the actor, you want to stand at that juncture where character meets the crowd. There you can exercise control of the design’s direction, while reacting to audience cues. Your emulation of the actor continues as long as you pay attention. As a designer, you are performing on the stage of commerce. As you internalize the role, you hear the audience. Instead of laughing at jokes, crying at disasters, and humming the tunes, they are clicking on icons, reading dropdown menus, and reacting to audio prompts. The play is the world we’re all living in. The product is the part, and it’s yours to play. The reactions are those of your audience. Sometimes you direct the audience, other times they give you direction.

An actor might play the part with sadness, comedy, or with ever-shifting nuance. If the playgoers get restless and shift in their seats, the actor turns the performance up a notch to regain their attention. If they seem too sleepy and comfortable, the performer reaches into his or her experience to create a sense of alarm. A designer might use option bars, filter adjustments, opacity adjustments or any other method to control user experience in similar ways.

Acting exercises are useful, but in the end, user experience design takes Stanislavski’s method deeper. In the end, we are all users. That fact is the best source for our empathy. Our play is life, where we all perceive, learn, grow and find tools to fit our uses, and uses to fit our tools. As users, we all have needs. A designer must look within his or her self and find the inner user. That’s where true connection with your audience begins, with all the delight that goes with it.

 



1 * An Actor Prepares, by Konstantin Stanislavski, Translated by Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood, Introduction by Sir John Gielgud, Theatre Arts Books, New York, 1936.


Chapter 5

UX Psychology I—Decisions and Dogs

Products are designed for people. Even if a product only operates inside something else where no one ever sees it, if it doesn’t do something that affects humans, it never gets built. People buy a product for various reasons. They might need it or they may just want it. It could be a present for a friend—or for one’s boss. It might be something they never would’ve missed if they’d never experienced it, but will quickly become a welcomed, and sometimes integral, part of their lives. Sometimes the line between necessity and desire blurs. Whatever other motivations they have, people also buy a product because the provider makes the effort to sell it to them.

A retailer uses various methods to market products to his or her customers. These methods are products of design. Whether it’s right up the street or online, the store is designed to entice us. Shelves, pages, routes, even checkout lines and the checkout segment of a website (especially checkout), are set up to encourage more sales. If you’re buying an outdoor grill, you’re immediately presented with charcoal, lighter fluid, brushes and outdoor cooking utensils. If you want lipstick, the display also offers mascara, blush and dozens of other makeup items. When we’re buying a rap music app for our mobile phone, we quickly learn about other apps aimed at bringing more tunes into our ears. All of this happens by design, but what’s informing the designer? Psychology.

Marketing always was, and always will be, a mind game. Though most of us only meet marketing at the point when we see, hear about, or buy the item, it begins long before that. Marketing starts with the product and the product starts with design. A good designer will think of the product not just in terms of function and aesthetics, but also in terms of sales. How will the user first experience this item? Can its image attract him or her when displayed on a monitor or the screen of a smart phone? Will it look good on a shelf in a store? What features can be emphasized or muted to better connect with the consumer?

This is where product meets perception, and perception is all about the mind—once again: psychology. Though we begin with the idea for a product, as soon as we start thinking about what the product does, we must also think about the person who’s using it. Will this app for airline flight changes fit easily on the harried traveler’s smart phone screen? Will this smart oven alert the multi-tasking cook when the roast is medium rare?

But psychology doesn’t stop with basic functions. Your product might work well in theory, but is it attractive to its audience? Is it fun? Does it bring enjoyment? Should the traveler’s app look and sound alarming, prodding her to speed up so she’ll make it to her flight on time? Or should the display be totally neutral? When the cook checks the roast is he surprised and pleased to see a screen giving him precise information about internal temperature, moisture and fat saturation, and a dozen other factors? Or would that be too much data, which would only serve to confuse him?

For the user, the product’s psychology begins with first experience. This might be online, in a store, in a colleague’s office, or at a friend’s home.  It could be on the street or in a restaurant. Wherever that experience happens, the product should make a good initial impression, which starts with perception. When the consumer first encounters the product what does he or she see? Is it surprising? Gratifying? Does it look like fun? As this impression forms, does the user get the feeling this product will do what it’s meant to do?

Often these first impressions don’t involve any direct participation by the potential user. The best impressions sometimes come from seeing someone else use it. A guy is sitting next to you at a ballgame and you notice that he seems to be watching a video of a puppy on his iPad. When you ask him about it, he says: “That’s not a recording. I’m looking at what my new puppy is doing right now. I’ve only left him alone a couple of times.” You both glance at the screen and see the pup start chewing the rug. The guy hits a button, then snaps: “No!” into the phone. Onscreen, the puppy stops chewing, cocks his ears, and leaves the rug behind. The guy says into the phone: “Good boy!” Onscreen, the puppy wags his tail. Any dog owner is already smiling. This is a product he wants. Once he gets it, if it works the way he thinks it will, he’ll soon feel that he has to have it.

Though we tend not to think of ourselves as animals, we are. Though we make our own choices whenever we have to, most of our actions are automatic responses to cues. In each case we may have decided how to react the first, second and third times, but after that the decision became a rote response. Like the onscreen dog, we react to the cue by performing a learned routine with the expectation of a reward. The dog hears the correcting voice, stops the behavior, and receives his master’s approval.  We do the same thing. It’s a basic part of our psychology.

The process of cue-routine-reward is called a habit loop. This is a variation of the stimulus-response-reward cycle neurologists use. It’s at the core of much of human behavior. Like the dog, we establish these loops because we want things. A good designer looks at what we want and adapts the product to cue us. A well-designed cue leads us to use the product in a way that gets us what we want.

As a designer approaches the psychological aspects of a product, the first thing to keep in mind is simplicity. Psychologist Susan Weinschenk has written a list of basic principles covering the psychology of design. Her first is: “People don’t want to work and think more than they have to.” Designed products should be easy to use and produce the expected result. Her list also reminds us that people make mistakes and have limitations. With this point in mind, the designer should make the product as forgiving as possible. A product should never require actions that the average user isn’t capable of doing.

This doesn’t mean that every designer must shape every product to the lowest common denominator. If you come up with new and improved software for reading MRI scans, you don’t do it with the expectation that an untrained volunteer will be doing the scan. Think of a person who has the training to operate the current software. Consider the knowledge and background necessary to use your design. If the people who will be using your product are already accustomed to navigation through complicated routines, simplicity remains an ongoing principle but you also have the freedom to design something more complex. Your users will still have limitations but they will also have the necessary skills to have a successful experience with your product. They will still make mistakes, but if you’ve adapted your design to their abilities, they will also have the knowledge and context to correct their errors.

The main thing is to design a product that does what people want it to do. Scanners, travel apps, smart phones and smart ovens all have one thing in common: they perform functions that we need and/or desire. Products are for people and people will use them to do things with other people. The traveler is flying off to see friends, or lie on a beach, or attend a business conference. All her potential destinations are likely to involve others. The cook’s roast is for his whole family. The technician is doing the MRI on a patient. The information on his screen will go to doctors and other medical personnel. As Weinschenk writes: “People will always use technology to be social. This has been true for thousands of years.”

Though a habit loop has only three components—cue, routine and reward—those components aren’t always simple. The most common area for complication is the routine. Even the simplest routine involves a task or function, and there is often more than one. We all do many routine tasks every day. Some are so basic, and learned so early, that many of us don’t even recall how we learned them. Tying one’s shoes is a good example. For a small child this is complex. She has to learn to differentiate which shoe goes on which foot. When the shoes are on, she then has to pull the laces snug, tie a particular kind of knot somewhat similar to the one used on a ribbon in gift-wrapping. Many kids struggle with this but virtually all of them learn it, quickly making it into a routine that will last a lifetime.

Cooking the family dinner is more complex. Even with a smart oven, within that roast lies a mysterious set of possibilities, as with the side dishes that go with it. A cook must consider spices, textures, heat sources and methods, and timing. A kitchen full of handy utensils complicates the task even more. The whole thing would seem worthy of a professional with advanced degrees, yet many amateurs do a fine job on this every night. For them it’s simply part of a routine.

A successful routine can smooth over complex actions. Learning the actions in their proper order might require some effort, but if the reward is clear, we do what’s necessary. Once we’ve integrated the separate actions into a complete routine, complexity seems simple. We do the routine the same way every time. We don’t have to think. When M.I.T. neuroscientist Ann Graybiel monitored brain activity in rats navigating a maze, she wasn’t surprised when their initial efforts were slow. The newcomers stopped, sniffed, probed and took their time—yet their brains were working like mad, processing every twist and turn. What was more intriguing was how their brains reacted, as the maze became a routine. As the rats learned the route, they sped up until they could run it at a breakneck pace, but their brain activity plummeted. As their proficiency increased they could do more, think less, and maybe approach a rodent’s version of the runner’s high. Tying shoes seems simple, running a maze can be convoluted, and cooking dinner seems downright intricate. All three involve sequences of action.

In his February 2012 New York Times article, “How Companies Learn Your Secrets,” Charles Duhigg writes: “This process, in which the brain converts a sequence of actions into an automatic routine, is called ‘chunking’.” When learning a new task we often express this concept another way: taking one thing at a time. The child does it by initially learning which shoe goes on which foot—the laces come later. The cook has learned it in thousands of little lessons over a lifetime. He might start by looking in the refrigerator, or going to the supermarket—programming the smart oven comes later. When entering the maze, the rat figures it out with all that sniffing and probing. As they transform learning into routine, all three stop thinking and just do it.

Before a user acts, he or she must decide to act, so sequences of actions often require multiple decisions. The child might have several pairs of shoes, so she decides which pair. Once the shoes are on her feet, she decides how snug to pull the laces. If she’s gained some skill at this shoe-tying business, she might know a couple of different knots. Which one will she use this time? The cook’s dinner requires countless decisions, from which roast to buy to how thick he wants to slice it.

Though most of us would say we want conscious control over any decision that affects us, in practice we don’t. In the real world, we constantly look for ways to narrow our options. Our aim is to make the choice easier without sacrificing quality. When choosing what movie to see, we may be swayed by Oscar nominations, or other well-known accolades. When deciding what TV to buy, we check ratings on consumer websites, reducing our options from hundreds to two or three. Or we might go with routine. The last three times our typical traveler chose Acme Airlines and safely arrived at her destination, so this time she flies Acme without even looking at alternatives.

Whenever we are performing a new set of actions that we expect to do again and again, we look for easily repeatable patterns. We consider alternatives and make choices, but those choices are aimed at creating the repeatable pattern. Once we have that pattern, the choices are no longer choices. They are the learned reactions of a user who, when faced with the prospect of reevaluating every decision, has better things to do.


Chapter 6

UX Psychology II—Why Users Settle for Less

The presentation of too many choices is often the bane of digital design. With a brand new TV, this might happen with the menus for picture quality. When the user gets the TV home and turns it on, he gets a pale imitation of the sharp, bright screen he saw in the store. No problem. A display is already appearing, inviting him to begin the setup. The user clicks through screens for color, brightness, contrast, hue, and so on.

Instead of leading to simple controls, each of these takes him to a screen with more specialized choices. This might be fun for a visual designer, but our user is an accomplished pianist who wouldn’t know UX from UI. The user studies several items, and quickly feels acute data overload. He tries different settings, but each only makes things worse. As confusion overtakes him, he finds himself paralyzed by indecision. Finally, he concludes that the default picture is fine.

A year later, his new girlfriend asks him: “Couldn’t we brighten that screen up a bit?”

“I guess so,” he says, his subconscious knocking up against vaguely unpleasant memories. “But I kinda like it the way it is.”

This is a classic example of cognitive dissonance, or, as Merriam-Webster defines it: “psychological conflict resulting from incongruous beliefs and attitudes held simultaneously.” The term originated with social psychologist Leon Festinger who coined it in 1957 to describe the behavior of a UFO cult whose supposed extraterrestrials failed to cause Armageddon on schedule. The cult leader said these visitors had found us wanting, and they’d decided on a mercy killing. Only members of his cult would be spared. He set a date, told all his followers, and let the media in on it as well. When that date arrived, and the world kept on spinning, the cultists shrugged off all hints of embarrassment, telling skeptics that the Aliens had merely postponed the cataclysm. According to this revised theory, the cosmic visitors wanted to give the cultists time to warn the rest of us that we better shape up. These Aliens must be a patient lot. After 55 years, with no measurable improvement in human behavior, they’re still biding their time. Maybe they’ve come to terms with our imperfections and decided that we’re okay after all. Even Aliens can suffer from cognitive dissonance.

In the case of the TV buyer, the dissonance is the conflict between his original desire for the best picture possible, and his justification for finally accepting something less. He begins with the knowledge that the TV has the potential to perform far better. He takes action, only to be presented with enough choices to make his head spin. When he decides on one, it immediately gives birth to far more detailed options. Daunted, he clicks to accept what’s already there. At that moment, he thinks: I’ll go back and do this later. The following evening, he again stares at the screen with menus piled on menus. Maybe I’ll check it out this weekend, he thinks. This time, when he moves from the menu to the pale screen, his first thought is: This isn’t so bad. Better than the old TV, right? The weekend comes and goes; he does nothing.

It doesn’t occur to him to revisit the problem until a year later when his new girlfriend asks about it. Though his subconscious still carries the memory of that bright, vivid screen at the store, the recollection causes only a mild twinge of discomfort. When he goes in the kitchen to make a sandwich, his girlfriend tries the picture menu. She can’t get past all those damn options. Giving up before he gets back, she joins him in silent acquiescence to the dull screen. The next Christmas, she buys him a TV similar to the pale-picture model in every way—except that its simplified controls give it a clear, bright picture in just a couple of easily identified motions. As the guy puts down his new remote, he looks up at his girlfriend lovingly, thinking: This one’s a keeper.

When people’s high expectations are met with a lower, yet acceptable reality, that’s cognitive dissonance. Our instinctive response is to reduce the dissonance as quickly and completely as possible. We do this by reducing our expectations. We wanted a state-of-the-art TV. We settle for a TV with a picture that’s slightly better than our old one. Soon we’re saying to our friends: “Big improvement, isn’t it?” When we do that we’re practicing what Festinger called: “dissonance reduction.”

The good designer reduces this dissonance in a better way: by creating simplified user interfaces. These UIs are said to be frictionless.  “Frictionless design… is about dealing with and removing barriers and constraints,” says Bernard Yu, founder of Enguin Design.  “It’s about minimizing cognitive dissonance in the user experience.” A novice designer might jump to the conclusion that this is all about simplicity. It’s not. Simplicity has its place in digital design, but we work in a complex field, which sometimes requires complicated processes.

“While akin to simplicity, [frictionless] is different,” writes Peter Merholz, formerly of strategy and design firm Adaptive Path on the company’s website. “Kindle is a surprisingly frictionless device… the Kindle experience, however, is not simple—there are hundreds of thousands of books to choose from, there is serious power in the reading experience.”

When reducing cognitive dissonance and creating a frictionless experience, the best-designed products will encourage a mental state known as flow. First identified by psychologist Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, flow is the state we enter when we become totally immersed in a task, with our focus pushing all other distracting factors from our minds. Flow might be considered the ultimate motivation, but one shouldn’t think of it as a prod or an initial impetus. It’s a dynamic condition where motivation seems to have no beginning or end. It’s also a smooth, productive and continuous process, more like a free-running stream.

In UX, flow is the perfect link between user and product, where thoughts, actions and results all seem to merge in that positive stream. When we’re in a state of flow, we lose self-consciousness, forget inhibitions and abandon outside thoughts and worries. When this happens our brains go into a state that might be best described as totally engaged rapture. When an athlete is described as “in the zone,” this often means his or her thought processes have gone into a state of flow. Flow is most likely to be achieved when someone is using a device or tool that creates a frictionless user experience.

This is what designers want to create for users: an experience that’s smooth without being boring. That’s when the new TV lives up to the user’s original expectations. That’s when user’s options are limited to a number that encourages quality choices, but doesn’t inhibit the very act of choosing.

The psychology of any product is there in its conception, development, promotion and presentation. Each stage contributes to consumer perception and the product’s ultimate fate. Psychology plays a pivotal role in the relationships between designers, their products and users. Our designs must reduce or, if possible, remove any roadblocks to a frictionless user experience. If we fail at this, our products will create frustration, and ultimately, rejection. If we consider our users’ needs and design products with easily navigable UIs, consumers will take notice, and give our products—and their brands—the best reward possible: loyalty.


Chapter 7

The Big Idea

When a company creates a brand it does the same thing a reporter does when she’s chasing down a late-breaking story: both want the raw data. The reporter needs the data to write her story. The company’s task is almost the same. It needs the information to construct the brand’s story. Both are searching for narrative lines. Both need answers to these questions: Who? What? When? Where? Why? How?

If the reporter is sent to cover an unknown situation, such as a storm, riot, or cataclysm, she must tell her readers or viewers: who was involved, what events have transpired, when they occurred, where she’s reporting from, why it all happened, and how it happened. Though her answers are seldom complete, she gets enough to connect the dots, and then tells us the story she sees.

Any company that owns a brand is likely to know what it has: a line of products or services addressing needs, desires or potentials. The products are usually related. Their specific features often are integrated into a larger context in terms of function, theme, and/or purpose. Once the branded product line is there, the company’s mission is to create the story behind it. We might know what the products are, but the company must tell us what they do, and where and when they will fit into our lives. If the answers to “what,” “where,” and “when” fill a need in your everyday life, then the “who” answers itself. You are the one who would use this, so you are the main character in their story. “How” might tell us about the product’s functions, how to operate it, or how it will alter our lives. Finally we want to know: why? Will the product make our lives easier? Will it satisfy particular needs and desires? Will it solve problems?  Those are essential components in any branding story.

One of the great branding stories is that of Intel. Over the last twenty years, the Millward Brown Optimor ranking has consistently placed Intel as one of the world’s 100 most successful brands, but before 1990 barely anyone outside the digital world had heard of Intel.

Intel began in 1968 as a developer and manufacturer of semiconductors. In those days, only governments, corporations and large institutions owned computers. That meant Intel’s initial market was small, contained and well defined. Through the 1970s, the company grew up with the industry, supplying better and better digital hardware with more and more capabilities. As the number of businesses and organizations using computers grew, demand for parts increased, and Intel expanded quickly.

With the PC’s surge in popularity in the 1980s, Intel’s success continued. In those early years consumers were entranced by what was already one of branding’s biggest success stories: International Business Machines, or as most people knew them, IBM. IBM had been the biggest supplier of electronic business devices for most of the 20th century. They’d set industry standards for everything from electric typewriters to mainframes. By the early ‘80s, they were doing the same thing with PCs. Consumers wanted their PCs—and almost anything they associated with digital technology—to be IBM-made, or IBM-compatible. Intel made a momentous decision to shift their focus to developing and producing microprocessors in these smaller machines. By the late 1980s, they dominated the field, producing a huge share of internal PC hardware.

As the ‘90s dawned, Intel could see the signs of looming competition. The company was improving its products, making Intel-equipped PCs more and more powerful. However, it also suffered setbacks in key trademark battles, threatening their branding process before it had even gone public. Though hugely successful, Intel realized it was in a dangerous place. It’s primary attributes were products that were inside other products. Consumers were buying PCs with names like Dell, HP and Gateway. These machines relied on Intel’s chips. Yet most consumers had no idea what was in their computer’s casing. They just saw the name on the side. If another company could undercut them on price, or provide similar quality, Intel might suffer huge losses, and it’s real users—PC owners—wouldn’t even notice.

The competition was a threat, but it was also limited. The only customers buying the chips were the PC makers themselves. Intel already had the inside line, but instead of fighting off rivals with a defensive strategy, the company did something entirely different. Intel mounted an offensive, branding itself in a whole new way that had never been tried before. Up until then, the company had aimed its promotional efforts at the PC makers. These were Intel’s only direct customers, so these were the ones they had targeted. This soon changed.

Salt Lake City-based advertising agency, Dahlin Smith White, designed a campaign that broke the basic rules of marketing. Up until then, ad campaigns had aimed directly at the people who bought the product. But the campaign they developed for Intel targeted consumers who would never even see an Intel product. It was based on the notion that a little-known supplier of internal parts for another company’s product could take advantage of that larger product’s popularity to sell more parts. Their goal was to make digital consumers into unwitting allies. If the advertisers could convince the public to think of Intel chips as the best, once consumers realized that their computers needed chips to operate, most would see the absence of the Intel version as a deal breaker.

In 1991, the company began to aim its promotional efforts at people who would never go into a store to buy a discreet Intel product. Their slogan was: “Intel: the computer inside.” The campaign “educated” consumers about the role of the microchip. Ads showed people using PCs to solve everyday problems in homes, businesses and industry. Their ads were stories with plots involving everything from rocket science to the family budget. The message was clear: the new technology helped solve every problem, creating a bright, new future for everyone. At the core of this technology was the invisible Intel chip. The consumer might not see it, but it was there. The ads implied that without Intel’s chips none of these benefits would be possible. The ad makers used the product’s invisibility to their advantage. Intel became the essential everyday item that no one ever laid eyes on: a benevolent mystery. As the campaign evolved, the advertising agency shortened the slogan to “Intel Inside.” They devised a tiny logo, and negotiated with the PC makers to put the logo on every machine. By that time, the ads were already working. Average buyers were basing at least a part of their purchasing decisions on the presence of the Intel chip. Those consumers were demanding a product they’d never see or touch.

In the beginning, many savvy advertising executives thought the campaign was somewhere between ill advised and insane. How could you brand products that consumers could never directly detect with their senses? Yet, it worked. As the Internet turned PCs into necessities, millions of prospective customers saw the tiny “Intel Inside” logo as an authoritative statement of quality. Intel held onto its share of a booming market. Intel’s branding strategy positioned the company for a decade of incredible growth.

Most branding stories aren’t this huge or inclusive. Most are about products or services consumers can identify through their senses. Apple touts its “culture” and “experience” as defining ideas behind its brand, but its physical products reflect the company vision through sight, sound and touch. When a designer creates a product for a branded line or company, he must consider how the product’s looks and functions fit the brand. This awareness should be there from the start.

When a branded company hires a design firm, the company’s marketing team puts together a brief that tells the branding story. Using this story, the creative director works with the marketing and analytics team and the UX director to put together a creative brief. The creative brief combines analytic data and market research, as well as the branding story, to give the designers direction. The brief goes to the design team before any designing is actually done. When the design team first sees it, the brief should already be chock full of details about the brand as a whole, and the particular product under discussion. A well-thought-out, creative brief should inform and guide the design team as they create and adapt their designs to the brand’s requirements.

A good creative brief will answer these questions:

• What is this project?

• Who is it for?

• Why are we doing it?

• What needs to be done? By whom? By when?

• Where and how will it be used?

Who, what, where, when, why and how… these are the same questions the reporter asked as she researched her news story. The company used the same approach to create its brand. Now that brand is reflected in a brief aimed at the design of specific items.

A good brief will clearly and succinctly describe the task at hand, and define the standards the product must meet to be successful. Its guidelines should help designers see those standards as necessary goals rather than as restrictions. A brief that does this encourages and shapes the design team’s creative processes.

*  *  *

Why do companies create brands? Obviously they do it to sell their products, but what makes branding an effective sales strategy? The real power of a brand is in creating dynamic, meaningful relationships with customers that evolve over time. When consumers identify unique features and designs with a particular line of products, they assume those markers always mean the same thing. This can be a double-edged sword. Plenty of attempts at branding have failed. Most are quickly forgotten, but now and then we get a look at a high-visibility brand that stumbles or falls. At the time of this writing, Apple is still recovering from a highly touted, brand-supported Map app launch so disastrous that it led to a letter to the public apologizing for the fiasco. The media jumped on this, touting it as a sure sign that Apple’s long-term ascendance was finally over.

Many saw it as inevitable now that Apple had to operate without its founder, Steve Jobs, who succumbed to cancer in 2011. Forbes columnist Kerry Bodine wrote: “…the Great Apple Maps Debacle of 2012 has the potential to erode the trust that Jobs built with customers, and the Apple brand right along with it.” The Apple brand is probably strong enough to survive this, but it will be some time before anyone knows whether this episode will lead to decline or robust recovery.

Some observers have noted that Apple’s Map app is only one failure among a myriad of success stories. They say the company shouldn’t be judged on this singular event. They have a point. When a huge company with hundreds of millions of loyal customers, has a product that fails, the exception can be seen as proof of the company’s overall value. But what happens when a small, strong brand tries to extend its brand and fails?

That’s what happened when famed small arms manufacturer, Smith & Wesson, decided to market mountain bikes. Research revealed that Smith & Wesson’s customers liked their guns so much that they would look favorably on other Smith &Wesson products. The company already made bicycles equipped for law enforcement, so the mountain bikes seemed like a reasonably natural outgrowth for a company that sold a large share of its firearms to police departments. The specialty bikes, which featured compartments for your piece and plenty of ammo, had developed a loyal constituency among police. Why not strip it down to a mountain bike, and watch the eager buyers line up?

That was the theory, but the buyers never showed up. Smith & Wesson failed to take one thing into account: though its gun buyers might like the idea of other Smith &Wesson products, few of these loyal consumers were bicyclists. The company forgot one key aspect of branding: when extending a brand to a new product, the initial sales will be to your core audience. If they have no use for the product, they won’t buy it, and if your brand’s core audience won’t buy it, it’s most likely that no one will.

The most successful brands start as an ongoing dialogue with people. With digital brands this dialogue is, ideally, a compelling mix of seamlessly connected products, services, experiences, spaces, and digital interactions. If all goes well, recognition of the brand fosters curiosity, love and loyalty. Digital designers shape the brand characteristics to facilitate that dialogue. Typically we employ various touch points to create multifaceted experiences that emotionally connect people to brands. When we succeed, those connections create harmony and meaning in the minds of users. This reinforces, and even strengthens the brand’s impact on public perceptions.

Entrepreneur/Designer Dave Morin is well on the road to creating a successful new brand with his social network, Path. Morin learned a lot as an early member of Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook team. As Morin helped build the widely inclusive Facebook experience, he began to think of a different kind of network, one that emphasized the exclusive, and more intimate side of human behavior, like that which occurs in smaller communities whose members know each other well. In 2010, he co-founded Path, a network designed for mobile devices.

Unlike Facebook, which encouraged users to be friends with just about everyone, Path went the other way. Morin touted it as a place where users could communicate easily with friends and family, but not many others. Morin’s metaphor is that Facebook built the cities and town halls, while Twitter built the news network. With Path, Morin and his team want to create an online “home.” While networks like Facebook thrive on an ever-expanding appetite for more sharing with more contacts, Path has built-in limits. The first restriction is that of mobile devices; that’s the only place to find Path. Morin told Forbes magazine: “With mobile, life has become the platform.” Path reflects that because its small scale assures the kind of privacy and intimacy one finds in the personal spaces of life. “We’re creating a place that’s like your dinner table at home on the Web,” Morin told Forbes.

Another limitation is that users can have only so many friends. Path based this on psychological data showing most people can only handle intimate communication with a limited number of people. The data came out of research by British anthropologist, Robin Dunbar whose discoveries led him to the calculation that bears his name: “Dunbar’s Number.” This is not an exact calculation, but Dunbar estimated that with any given person it would be between 100 and 230 friends. This wide range is usually resolved into a commonly cited value of 150. This was what Morin and his team chose for Path. A user could include up to 150 friends—maybe about as many as you’d invite to a fair-sized wedding or a pretty big birthday bash. This network doesn’t bring the world into your home. It’s more like being at home online, and making that your world. It’s a place to share those things that you wouldn’t necessarily want strangers to see.

Morin and his team had a rocky road, and their first launch didn’t do what they’d hoped it would. Morin doesn’t see that as a bad thing. “Your first version’s probably going to fail. You probably should just accept that,” Morin said at a recent appearance at LeWeb Paris II. His contention is that simplicity often takes time, especially with mobile services. By his own estimate, the first version of Path had a 70 percent failure rate. This didn’t discourage him. Morin regarded this initial launch as a learning experience. He and his team studied the incoming data from users, and returned to the drawing board. With their new data, Path’s design team created a second version of Path that’s now taking off. Morin advises designers to look not just at “quantitative data but what people are actually trying to do.” In other words: keep an eye on your users. When doing this, don’t concentrate only on what they can do successfully; pay special attention to whatever tasks they’re attempting, but failing to accomplish. Only then will you understand your product’s real functions, problems and potential.

With its individualistic, yet unifying theme, Path is already well on its way to creating its brand. If Morin and his team remain true to this vision, their network is likely to prosper. That means Path’s designers must create within a context of intimate and private communication. They might expand the brand identity to include more apps with more functions, but they must be careful not to contradict it. They, and all brand owners, should resist the urge to find connections where there are none—like a gun maker producing mountain bikes. Psychologists and motivational speakers always tell us: “Be true to yourself.” This is the mantra of a successful brand.

By their nature, social networks like Path are aimed at sharing all kinds of information. One user might be sharing pictures of his dog, while another tells friends how she learned to change her spark plugs. With Foodspotting, Alexa Andrzejewski has created an innovative way to do something that’s more specific, yet is common to everyone: eating.

Until Andrzejewski began Foodspotting, she’d been a UX designer at Adaptive Path. There, she worked on mobile apps for Nokia, Rail Europe, and many others. She’d become an expert at helping all kinds of clients—from startups to established companies—re-imagine their products from the ground up. At the beginning of 2010, she struck out on her own. She wanted to combine her passion for great food with her occupation. Foodspotting was the result. “We want to cover the earth with sightings of good food,” she told MX 2011.

Andrzejewski’s inspiration came from experience. She’d recently visited Japan and Korea where she’d tried dishes she’d never experienced before. One was a savory Japanese pancake called okonomiyaki, and she’d also happily discovered tteokbokki (spicy, stir-fried rice cakes), a popular Korean snack. When she got back stateside she looked for places that served these near her home in San Francisco. Though the cities around San Francisco Bay boast more Japanese and Korean eateries per capita than anywhere else in North America, Alexa was stymied. “The local guides [were] too broad, and the discussion boards too unstructured,” she said at Web 2.0 Expo in 2009. None of her standard search tools could find these seemingly rare dishes.

Andrzejewski was not alone. “Everyone I talked to saw the need for a dish-centric dining guide,” she says, but everyone wondered how she could collect the data. Then Alexa began to notice how many diners were snapping photos of their meals in bistros and cafes, and then sending them to their friends. This would be the key to data collection: tap into peoples’ existing behaviors, and let your users do it for you.

Her idea was a mobile app designed to help users share pictures of specific dishes in restaurants. All postings are about good food, rather than bad. “We don’t allow negative ratings because we’re all about foods people love,” says the Foodspotting website. If you are a stranger in Chicago or San Antonio and you want to find the best Thai dish in town, Foodspotting will guide you. If you happen to be in Baton Rouge, and want to try the Cajun chicken, this app will show you a picture and tell you the place. It’s aimed at items rather than restaurants, and users provide photos of whatever they’ve found.

One could say that Andrzejewski’s original vision was to bring together countless visions: photos of great food from all over the world. “Having a concrete vision helped me attract my team in the first place,” Andrzejewski said at MX 2011. “This vision also attracted investors… I was able to come up with a concrete idea, articulate it, and see it realized. I wanted to have an app that was a radar for food, so [users] could find good food anywhere.”

From the start, Andrzejewski wasn’t shy about sharing her idea, and this open attitude paid off. “Share your idea with anyone who will listen,” she advises, noting that anyone who tries to steal your unique idea will also have to match all your work, research, fundraising and creativity in the development process. Encountering an idea thief who would have the ability and motivation to do all that is rare. “Connecting is really the key to everything,” she says.

Even before launch, Andrzejewski sent a version of Foodspotting to bloggers and others in the media. Their reactions helped her and her team identify problems. Looking back at her initial promotion effort, she feels she could’ve controlled her message better. There’s a tendency for ideas like hers to drift into a classification as a niche service for hardcore foodies. But that threat never really manifested. Once people began to learn what she was doing, interest exploded. The Today Show did a story, and the Travel Channel wanted to work with her.

Not all designers are entrepreneurs, but the two often go together. The fact that Morin and Andrzejewski were already designers has helped them and their startups achieve success. Both are examples of the “do and check” paradigm. They began their designs, and then tested them on the kind of people who would use them. Path did this by launching an early version of their network. In retrospect, they knew this was really more like a rough draft, but all the glitches in this earlier network informed their design of the next one. Andrzejewski’s process was similarly daring. Even before launch, she shared with anyone who would listen, and then once she had a design, she let bloggers and others in the media try it. She and her team looked at the feedback, and released a better product.

Andrzejewski is an example of a designer who has worked with well-known brands, who then created her own brand with it’s own theme and unique identity. Foodspotting is far from being a household word, like Facebook or Google, but it is quickly carving a out a place among gastronomes, and anyone looking for good food nearby. As of this writing, nearly three million dishes have been photographed and, one must assume, eaten.


Chapter 8

Sketching and Prototyping

One of a designer’s most basic goals is to bring excitement and surprise to a product’s users. When we sketch our initial vision, breathing the first real life into our idea, that’s when we usually find surprises of our own. When we produce a sketch or prototype of any kind—and begin to see where our design might fit in the physical world—that’s often a cue for delight.

This is when we uncover the secrets that have been locked in our visions. When we begin to perceive the product physically, the model we’ve built in our minds becomes something new. We sketch its contours and find them bending. We take a photo of our interface sketch, crop the image to fit a mobile screen, and see it through the eyes of a potential user. It’s a whole new view. This is where design meets the uncertainty principle: the observer always interacts with the observed. This is as true in design as it is in physics. The interaction changes both. In our case, the physical experience of the product changes the designer’s view, spurring him or her to revise the proposed product.

For anyone who’s a part of the creative process, this is where the fun begins.

Sketching and prototyping serve many purposes. They allow us to give our design real dimensions, while showing it to others in a more physical format. Producing something we can see gives us the opportunity to test and evaluate its features. The process shows us where we are, and at the same time it provides us with the data we need to figure out where we should go next.

Sketching and prototyping are two distinct functions, but they also overlap. Sketching can begin with something as basic as doodling ideas and shapes on a pad during a conversation. This quickly shifts to a more deliberate approach. With me, it involves grid paper whose lines allow me the luxury of sketching quickly without the necessity of a ruler. Roughing out the lines of the product, I begin to see it as a user might. Often this is when my ideas about the product begin to take on something similar to a narrative. A colleague of mine once noted that, “every story has a hero.” Sketching helps me understand who that hero is, who’s in the supporting cast, how they relate to each other and to the user. As I sketch, I’m learning about the placement of components, and their interactions with each other. Once I have a sense of how those should work I can better anticipate a user’s likely interpretations of each facet. I begin to see the hero in the story.

Once the product has developed from an idea into a working sketch, I have something I can show to my own team, and possibly even to the client. With more input from the client, we move on to further sketching. As a more polished drawing emerges, we’ve crossed the line from sketching our thoughts to actually designing our prototype. We might make some adjustments, and then we bring in likely users. At this point we’re working with a prototype: a working model of the proposed item.
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Figure 6 - Presentation of wireframes during a design critique session.

As long as this process is focused on the proposed product, this is time well spent. In his chapter on prototyping in Change by Design, Tim Brown writes: “The faster we make our ideas tangible, the sooner we will be able to evaluate them, refine them, and zero in on the best solution.” Another prototyping adherent, Todd Zaki Warfel tells readers of his book, Prototyping: A Practioner’s Guide: “If your business is involved in building Web sites, software applications or systems that have both a hardware and software component, you can’t afford not to prototype.” Designers in other fields have always looked for sensible ways to produce working models that are still subject to revision. The alternative of releasing the product, then letting paying customers find the glitches, often runs the risk of alienating the audience we’re trying to attract. This is one of the surest ways to send our clients to the competition.

Those who don’t have a lot of experience with digital design prototyping are often skeptical about its value. Too many clients think of “digital” as something closely related to “invisible.” To them “digital” is anything that happens inside the box, or on the surface of a disk, or out in that amorphous cloud they keep hearing about. It’s like the driver who consciously turns a blind eye to anything “under the hood.” These users just want the merchandise to work—nothing more. They assume we have some kind of testing process, but that too is invisible. They leave every digital issue to us. It’s our job to work out the kinks so that they can be presented with products and systems that are ready for easy use.

To anyone without a digital vocabulary, the notion of testing a digitally designed prototype sounds like a frustrating nightmare of frozen functions and crashed programs. It’s the line on the itemized invoice that many clients would choose to eliminate. Why would they want such a thing? It’s a process that takes time, costs money and often produces design elements that are quickly abandoned as flawed or unnecessary. Who needs it?

The client needs it. “Prototypes are a more concrete and tactile representation of the system you’re building. They provide tangible experiences,” Warfel writes in Prototyping. His arguments are backed by the experiences of most UX designers, including myself. Yet, some digital designers still shortchange this phase.

Designers who haven’t done much prototyping often think of it as a complex function that requires too much explanation to doubting clients. It’s a mantra as old as commerce itself: We’ve worked without it before, so why start now? Some add more positive notes, only to discount the viability of prototyping: Sure, it might help, but how do we convince the client to pay for it? One argument is that it can bring the client into the process in ways that can’t happen without prototyping. A client gets to see the product when it’s still subject to change.

Some clients will be swayed by this argument. If they have questions about functionality, and if they’ve felt burned by hard-to-use apps before, they might respond to the idea of being able to see how these work before the design is a done deal. Warfel goes on to say:  “Not only does prototyping let you realize and experience the design faster, but ultimately it also reduces the waste created by other design and development processes.” This is an argument any CFO will understand. If you can show your clients how prototyping will create better products for a lower cost, then opposing it begins to seem foolish.

Every designer has his or her own approach to sketching and prototyping. Some concentrate on low fidelity models, which usually means sketching on paper. This kind of paper prototyping can provide quick and easy physical images of interfaces, thereby giving clients and users a preview of how a product might be laid out on the screen. These screen-like images are useful for anyone who’s familiar with the design process. If you’ve seen an app move from this stage to a fully developed product on a mobile screen, then you have a sense of what this drawing means in relation to your own goals. But paper prototypes have their limits. For a normal user, these drawings lack context, and often these users have a hard time making the connection between the sketch and a small glowing screen. If a client can’t really see the app, she probably won’t be able to imagine using it either. In such a case, the sketch is a low fidelity early phase in the process.

Some designers work with a more mixed fidelity approach known as paper-in-screen prototyping. In his article, “Paper-in-Screen Prototyping,” in UX Magazine, Dell Interaction Designer Diego Pulido writes: “The idea behind this technique is simple: place the paper prototype of the mobile application inside the mobile device.” Different designers do this different ways. Some take a digital photo of the drawing, while others scan it. In either case, designers and clients can see a rough image of the product on the mobile screen. Seen in this context, the app gains an immediacy that it might lack in the sketch, but it’s also obviously unfinished. According to Pulido, this “allows [users] to provide feedback they otherwise might not have shared for fear of criticizing a design that appears to have many hours of work behind it.”

Many digital designers, myself included, tend to begin with low fidelity sketches, then go directly to high fidelity methods such as wireframes.

One good example from my own experience was a project I did for a financial company called First Rate. First Rate was an existing brand with an established customer base. The company already had a logo, website and clients. They were using existing software.

When First Rate contacted me about their project, I knew absolutely nothing about the financial sector. At that time, I thought of the financial industry as a bunch of guys who wore suits to work, and did whatever they had to do with other people’s money. If I was going to figure out UX for financial gurus, I needed a crash course on their industry. How did they see themselves? What was their role in the world of money and investment? Who were their clients, and how did the company intend to serve them? What image did they project to potential clients? What were First Rate’s values? What were their goals? What was their management team like? What vision were they conveying? All of these were components of their brand. Ultimately, whatever I designed had to fit the image they had already created.

Once I had a picture of First Rate, other research gave me some context. As I looked beyond the company, I found a white paper about common mistakes financial companies make when they initiate UX design projects. As I learned more, I saw an industry that was a good fit for better UX products. The financial sector was just beginning to emerge from the worldwide economic meltdown. Customer confidence remained stuck at a level that was barely higher than its all-time lows. But some light was piercing the depths. Most individual financial portfolios were beginning to show some improvement. More people were working, and more businesses were showing profits. Markets were edging upward, real estate was no longer plummeting, and investors were beginning to test the waters again. But everyone remembered that it had all begun when too many banks made too many irresponsible loans.

When people’s confidence in an entire industry is shaken, an individual company must do all it can to establish and maintain trust with existing and potential customers. That trust begins with experience. Customers must feel confident that they’re dealing with competent professionals using the best, most up-to-date tools. First Rate wanted apps that their investment professionals could use to show clients a complete, well-organized picture of investments and strategies.

Early in this process, I began looking at the people I’d be working with: First Rate’s team. I googled their project manager to get some initial background information about who I would be working with; knowing the players as much as possible can help you understand their needs and goals. Once you have a good picture of this team, you can frame and present solutions better targeted to their specific problems.

For this project, First Rate wanted to create an iPad app for investment professionals. I needed to know how these professionals would use the app. Was it just for First Rate’s investment advisors to help them manage data? Or would they employ this app during face-to-face meetings with clients? When using the app with a client, would the professional glance at the screen for data to support his or her arguments? Or would this app be something that the customer could refer to and quickly grasp? I needed to talk to the investment professionals who were going to use this, and hear what they needed directly from them.

I used LinkedIn to find investment managers who were willing to share stories of how they dealt with their customers’ day-to-day concerns. What did these managers need to show their clients? What kinds of questions did clients have? What were their biggest worries? What kinds of information did they need from their financial professionals? What kinds of apps did the professionals use now? Where were the pain points in these? What did the professionals need to make better presentations? What did the customers need to understand those presentations? None of these questions were specifically about design, but their answers would be reflected in the app’s quality and value.

All of this helped me identify what First Rate needed and how I could successfully deliver it.  I made a list of the relevant pain points, recording them on index cards. I then stuck each card on a foam core board in my office. Using the notes from my consumer interviews, I mapped consumer tasks in the order they did them. I looked at each pain point in each sequence, and all that led up to it. These observations helped me create a flow chart of the common behaviors that led each pain point. Once I could identify these behaviors, I could see where the process had broken down. Now I knew the context, the problems, and the behaviors. Once I’d identified these, I began to get a clearer sense of my goals.

Using my research, I made a comparative market analysis of the products already out there. What were investment professionals using now? What could these products already do? What did their users want them to do? I printed out images from my analysis of these existing apps, showing how they attempted to solve the problems. I pasted these onto foam core board, and then made rough sketches of better solutions. These sketches helped me visualize the new app’s interface and how the interactions would work.

I took my own sketches and arranged them horizontally in a sequential flow on the foam core board. This gave me a screen-by-screen, timeline-like presentation.  I shared them with my team and First Rate’s project manager. This rough design was far from perfect. I hadn’t intended it to be. At this stage, the designer expects to find difficulties, and that was true here. Some of these initial UI problems were easy to solve. This meant we had an improved design even before we entered the wireframe phase.

I usually save real testing for the wireframe phase. This isn’t the process of every designer. Some use tools like Balsamiq, Axure and OmniGraffle. Balsamiq and Omnigraffle have similar limitations; both enable designers to quickly create wireframes with pre-created graphics and basic shapes. Axure allows for functional prototyping, testing and wireframe mockups. However, if the wireframe is the only deliverable I need, I create my wireframes in Adobe Illustrator. This gives me complete control over the wireframes’ presentation. I’ve learned from experience: when showing a solution to a client, the presentation is often almost as important as the solution itself.

For the First Rate project, I did the wireframes in Illustrator in a sequential order. I tested user response at every phase from sketch, wireframe, prototype and on through visual design.  Consumer testing didn’t happen until after a wireframe was done. Taking still images of the screens, I linked them together in an HTML webpage, then viewed the webpage on my iPad, clicking from screen to screen.
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Figure 7 - First Rate application wireframe.
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Figure 8 - First Rate application visual design.

 




 

A good contrast to this was a project I did for Act It! The primary difference was that Act It! was a project for a gaming startup that hadn’t yet created its brand. When creating products for an entirely new company, you are playing a key role in the branding process. What this company had was a concept based on the long-time party game: charades. As with the traditional game, this one began with words. Two players would take turns acting out scenes. Each scene was supposed to help the actor’s partner guess the word that was being acted out. The actor would be given three random words. These words would be ranked one-through-three, with three being the most difficult. One-to-three coins would be awarded for each correct answer, the reward corresponding with the word’s rank.

The actor performs, then the guesser views the scene without pauses in a video. The guesser has blank spaces whose number equals the number of letters in the word. The guesser is provided with a selection of scrambled letters. These include all the letters in the word, plus a few extras. The guesser’s goal is to identify the correct letters in the correct order, spelling the word. A correct guess earns a coin. The players then use the coins they’ve accumulated to buy Oscar-like statuettes. A player can use a statuette to buy correct letters in subsequent rounds.

I felt that the product needed a cohesive metaphor tying it to acting and the film world. It was about that time that I saw the movie, The Artist. Though it was a current release, The Artist was a silent movie filmed mostly in black-and-white. Set in the 1920s, the plot involved a veteran star of silent films that couldn’t adjust to the coming of sound. Throughout the film there were scenes of old-time movie premieres, and interior shots of the lavish theatres of the era. The movie inspired me to design a visual based around a classic movie palace from Hollywood’s Golden Age.

This was a case when the visual idea preceded user experience. This was an entirely new brand, which meant the project was a key part of a work-in-progress. The actual workings of the game itself were set. The Oscar-like statuettes already displayed a Hollywood theme. My understanding of the brand and its tone would help define user interactions and experiences.

Once I had the ideas for the visual style, I started to work on my connection with and knowledge of the audience. Several Pew Internet & American Life Project studies on the web gave me statistics and analysis concerning aspects of social gaming. One that was particularly helpful was “The Future of Gamification” by Janna Anderson and Lee Rainie. This study examined gamification trends, including their effects on growing audiences, and the expansion of their appeal beyond the boundaries of simple recreation. This helped me see where Act It!’s project fit within a larger picture. With that, I could identify the most likely target audience. After digesting this data, I created three user personas, which helped me figure out other games, sites and apps they might use.
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Figure 9 - Each design iteration cycle can be used to gather feedback to enhance your product UX.

 




 

These efforts led me through a similar process to the one I’d followed with First Rate. Though the products had almost no relationship to one another, the basic design-and-testing sequences were about the same. The primary difference with Act It! was the branding. Rather than shaping my work to an existing brand, here I was creating it. Thinking about usability, flow and similar issues is one thing; defining the brand is another. As I noted in an earlier chapter, the brand is the driver for everything else: tone, voice, interaction—all of it. Interaction speaks as much as text. As a unique form of communication, their influence extends to the aesthetics of product and brand. Interaction is the product’s way of talking back to the user. Those responses require the right language, and that language must be consistent with all that the brand conveys.

Experiences like these have taught me the value of creating physical and visual renditions throughout the design process. The sketches and prototypes allow the designer to see what he or she is creating. They encourage users to test the product in ways that reveal pain points that could cause misery, but also high points that bring delight. When clients see how much time is saved, and how this form of testing creates a better product, they come to appreciate the method, and are more willing to pay. As Warfel writes in A Practioner’s Guide: “Prototypes go beyond the power of show and tell—they let you experience the design.”

 

 




 

 


Chapter 9

Define, Design, Redefine, Redesign

An idea doesn’t instantly transform into a perfect product, or even a usable one. We’ve seen the steps of ideation, sketching, prototyping and initial testing. What do they produce? Information. The earliest tests often show what might go right or wrong in a user’s first experience with a product. They could turn up problems with colors, shapes, or positioning, or they might show the value of a designer’s experiments and variations. Whether the feedback is positive or negative, the results of these early processes are design revisions driven by the testing data.

This is when UX becomes more than a simple acronym or slogan. In this phase, user input becomes crucial. User decisions, actions and errors show the designer whether components work the way they were designed to work. Anything that doesn’t do the job is subject to rethinking, redefinition and redesign. This might involve anything from resizing a button to remaking the entire experience architecture of the site.

Revision—whether it's redesign, realign or just some simple tweaking—must be based on some kind of changing or evolving information. In UX, the changing information is about the functions of the product, either in a controlled group or in a live iteration on the web, and the subsequent feedback from these users. This has always been true of marketing, but in the digital world it's faster—much faster.

One of the most visible designs of life in the developed world is the car. We drive them, dodge them, insure them and maintain them. Their manufacturing, operation and upkeep combine into one of the largest sectors of the global economy. Some cars draw our attention; some spark our imaginations; while others barely register on our consciousness. All are products of a complex design process. Just building a single automobile prototype can take months, and lab and road tests add to that. Often these tests lead the car’s designers straight back to the drawing board. A car that accelerates from zero to 60 in a few seconds on the open road requires years of design and development before a driver could even start the engine.

Speed may be the biggest difference between traditional and digital design. When design is a direct process aimed at large physical items, user experience must wait for physical prototypes. In digital design, user testing often begins with the simplest images. Attracting an audience can be as easy as showing a sketch to a group of friends or coworkers. Designers can incorporate new elements, upload them onto the site, and then watch the reactions of a thousand mobile users almost immediately. A digital designer might get an idea during breakfast, design the feature before her coffee break, take it live by lunch, and have worthwhile feedback before dinner.

Digital audiences can be attracted, split and tested in multiple ways. A consumer might visit your client’s website one morning to price a new pair of running shoes. He sees the shoes he likes and starts ordering. He’s searching for a button to click on to complete the sale, but in that brief moment he has second thoughts. He decides he should shop around more and see if he can save a few bucks. During his lunch break he visits a few other sites, checking for sales. Finally convinced that your client is offering the best deal, the consumer returns to his original order. His information is still there, but he notices something different. The button he was seeking before is right there in front of him—big, bright and yellow. He’s sure that if it had been there earlier he would’ve noticed it. By that time, you’ve had the new button up for hours. You’ve seen hundreds of consumer responses to this new iteration. You already know that he’s about ten percent more likely to make the conversion into a paying customer than he was with the old button. This consumer follows the crowd, and buys the shoes.

If a site gets thousands of hits per day, new features can be tested on a wide variety of demographics literally overnight. Live testing of redesigned interfaces allows A/B testing, which pits one design against another for comparison. The resulting page might have successful elements from both iterations.

In the digital world, analysis must be as close to instantaneous as possible. The faster data can be digested, the faster a team can react. Once they see the flaws they can make necessary refinements, and when operating within the compact efficiency of a Lean model, they can release new iterations on a daily basis.  This is where the product team development methodology comes into play. Agile and Lean methodologies support this rapid iterative style of product development. Waterfall, with its revision process happening almost entirely before iteration, does not.

We use various tools designed to get us pertinent data. Products like Mixpanel, Omniture, Google Analytics, and Lucky Orange allow UX researchers to track users’ paths as they navigate from page to page. These give us real time web analytics—where people go, and where they drop off the paths we expected them to follow.
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Figure 10 - AOL usability lab.

There are various types of testing. Some tests are for usability, while others reveal more general factors like attitude, comfort and emotional response. In the early stages, you might want a quick test to see the most basic reactions. How will users react to a color or shape, or to a rough idea for an entirely new page configuration? With individuals or small groups you don’t need much, but you must have something tangible.

A sketch might do in this phase. But a sketch can’t produce qualitative testing because it doesn’t have enough detail or functionality. For a truly qualitative test you need a site design with menus, buttons and other interactive capabilities. This will give you a view of how real users will react to basic functions and aesthetic factors—qualitative issues.

When you test for usability, the process is usually one of paring down. You’re looking at specific components and their functions to see if users employ them the way you want them to. Usability testing can begin quickly, as soon as you have a decent visual design. Once you have a good visual, or a partial prototype, it’s time to start looking for feedback. Show it to anyone you can, including stakeholders. If the design is far enough along to take into a usability lab, then you can begin to employ tools like eyetracking and heatmapping. You can augment your observations with pertinent, but open-ended, questions formulated to encourage users to open up. Listen to their comments and let them inform your analysis. In a UX paradigm, this kind of qualitative feedback is a major step toward making appropriate design decisions.
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Figure 11 - Mobile application usability testing rig I made with a desk lamp, duct tape, paint sticks, thumbtacks and a webcam.

Designers working in a Lean design model can’t always take all of these measures. Lean means speed. It requires rapid iteration, resulting in fast analysis of behaviors and trends. In most cases, the only way to do this is to take the product live. Once the product goes online, and is available to a wide array of users, the data and analysis are different. In the lab you made qualitative measurements based on specific physical reactions. In a Lean model you’re examining the quantitative data: what percentage of users followed the path you set out for them and what percentage wandered away? Where did these wanderers stray from the path? Where do they go? What changes might keep users on the paths where you want them to be? If they’re all doing the same thing, and going the same way, could that be an alternate route to success? The Lean model opens up the process, giving you more general data, which informs your revisions by showing you the behavior patterns of a real audience.

*        *        *

Another way to express the difference between the qualitative testing in a lab, and the quantitative approach of going live is this: qualitative asks why while quantitative asks what. When you have the luxury of time, you can select users on the basis of background, and the likelihood that they’ll use the product. Once you have them in the controlled environment of the lab, you can direct their experiences, decide what data they need, what features they see, and then you can observe their reactions. Afterwards, or sometimes even during the test, you can ask them questions formulated to get to the core of every feature and function. With this approach, you can expect to find out how individuals react to particular elements. Their delight becomes an encouraging design factor, while their frustrations are red flags. It’s like stepping into your design, and shining a flashlight in every corner.

When you go live with an iteration of a design, it’s more like turning on the lights in a stadium. This is where testing goes public. You have far too many individual subjects to pay much attention to each one. Instead they are the crowd. In this Lean paradigm, you look at this crowd in terms of percentages and groupings. How many are experiencing the page on mobile devices? What’s the percentage of desktop users? How many conversions do you get with the blue, and how many happen with the red? How many users find a task to be high effort? Do more people find it to be low or medium effort? Are they willing to make that effort? How many have trouble checking their email? What percentage tries to search the site? How many of them find satisfaction? What percentage of visitors actually turn into actual online buyers?

In the lab, you might ask users how they feel about one component or another. Was it the right shape or color? Did an experience take longer than you had predicted? If so, was this a source of frustration? The user will tell you specific reasons why he or she liked or disliked a particular feature. Looking at the same feature through the lens of a live iteration, you look for numbers. Did most users take more time with the email feature? Did this extra time cause a significant drop off rate? The live iteration tells you what pools of users will do. The individual user tells you why he did it.

*        *        *

As I write this, my team and I are moving through a process involving both qualitative and quantitative methods. In this case the client is our own company. Our project is the creation of a social network. Like other social networks, this one’s aim is to attract potential users, then give them the tools to connect with other users, and share information.

We started from scratch, beginning from the original idea, and then building a basic product we thought would work. The first thing we needed was a minimum viable product, or MVP. This is the first prototype that’s completed enough to test. The team worked up a product that seemed to be everything we wanted.

Our concept was that of a network where users could build their own individual networks of contacts and information. Our approach would be Spartan: we would provide only a minimal framework and let users do the rest. The framework would enable the user to import, post and communicate data without hindrances. This seemed to be a perfect opportunity for a less-is-more approach. When a user arrived at our site, her first log in would take her to a blank screen. From there we expected that she would contact other users, invite friends to join, and these contacts would generate her screen’s content.

We launched our MVP, using Ominture SiteCatalyst to track our users and their actions. This showed us how many users we had and what kinds of devices they were using to log in. Our initial results were not what we expected. When people landed on our site, they saw the blank screen. We’d thought of this as an invitation to log in and fill that screen with whatever content the user wanted. Users regarded it more like a wall. They didn’t log in, or if they did get that far, they didn’t check anything, and they didn’t invite their friends. They bounced off the wall, quickly clicking elsewhere. Ominture SiteCatalyst showed our drop-off rate was 92 percent. Obviously we had more work ahead of us.

We began our revision process by creating personas. These reflected the types of users we hoped to attract. Once we had these in place, we found test subjects who matched them and invited those people to my office. There, we set up a lab using Silverback, a testing software that allows you to not only see what you’re users are doing, but also watch them doing it. Watching the results of user actions on a screen tells you what they’re doing, but with this testing software you can get a real-time sense of how they feel while they’re doing it. Instead of telling you their gut reactions, you can observe those reactions firsthand. With Silverback we could record their movements and facial expressions with a camera. We watched their squints, their smiles, and the rise and fall of their eyebrows. What we saw terrified us.

To them, the alpha site’s blank screen was an entirely new and unfamiliar environment. It didn’t look like Facebook, Twitter, or any other networking site they’d known. Our log in button was small—too small. Though it sat in the standard spot in the upper right corner of the screen, they had a hard time recognizing it. That alone would turn away many users. When I asked them to invite some friends to the site, they tried, but couldn’t do it. If my in-office users had been sitting at home, or accessing the site via smart phone, they would’ve already left us. Instead they stared at their screens, scrolled down, then back up, wondering what came next. Most of them had the same reaction: “What do I do now?”

We’d thought that users would know what to do automatically. Presented with a blank screen, we’d assumed they would soon start building content on their own. The key to doing that was contact with other users, or inviting new friends to join the site. We’d assumed that the data from those pages would begin filling up the user’s screen. The user would find value in having all of this in one place. It seemed so obvious. But it didn’t work. Visitors came and went. Our test subjects sat and stared. Our basic design failed right there in front of us. We needed to do something different.

As a first step, we created an onboarding user flow—a concise, yet comprehensive set of data placed to give maximum accessibility and ease to the user. With our new design, visitors could see how to sign up and log in right away. Our users wanted to connect with other social networks, so we also made that easy. We concentrated on displaying an obvious path to their friends on Twitter, Facebook and other social networks. We then added things they could click on to give us insights into their interests. Were our users into books? Music? Movies? Now there were obvious visual cues to signal those interests. Finally, we wanted them to invite their friends, so we made that easier.
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Figure 12 - Usability Testing with Silverback taught us a lot about how our users really interacted with our software application.

When users arrived at the redesigned site, discernable features and tasks immediately greeted them. The tasks were meant to be things users wanted and expected to do. They went through the tasks, logging in, and signaling their likes and dislikes, and then they began inviting friends to join. The biggest difference was that they now had a scaffolding mechanism that pointed out obvious routes to the most desirable destinations. This made even novice users more comfortable. Once they’d done these familiar tasks they would have a fully populated webpage. Then they’d be ready to go.

We began testing our redesign with a new set of users. What we saw was the beginnings of success. Our fresh test subjects were more engaged. Their interaction with the content was much more smooth. Instead of staring at the screen, they were clicking on links and icons, and entering their own data. As users’ screens filled up, they stuck around. Finally, they were doing what we’d hoped they’d do, creating a real social network.

Employing Ominture SiteCatalyst, we went live and watched the data come in. The 92 percent drop-off rate plummeted. Users stayed and invited more users. Ominture SiteCatalyst showed us how many users were active, how long they were active, and how they used the various site components. We quickly saw that our biggest draw would be visuals. Our audience wanted an image-based network, so now we are tweaking our design to make the visual content more engaging and productive.

*        *        *

This method is a feedback loop: a built-in process for user reactions followed by design corrections. Once the corrections are made, and successfully tested, the loop is completed, and the current iteration remains in place for a while. More changes might be made as more people use the product, but the overall framework is in place.

I’ve described how this is working in a current project, highlighting the Silverback testing software, and it’s visual approach. Another useful tool for observing user actions is eyetracking. Behavioral researchers and scientists have used this method for over a century, and it’s clearly a natural step for digital designers. When subjects visit a web page, their first reactions come through sight. They take in most, or all of a page’s data though their eyes. The natural visual routes a user will take become clear when we can detect eye movements.

Eyetracking reveals the movements of the eye, and where the eyes halt. One of eyetracking’s proponents, Alfred L. Yarbus, wrote in the book Eye Movements and Vision: “Eye movement reflects the human thought processes; so the observer's thought may be followed to some extent from records of eye movement (the thought accompanying the examination of the particular object). It is easy to determine from these records which elements attract the observer's eye (and, consequently, his thought), in what order, and how often."

The truth in Yarbus’s contention has only become more obvious in the digital world. Today’s eyetracking software shows us what attracts and repels the eye, and what the eye is likely to pass over. This data is often vital to success in digital design.

Heatmapping is similar, but where eyetracking begins with the eye and its movements, heatmapping charts elements on a page, and whether the eyes are attracted to them. Are most users’ eyes drawn right or left? Up or down? Will a new element in the center get adequate attention? Should it be moved? Enlarged? Scaled down? Does a certain color or shape work in a particular spot? Heatmapping tells the designer where most eyes are likely to go with the present design. From that, he or she can make decisions about which visual elements stay, and which must change.

*        *        *

The process of testing and revising is basic to any creative process. If you are making something new, you can’t be sure how others will perceive it until you put it in front of them and let them use it. Though an artist might have a clear vision, he must make the viewer see it. Though an author might know exactly what she wants to express, there are a thousand ways to say it, and only one of those is the best. Filmmakers spend long days in the editing room, then show sneak peeks to random audiences. As a result, they often re-cut, and sometimes even reshoot, whole scenes.

It’s no different for us. Though we’ve chosen to work in the design business, ultimately we are in the people business. If people don’t use our products, those products will languish in the ether mists. If we want them to shine brightly, we must polish, and re-polish—define, design, redefine, redesign.


Chapter 10

What We’ve Learned

The field of digital design is rife with paradox:

User experience is a brand new innovation that will revolutionize the way we see design.

AND

User experience is as old as the first design.

Designing with the user in mind defeats the inner artist in every designer.

AND

Any designer can bring out the best in his or her artistic vision by keeping users’ needs and interests in mind when creating new products.

If the products we design perform valuable functions, consumers will learn to use them no matter how steep the learning curve.

AND

If a product with a valuable function proves too difficult to use, consumers will find another way, or even do without.

Digital designers live with these paradoxes. As a profession, we’ll do even better if we learn to embrace them.

F. Scott Fitzgerald once wrote: “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function." That’s a good principle to recall when thinking of UX.

The ideas behind UX are as old as human invention. When the first cave woman fashioned the implements to roast up a haunch of wooly mammoth, she noticed that her two-prong hickory branch worked better than that sharp stick she’d been using. As she used a sharp-edged stone to whittle the prongs to sharp points, she was inventing the precursor to the fork. When her makeshift spit wouldn’t rotate easily, she honed down the ends, and then made sure it was set level. These innovations created a better user experience for the cook, and ultimately a tastier meal for her family. This first incarnation of UX happened many thousands of years ago. Yet UX is new.

For a variety of reasons, many of which we’ve seen, the basic principles behind commercial testing, feedback, and subsequent product development didn’t catch up with the speed-of-light world of digital design until recently. It’s only been in the last decade that UX emerged. In that decade, it’s taken off. The age-old principles still apply, yet they are different. In today’s digital marketplace, design, feedback, release and further iterations are all much faster. Our analytics tools allow us to see feedback, and make alterations almost instantaneously. The old principle has become a new practice. Finally, designers are listening.

Designs are artistic acts. Designs are a function of commerce. Products begin with personal inspiration. Products begin with consumer desires and needs.

It’s true that design is an art, and a designer must bring inspiration, creativity and skill to every product he or she creates. Creation of any product, whether it’s a painting or a web page, comes from within. When the product becomes a reality, it travels from that inner world, out into the universe of users. If the artist’s vision is successfully wrought, users should experience delight and surprise, but do they get what they want or need? Does the product function?

The best user experience comes when a product’s aesthetics blend with its function. This happens when a product’s form and use are functions of one another. It might be a sleek car built for speed on the highway, or a screen with perfectly balanced visuals and text seamlessly leading to conversions into transactions in the digital marketplace. In either case, form and function complement one another.

Digital designers create the best experiences when we listen to our users, and find out what they really want and need. In the early stages, when our product is still a work-in-progress, we create personas to represent the people most likely to use this new product. Do our ideas for the product match the needs of the person who’s going to use it? A well-imagined persona will help us find out. It encourages us to use empathy. As we sketch or wireframe, we can put an imagined face and personality to our user. We can visualize him turning it on, or logging in. When we have a prototype, we can go to real people, and see our ideas through their eyes. Our personas have prepared us for this, but we must approach this testing with an open mind, and a willingness to adapt.

This is when we learn that the devil is in the details. We thought long and hard about that shade of blue for the background, but does it confirm our expectations? Do users find it soothing? Or is it more like a tranquilizer, numbing them into inaction? Button sizes, menu placements and basics like logging in and purchasing, all come into play here. This is where our users tell us if their actions meet our intentions. It’s also where we learn exactly what our design does in practice.

When our product meets its user often it’s like Fitzgerald’s ideas bumping up against one another. One wields the tool; one is the tool. Can they work in tandem? This is when control becomes an issue. The designer creates and shapes each facet with a particular method in mind. He assumes his user will see it the same way he does. But when the product actually reaches the user, all bets are off. Maybe the user will follow the precise path laid out by the designer. Or maybe she won’t. When users fail to validate our initial assumptions, that might be a sign of failure. Or it might not.

Our user might see the design in an entirely different way. She might not even notice the link to a second page where an array of activities, products and functions await her. Though we might’ve put most of our time and effort into that second page of perfectly placed options, we now see that that she’s using our conveniently located search box, bypassing the route we’d set out for her. She types in what she wants, moving directly to her destination. From there, she makes several other stops the designer never saw coming. This is where the designer’s intention must take a back seat to consumer satisfaction. The user likes the design for all the wrong reasons. She spends her money, and comes back for more. None of our assumptions work, but the product does. In such a case, the product surprises and delights to its users, while at the same time its users surprise, bewilder, and finally please its designer. This is the designer’s opportunity to learn. We know what goes into our products, but only our users can tell us what they’ll get out of them.

Though a product might perform its primary function in a variety of astonishing ways, ultimately it almost always must fulfill that function. A web page at an online bookseller must sell books. A digital thermometer must measure temperature. A GPS device must give us our location. Each of us might find our own path to the function, but if it doesn’t do what we need it to do, it fails. This is one reason to limit a user’s choices. If we present him with a thousand options, his decision-making process breaks down. The myriad of possibilities transform into an impermeable psychological wall. Instead of banging his head against that barrier, the user goes elsewhere.

Another frequent outcome is that of cognitive dissonance, when a user, frustrated by seemingly infinite choices, finds an inefficient and inferior method to do what he wants to do. Having found a way to make the product function at a minimum level of quality, he declares victory, convincing himself that his discovery has led to the best outcome. Though our design could function much better if he would only learn to use it properly, he never does. Instead, the user gives up and decides that the product is working just fine. A good designer sees this coming. This is when it’s time for the designer to make choices, stripping down menus and options to their optimum number.

Branding is at the core of most marketing efforts, and has a vital role in design. A competent digital designer must be aware of his client’s brand. His products must fit the identity the brand has established, adhering to the company’s overall vision of itself. He must ask himself: How does this item fit with this company’s other products and services? Can my design make that fit better? If a company is just starting out, anything he designs will be aimed at establishing their new brand. Whether the brand is old and established, or a work-in-progress, the designer must learn as much as possible about a company’s identity, and that knowledge must inform his designs.

Before we can benefit from UX, we have to communicate with users. We can do this with rough sketches and prototypes, and while a design is still offline, we can test our designs in a usability lab. This is where we bring in users, set them up with a product, and watch how they use it. In this way, we can observe individuals’ interactions with the product, noting where our assumptions are met, and where they fail. This is a kind of “retail” user testing. Another method is to take the product live online. This can be limited to a set of users who’ve been invited to the website, or we can do it in a full product iteration. We have tracking tools for both methods.

When we take a product online in a complete iteration, we test it on a much larger sample. Unlike our usability lab with its individual subjects, here we begin examining the behavior of groups. This is where user testing becomes more like traditional polling. Like a good pollster, we slice our sample different ways to learn different things. How many users remained with us, and how many dropped off? What percentage bought something? How many stayed awhile, then left? How many came back? What was the average time for performing each function?

We get this data from tracking tools like Google Analytics, Ominture SiteCatalyst and Mixpanel. These help us slice up a large audience into its smaller, more identifiable components. We can see which groups use it, how much they use, when they use it, and how they use it. This helps us better understand a product’s appeal. Is it attracting the audience we expect? Do we have measureable numbers of surprise visitors? We gather the numbers, do our calculations, and then use that data to better adapt the product to its potential audience. This is where the observer interacts with the observed. Our analysis and adaptations to our audience sometimes changes who that audience is.
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Figure 13 - Mixpanel is a great tool for analyzing user traffic and measuring interactions for any give time period of your products development cycle.

Design is an art, and designers are artists. We’ve grown up in a culture whose ideal of the artistic life is seen almost totally in terms of the individual. We expect an artist to have an entirely autonomous vision. We also expect the artist to create meaningful art independent of the society’s constraints. We seldom reward this kind of art. For a painter, this usually means that most of her canvasses will sit, unsold. An actor might find that his favorite parts aren’t in demand. A filmmaker often shows her independent productions to small audiences in mostly empty theatres.

But in a free market economy art is also a commercial endeavor. A few artists can succeed in that market without any change in their vision or its presentation. Most don’t. Nonetheless, we can bring our artistic skills into the marketplace, and create art that people will want and use. This is particularly true in the field of digital design.

Though many of us first entered a digital design world where we were encouraged to simply think up whatever we liked, we are now entering a new phase. In a highly technical field, we’ve always been light years ahead of the general public. Now, in some essential ways, the public is catching up. They know what they are willing to do to use our products, and they know their limits. Using the power of their consumer dollars, they demand products they can use with ease. Designers who fail to react to that demand are doomed to failure.

Now, there must be an additional element to our artistic consciousness. We must communicate with our users, listen to their wants and needs, and create our products with those things in mind. Some of us might see this as stifling, but growth is inevitable—and good. Like Fitzgerald’s persona of first-rate intelligence, we must learn to see things more than one way. The best designers will see this as an opportunity, finding ways to express their vision so that users will be enticed to the designer’s products. Without altering our inner convictions, we must learn how others see our ideas. When their perceptions diverge from our artistic intent, we must listen, learn, and adapt our methods. Only then can we hope to show our audience the incredible potential of the art of digital design.


Glossary:

General Terms

A/B testing: Testing two versions of the same product within the same context (accessibility, route and location) at the same time. This has also been referred to as split testing. A/B testing in digital design usually happens when different users accessing the same site are directed to different pages, each with a version of the proposed product.

Agile: A software development method that takes user experience into account early, through flexible and rapid iterations, analysis and adaptation.

Cognitive dissonance: When a user’s partial failure in the proper deployment of a product leads the user to lower his or her expectations, then describe the resulting substandard experience as a positive one.

Design iteration: Testing a design through releases (iterations) to users. In a narrow sense, the term applies to the release of a design, but it has also encompassed the whole testing process up to, but not including analysis.

Dunbar’s Number: The number of people with whom one person can maintain meaningful, stable relationships.

Experience architecture: The structure of information transfer between webpage and user, designed to create a pattern or method that the user will recognize, and respond to, across various platforms and settings.

Eyetracking: Measuring eye position and movement during site navigation to understand how the eye reacts to a design, usually on a screen.

Feedback loop: The process of iteration, feedback, analysis, adaptation and reiteration. The term emphasizes feedback and its results within the loop.

Flow: Total mental immersion in a task, with no peripheral concerns or distractions. Comparable to what athletes call “the zone.”

Frictionless: Applies to any process that has an absence of obstacles or barriers, and is marked by well-defined movement through clearly delineated paths.

Gamification: The use of game thinking, strategy and tactics in the design and use of games, devices and processes.

Habit loop: The process of cue>routine>reward.

Heatmapping: Measuring the timeframes when the user’s attention is directed to different areas of a screen.

Interactive design: The design of digital products, such as websites and pages, so that users can deploy their functions to perform desired tasks.

Lean: A streamlined development method characterized by elimination of non-essential actions and elements. In digital design and production, Lean can be recognized in early release, rapid analysis and adaptation and fast iterations.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: Psychologist Abraham Maslow’s model of the needs and motivations underlying human behavior. Usually visualized as a pyramid, this model puts basic physical necessities such as eating and breathing at the bottom. The pyramid rises and narrows its focus to include security, relationship, and esteem issues, with creativity and the ability to make unbiased judgments, at the top.

Minimum viable product (MVP): A product that has undergone the minimum level of development necessary before it can be tested.

Onboarding user flow: A complete set of data designed to draw users’ eyes, framing their choice of actions. An example is the menu of links to a site’s other pages, often at the top of the screen.

Paper-in-screen prototyping: Transporting a design’s image to the screen of a device for testing.

Paper prototyping: Making a paper sketch of a design to gauge typical user reactions to basic design components such as placement, size, shape and color.

Persona: A fictional characterization of the likely user of a proposed product. Designers create personas, giving them realistic personalities and behaviors, to better understand a typical user’s needs.

Usability lab: A controlled environment where users can interact with a product’s prototype, while observers track and record user reactions.

User experience (UX): The emotions and reactions of users when they interact with a product or service. Also, UX is sometimes used as an abbreviation for user experience design, which includes design and testing methods that focus on the needs, desires and actions of a product’s users.

User interfaces (UIs): Locations, situations, devices and contexts where interactions occur between users and products. A light bulb’s UI is its on/off switch. A web page, and its tools, are an online UI.

Waterfall: Design process where the idea comes from the top, then advances downward through the stages of conception, analysis, design, manufacture and testing.

Web analytics: The practice of measuring user data to design and/or revise web sites and pages for optimum use.

Wireframe: A design showing the basic visual components of a product. A good wireframe shows the connections between underlying information architecture, and the basic design users will experience when they see it on a screen.


Design and Analytics Products:

Design:

Adobe Illustrator: Adobe’s primary tool for creating graphics. Its current version is a descendant of Adobe’s original Illustrator, released in 1987.

Axure: Interactive tool for wireframing and prototyping, emphasizing speed in testing and feedback.

Balsamiq: A small company with a set of tools for mockups and rapid wireframing.

OmniGraffle: Diagramming application featuring stencils and a drag-and-drop WYSIWYG (what you see is what you get) interface. OmniGraffle’s tools enable a designer to see features and web pages as a user would see them, even while the page is still in the design process.

Analytics:

Google Analytics: Google’s set of analytic tools, concentrating on testing user behavior from a marketing viewpoint.

Lucky Orange: A set of analytic tools employing several tracking methods, including videos of user behaviors, live chat and visual polling.

Mixpanel: Segments and analyzes users and their actions, then converts analysis into visual representations.

Ominture SiteCatalyst: Adobe analytic tools developed for a client’s viewpoint, but generating user data that can also inform design and revision.
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