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FOREWORD


When my cofounders and I started General Assembly in 2010, our vision for the company went well beyond offering classes in web technology; we wanted to empower a global community of individuals to pursue work they love. Our concept was to offer an easily accessible point of entry for people who wanted to get into the dynamic tech scene, or to add to their skills, or perhaps to make a career change or move into a new area in tech. We focused on creating classes taught in a hands-on, learning-by-doing style by people who were themselves immersed in the scene and could offer a wealth of experienced-based insights.


Since then, our small startup space has grown into a global education provider, with nine campuses on four continents, offering a wide range of courses in web development, UX design, product management, entrepreneurship, data science, and more, including everything from full-time immersive courses to short workshops. We continue to evolve our offerings, and with this series of books we’ve asked some of our most popular instructors to distill their wisdom into lively introductions that provide a real-world understanding of the exciting fields they work in.


UX Design was one of the first courses we launched, and it quickly became a hit. We had seen in the burgeoning New York City tech community that design had become a key differentiator for startups hoping to disrupt legacy industries. Many of the most successful companies, from Reddit to Etsy and Tumblr, did not start with the idea of improving a supply chain or disintermediating a complex transaction. Rather, they looked at how to improve the customer’s experience in ways that would surprise and delight: the essential mission of UX.


We also found that there was a clear gap in the market—actually in two markets: startups and other employers had no clear way to find skilled UX designers, and aspiring UX designers had no easy way to acquire skills. It was the old catch-22 of “you can’t get a job without experience, and you can’t get experience without a job.” This is one of the essential problems General Assembly tries to solve for many parts of the twenty-first-century economy.


This book helps to fill the gap by introducing what UX is all about and how anyone can begin the journey to expertise in the field, or how those who already have some experience in UX design can supplement their skills to take their work to a new level. The book reveals one of the most creative and in-demand areas of tech today, a vital ingredient in the success of the most innovative businesses around the world. We hope you’ll use it to create great experiences for your users and everyone else around you.


—Jake Schwartz


CEO, General Assembly





INTRODUCTION



This is a great time to learn about user experience (UX) design. The core mission of UX is to craft digital experiences that not only empower but delight users, and we’ve never had a better set of tools for doing so. There is strong demand in digital product development for people with the skills, and technology is evolving so rapidly and in such interesting ways that the work affords constant opportunities to innovate and let your creativity run. The move to mobile began only a few years ago, and a whole new era of even more innovative digital products is already dawning.


Think of the possibilities for the experiences that can be created for the living room of the future, as envisioned by Sony. That company recently unveiled its Life Space UX project, which will turn all the surfaces of our homes into rich visual displays. In the midst of a cold, rainy day, the technology will allow us to project an image of a skylight on our ceilings, bathing our rooms in the warming glow of a bright spring morning. Rather than books on bookshelves we’ll have interactive images projected on our walls of our vast arrays of ebooks, music, games, and videos, and our kitchen counters and coffee tables will be tablet computers. Assuming it takes off, the Google Glass device will be offering its own wealth of opportunities for innovating. We’ll have to create experiences that users interact with in ways that don’t currently exist. And personal assistant robots may soon be populating our homes, and will need to be made comfortable to be around rather than slightly creepy.


Maybe you can be the one to figure out a great new look and feel for products on web TV. Or you could be in the vanguard of developing the just emerging “Internet of Things,” making all the mundane objects of our daily lives highly responsive to our needs and desires. Maybe you’ll get to work on the next generation of windows, which will be sensitive to light and air quality and will open or close or draw their shades automatically.


But how do you get into UX design? Do you have to know how to write code? Or do you need a degree in design? And what exactly is UX? I’m asked these questions all the time. The truth is that even people in UX have differing views of the best way to describe UX. Is UX a noun or a verb? Does it refer to the process or the result? And UX is practiced in all sorts of different ways at different places. The confusion isn’t helped by the proliferation of arcane terms that have been used to refer to those who do UX research and design: interaction designer, information architect, usability engineer, usability analyst, UX strategist, and user research specialist are only a few of the ways you might see jobs in the field described. What’s more, the same terms are used for jobs that have widely varying sets of responsibilities. What an information architect will be asked to do at one company may be quite different from what other firms request.


The term user experience designer is becoming the preferred language, but at the same time, UX expertise is increasingly being added to the job descriptions for other specialties in digital product development. In particular, the hybrid job of UX developer is rapidly emerging, blending expertise in front-end coding with UX research and design skills. And at many startups, there is no budget for a UX specialist, and the designers are expected to be jacks-of-all-trades and to seamlessly work UX into the development process. So whether you want to work in UX full-time, as I’ve done with the Wall Street Journal and at Yahoo, or just want to add UX to your areas of expertise, this is a great time to learn about UX. Not only will doing so make you more marketable, but a knowledge of UX principles and practices can enrich your work in any part of digital product creation.


No matter whether you’re just starting out in digital work or are already established as a visual designer, a back-end or front-end developer, or a product manager, if you are in web and app development I strongly encourage you to learn the craft. If you’re a visual designer, incorporating UX methods into your work will enhance your ability to please users with your designs by tapping into their emotions and putting yourself in their place. It will also help you in presenting your design concepts and gaining support for them, as well as in working with the development team to bring them to fruition. If you’re a front-end developer, UX practices will help you create more effective and pleasing interfaces with the evidence in hand that they’re meeting the users’ needs and desires. Even for developers working on the back-end systems, an understanding of the insights of UX will help in anticipating ways to optimize the structure of databases and the capabilities of systems to enable innovations that enhance the user experience.


So what is UX and how do you do it? The best answer to the first question is that UX is both a noun and a verb; it’s both the end result experience a product offers and a set of methods with which to craft experiences. Those methods include user research techniques, such as conducting user interviews and surveys, creating personas to represent the range of users you’re appealing to, and performing competitive analysis of rival products. They also include a core set of specifications for crafting well-designed routes of navigation through sites and apps, called user flows. Additional techniques include designing the layouts and interface elements of pages, from initial sketching, to creating a rough site architecture, on to drawing the more detailed page designs generally called wireframes and then making moving prototypes. Finally, UX work involves user testing, which can be done with anything from rough sketches to fully functioning prototypes. The UX designer must interpret the results of tests and make recommendations for any changes to products that are indicated.


In this book, I’ll introduce you to each of these methods, drawing on my own experiences and telling stories of specific projects that illuminate what the day-to-day work of a UX designer is like. I’ll focus on the lessons I’ve learned, oftentimes the hard way, and I’ll offer hands-on tips about the ins and outs of practicing the methods. Because, as they say, the devil is in the details, I’ll discuss a host of specific examples of designs of actual products, decoding the good, the bad, and the ugly of UX.


Though I’ll give you a good grounding in the basic UX design principles and how to practice the methods—and this book will allow you to dive right into doing so—I think it’s important not to think of UX as the sum of its methodological parts. UX is also a way of thinking and seeing, and it involves grappling with a number of larger and quite tricky business issues that I’ll address. One of the most challenging of those, and one of the most important mandates of good UX, is knowing when it’s appropriate to innovate. When should you introduce a new interaction or craft a custom design element, and when is it better to rely on the tried and true? I’ll examine how to draw that line.


Another tricky question is when, if ever, business requirements should outweigh user goals. And one of the most pressing issues UX designers face is how to help the members of development teams better understand what UX design has to offer so they’re more receptive to ideas. I’ll delve into each of these topics and offer tips I’ve found very helpful in grappling with these issues. And finally, I’ll discuss how seeing through the lens of UX allows you to spot good ideas for product design everywhere, whether in the beautiful symmetry of the rings of Saturn, the playful whimsy of a children’s amusement park, or the collaborative process of making a movie with friends.


The best UX comes from learning by doing, and one of the things I wish were better understood about the work is how creative, fun, and satisfying it can be. UX design is a dynamic, fast-evolving field, and the doors are open. The best answer to the question of how to get into UX design is simply this: begin. I hope this book will inspire you to do so.




Chapter 1


SEEING THROUGH USERS’ EYES


[image: image]


I made my way into user experience design through an unexpected route. My interest dates back to an undergraduate English class I took on the master of suspense, Alfred Hitchcock. I thought it would be fun and easy; after all, the required reading included textbooks with titles like Men, Women, and Chainsaws. As a prepharmacy major at the time, I needed at least one class that would be a breeze. Little did I know how fascinating I would find learning the details of how storytellers created such thrilling experiences for viewers.


I ended up loving Hitchcock. We studied how he composed his shots and the narrative tricks he used to steer viewers’ eyes to exactly what he wanted them to pay attention to and increase the mystery and tension of scenes. In Rear Window, he limits the audience’s view to that from the apartment of Jimmy Stewart’s character, L. B. Jefferies. We watch through the binoculars of the wheelchair-bound Mr. Jefferies as a murder mystery unfolds in the apartment across the courtyard, catching only suggestive glimpses of the grisly deeds his neighbor may be perpetrating. What’s the man done with that large knife and the handsaw he’s cleaning? Is Jefferies merely falling prey to an overwrought imagination? The voyeuristic viewpoint puts us right in the mystery. And, of course, who could ever forget the tension of the scene in Psycho where Hitchcock places us in the shower with Janet Leigh? As we look out through the shower curtain, we see only a shadowy silhouette of the bathroom door opening and the murderer approaching. It’s one of the scariest shots in all of film. The full scene was so complex that it required seventy-eight different shot setups, and the effect was so compelling that it’s said to have caused a new phobia of taking showers. For me, the experience of the class was so transformative that I changed my major to English.


Hitchcock’s achievement became all the more impressive to me when I learned in later classes about how different people’s readings are of any given “text,” whether a novel, a movie scene, or, as I was to find years later when I got into UX design, a website or app. We studied different methods of reading a text, which the literary theorist Stanley Fish called interpretive strategies. I loved discovering how various schools of thought read a novel or play, learning to appreciate the multitude of ways people perceive.


Fish emphasized that an individual’s approach to any text is very much a matter of her life experiences and perspectives. He stressed that it’s important not to insist on the correctness of one person’s interpretation over another’s. That contention earned him notoriety and a good deal of derision by those who thought his argument was extreme. The literary critic David Hirsch described Fish as “hopelessly alienated from art, from truth, and from humanity.”1 But I appreciated how he helped me see through others’ eyes and to enjoy that feeling of ambivalence I get when my own interpretation is met with a well-marshaled set of opposing facts. I learned to empathize and see someone else’s perspective, which has been invaluable in my becoming a good UX practitioner. Different people experience apps and sites differently, and the more we are able to appreciate those differences and adapt our designs to them, the better user experiences we’ll create.


YOU’RE NOT DESIGNING FOR YOU


The most valuable lesson I’ve learned as a UX designer has been that the ways users interact with a product and the experiences they have with it vary wildly depending on their backgrounds and life situations. Is the user a baby boomer, or a ten-year-old just learning to search the web? Is she coming to your site or app while she’s at home watching TV or on the train commuting to work? Is she a new mother who has very little time to shop and just wants to order her diapers from your site as quickly as possible, or is she a fashionista who loves spending lots of time looking through the latest designer offerings?


A memorable story I heard once speaks volumes about just how much the context of our experience can shape our perceptions. It concerns a huge power outage that hit Los Angeles. The city went entirely dark, and a flood of alarmed calls came in to the astronomical observatory in Griffith Park asking what was falling out of the sky. It turned out that because of all of the ambient light that’s normally in the sky over L.A. during the night, the callers had never seen the sky really full of stars before. They were terrified.


You never want to underestimate how unfamiliar some features you want to build may be to users. My generation (Y) and those that follow me are already familiar with touch screens because we started interacting with them as soon as they came online. But for others, the technology is still very new, and they don’t know all the things touch screens allow them to do or the wealth of features that have been created for them. Even swiping may feel odd and unintuitive to them. With the learning curve as high as it is for these users, it’s our job as UX designers to remove any extra thinking from their interaction with our products that is not central to what they want or need to do.


Of course, touch screen interactions will become familiar to everyone before long. And that’s another key thing UX designers must always keep in mind: there is always going to be a new learning curve to be aware of, as long as the world sees innovations in computing.


The history of people failing to grasp how to make use of new features in technology is replete with almost mind-boggling stories. Here’s an example that’s become somewhat famous in tech circles from a hilarious article by Wall Street Journal reporter Jim Carlton, recounting a number of tech support calls:






The exasperated help-line caller said she couldn’t get her new Dell computer to turn on. Jay Alblinger, a Dell Computer Corp. technician, made sure the computer was plugged in and then asked the woman what happened when she pushed the power button.


“I’ve pushed and pushed on this foot pedal and nothing happens,” the woman replied. “Foot pedal?” the technician asked. “Yes,” the woman said, “this little white foot pedal with the on switch.”


The “foot pedal,” it turned out, was the computer’s mouse.2


Here’s another howler, which was posted on the site Rinkworks.com:


I had a job at my local school board doing on-site technical support. We had just recently replaced all the Macintosh machines with Windows NT machines. While showing one of the secretaries the Windows environment, she asked where all of her icons were. I pointed to the two columns of icons on the left side of her screen.


HER: Yes, but on my Mac they were all over here on the right.


ME: Well, by default, Windows arranges the columns on the left side.


HER: But I’m right-handed!3








The inescapable fact is that people have very different levels of comfort with technology and with changes in technologies they’ve become familiar with, whether you think they should be comfortable or not. They may also have powerful emotions about interacting with technologies, as anyone who’s ever worked an IT help desk can tell you. This is both the opportunity and the peril.


The researcher Clifford Nass, a professor of communication at Stanford University and a pioneer of human-computer interaction studies, has made a specialty of diagnosing why people respond badly to new technologies. He reports in his book The Man Who Lied to His Laptop that male drivers in Germany were so annoyed by taking instructions from the female voice of BMW’s GPS system that they flooded the customer service line with requests that the voice be changed. As Nass writes,






The service desk received numerous calls from agitated German men that went something like this:


CUSTOMER: I can’t use my navigation system.


OPERATOR: I’m very sorry about that sir. What seems to be the problem?


CUSTOMER: A woman should not be giving directions.


OPERATOR: Sir, it is not really a woman. It is only a recorded voice.


CUSTOMER: I don’t take directions from a woman.


OPERATOR: Sir, if it makes you feel better, I am certain that the engineers that built the system and the cartographers who figured out the directions were all men.


CUSTOMER: It doesn’t matter. It simply doesn’t work.4








Nass also explains that most people, however, prefer a female voice for computerized instructions, which is why Apple’s Siri and Amtrak’s automated Julie are both female voices. He theorizes that the female voice is generally more appealing because we hear our mother’s voices first, while in the womb. That just goes to show how deeply rooted and emotionally tinged people’s interactions with technology can be.5


The range of emotions evoked, or provoked, by the same product can be remarkable. Take, for example, the results of a study done to monitor how people would respond to a personal assistant robot in their homes.6 The interviews people gave after living with the robots show fascinating differences in the ways they perceived and came to feel about the machines. Consider these two excerpts from the interview transcripts:






A


I think I spoke to it occasionally, you know, because you feel sorry for this inanimate object, that is sort of programmed to speak and move. But that’s all its [sic] doing. So I’d tell him sometimes where I was going and what I was doing, but I don’t think it understood [laughs].


B


It was just something in the way…. It was a bit of a nuisance really. I didn’t find it really likeable. It was fairly uninteresting really, because its topics were limited and it was fairly, ehm, it was pretty much the same everyday [sic] and not very much on it. It was a bit boring really.








YOU’RE DESIGNING TO SERVE NEEDS


Users’ degree of familiarity with new types of technologies and interfaces is only one key factor you have to always be thinking about. The different needs and desires of different types of users, as well as the different types of businesses and organizations you’re designing for, must also be top of mind.


Teaching in New York City has exposed me to all kinds of industries I wouldn’t normally have access to. It’s one of the reasons I love it here over places like Silicon Valley. My students work in education, fashion, finance, sports, video games, television, music, and retail, not to mention other media outlets. All of these have particularities in terms of the functions that must be performed, the cultures of the companies, and the customers or audience they’re serving. Needless to say, the goals of businesses in different industries vary widely. When I worked for the Wall Street Journal, a main goal for our app was to allow readers to get as much news of whatever kind they most wanted as quickly as possible. An app for an e-commerce site will have a main goal of driving people to hit the “Purchase” button. An app for a TV show will want to enhance the experience of watching the show in creative ways.


As for users, their needs and desires vary both by user and by the app or site. A younger Facebook user may resent ads on the site, while older users are desensitized to online ads from years of being marketed to and know how to ignore them. They might even appreciate some of the ads, if they’re well tailored to the users’ interests. The needs of a single user also change between sites. The same foodie user who goes onto Yelp looking for unvarnished customer critiques of restaurants is seeking very different information on the Food Network site, where spending some time with her favorite personalities is key.


Finding bridges between users’ needs and your product’s business goals is fundamental to UX design. The farther business goals deviate from user goals, the more care you will need to put into your design in order to satisfy both. Whether the bridge is a system feature, visual design, the copy you write, or an interaction or transition animation that you design into a product, the feelings users have as they cross each bridge combine to constitute the system’s UX.


At the start of a project, you’ll always be told the business objectives of your product and given a set of requirements for the features and services it should offer. But to truly please users, to create an optimal experience, you’ll also need to carefully consider the context of who is using your product, when they started using it, how they access it, where they use it most often, and what their goals are. I ask these same questions whether I’m working on a small unpaid side project or for a behemoth media corporation.


That sounds great in principle, but until I actually started designing experiences, I always found it difficult to understand just how learning these things about users would change the way I’d design a product. So let me give a couple of specific examples.


One factor of users’ lives you will want to consider is whether they’re urban dwellers. Take the case of an app I often mention when I teach a class on mobile UX. The app used a service known as geofencing, which allows a mobile device to passively monitor where a user is through GPS. This app, which was called News.me (it no longer exists), used the service to request the location of a user’s home. Then, when the user left home the app would wake up and automatically download new content. This made for a great experience for millions in New York City who have to wait on the subway platform on the way to work in the morning with no cell service. While they couldn’t get updates for most of the apps on their phones during that time, News.me was loaded with new stories.


I highlight that this offline wait time in the subway is unique to urbanites. So does that make this feature meaningless for those who never take the subway? Not at all. All the users benefited from the absence of loading time. Which gets to a key point about the value of learning about users: one group’s particular circumstances and needs can be fantastic leads for inspiration as to what features to offer, and often those features will have broad appeal for other users. Learning about differences among users doesn’t mean that we’ll necessarily create specific features tailored only to some users. Maybe you’re working on a specialized app with a very targeted group of users, such as Lego fans or knitting enthusiasts, and you want to make your product highly specialized for them. But if you’re working on a product with a broader base, you’ll be more interested in probing into commonalities that even quite different users share, as we’ll look into more later.


When I worked for the Wall Street Journal on the mobile app, we made a helpful observation about the ways different types of commuters used the app. Those who rode the bus to work interacted with the site much more, clicking on lots of stories, scrolling down through each section, saving stories, sharing them, and looking up stock quotes. Their hands and eyes were free to do so, whereas those who drove to work mostly used the feature that reads stories aloud for their commute time. This taught us that any new product we offered should include the audio service so those commuters could use it. But this discovery was also helpful because it led us to probe more into which features appealed to each type. We began to survey users, asking which features were “nice to have” and which they didn’t much care about, and we found that both the bus riders and the drivers would appreciate a feature that would “publish” the paper for them at the time of day they woke up. This would give them the very latest news at that time. The fact that both sets of users wanted the feature led us to redesign some of the architecture of our publishing service, even though that involved a significant amount of time and money.


The people I design experiences for often surprise me. It happens as soon as I make an assumption about their behavior based on an anecdote I’ve heard about what they do or the way they are. Often, only after I see them interact with a site or app can I really see it through their eyes. Sometimes that’s just too late; the product is finished. Which is why it’s so important to do whatever you can to avail yourself of the methods that have been developed in UX to learn about users.


To make a design optimal, you’ve got to get to know how users are prepared to interact with your product, and you’ve got to understand what they want from it. You’ll avoid many pitfalls, like wasting time on a feature no one really wants or pushing people to use a new technology they aren’t ready for. I learned this lesson the hard way a few too many times. I fell into the classic trap of privileging what I wanted to do with an app or site over what would work best for my users.


WHEN PULL-TO-REFRESH ISN’T NATURAL


Working on the experience of WSJ Live, the Wall Street Journal’s iOS video app, I dug in for too long on my plan to make use of the pull-to-refresh feature that I loved about Twitter. The goal of the project I was working on was to make it easier for Journal readers to get through a lot of small video clips on the app. We were going to add a new feature that allowed readers to swipe to go to the next video, in addition to the old way of moving through them, which was by tapping a right-facing arrow button in the player controls. I loved that we were adding the feature because touch interactions are what the iPhone was made for. Not to use them was downright lazy on our part, I thought. But the trick was that touch interactions were new then, meaning I had to design the interaction so that it was empathetic as hell.


One potential problem was that people might perform the gesture accidentally and then be annoyed that the video had changed. I figured we could use the pull-to-refresh feature to prevent that, because it requires a purposeful swipe for about an inch across the screen as opposed to just an accidental flick of a few centimeters. Another thing that was appealing about using the feature was that it allows the user to perform the gesture anywhere on a page being viewed, and as the videos would be full-page view, this would make selecting the next easier; no button would be required for the user to call up the player controls. I figured, why not get rid of that outdated button method and use this new, proven technique, lifted right from one of my UX heroes, Loren Brichter, in the app he designed for Twitter? I’d just have to make the action work left to right, rather than vertically as it does with Twitter, because our videos scrolled horizontally.


The design was foolproof, in my mind. But there was still one issue I’d have to account for. Because the motion wasn’t familiar for WSJ Live users, we’d need to alert them with a tip about how to use the new feature when they first opened the app. When I told a teammate my plan, she responded, “Don’t make the interaction so complicated. Who cares if they mess up a few times?” She thought users would get used to the action quickly enough and that my design was over thought. “Who cares?!”


[image: image]


Left: Standard position, top of page. User begins dragging down. Middle: Pull-to-refresh area begins to appear. User is mid-gesture. Right: Pull-to-refresh area is in full view. User is ready to complete the gesture by releasing.


I responded. “I care!” I tried to explain the merits of my design, but the case wasn’t being won, and before it got too out of hand (it was already slightly out of hand), I thought, “To the usability lab!” I figured that after a few tests I’d have all the ammunition of empirical user data I needed to back up my argument. Well, we didn’t have a usability lab, so I did the next best thing. I got our developer to quickly program a prototype for an ad hoc user test that had a simple prompt—it would have to be simple to pass muster—and then asked some self-described video clip viewers among our less tech-savvy pool of coworkers to give it a try.
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