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Introduction
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The why and the who

This book is for students of design and user experience (UX)

Ibegan this book while teaching UX students at San Jose State University, California. They come from diverse design disciplines like graphic design and industrial design. I want them to grow into successful UX designers who understand the fundamentals of good design and who make a difference to customers. If you are a student of design and want access to the book, please email me from your .edu email address and I’ll send you a copy of the ebook. 

I am also writing this book for the startup founder/CEO. All the entrepreneurs I know are lifelong learners. If you are a founder, you care about your users and want to ship a design that reflects that care. You are a tastemaker, and this book can help you make your UX smooth and resonate with your users.

Why a book now?

My intention is for you to design well. I will share some patterns that I have learned over the 25 years of professional design work for Microsoft, Google, eBay and Klaviyo. I want you to make whatever you design a little better. Conveniently, I have been writing notes as I taught a UX class for the last few semesters. I used that as a starting point and expanded the text this summer.

What is design?

Design is the process of conceptualizing, planning, and creating solutions to meet specific needs or solve problems. It's a pervasive activity that touches nearly every aspect of our lives, often without us consciously realizing it. 

You're making a yard sale poster at 11 PM on the night before your sale. You pick a font, choose colors, decide where to put the address. Without realizing it, you've just stepped into the world of graphic design. Meanwhile, your neighbor spends their weekend figuring out where to plant their new rose bush, measuring distances and thinking about sunlight. They're designing their landscape. And the kid building elaborate Lego structures, testing different pieces, rebuilding when something doesn't work? She's living through the design process.

Design is not about making things look good—rather, it’s about how you experience products. While visual appeal can be a component, it's ultimately about functionality, purpose, and, most importantly, how people interact with and experience products, services, environments, and information. It's about understanding human behavior, anticipating needs, and crafting intuitive, effective, and often delightful solutions. It's the story of how humans solve problems and shape the world.

Design is not about making things look good—rather, it’s about how you experience products. 


Everyone is a designer 

I believe that designing and making are core to us humans. From the earliest tools crafted by our ancestors to the complex technological marvels of today, the impulse to shape our environment and create something new is deeply ingrained in our nature. This innate drive extends beyond mere utility; it encompasses the artistic, the innovative, and the desire to leave our mark on the world. Whether it's the meticulous planning of an architect, the inventive spirit of an engineer, or the expressive strokes of a painter, the act of conceiving and bringing something into existence is a fundamental expression of human ingenuity and purpose. It is through design and creation that we solve problems, communicate ideas, and ultimately define our place in the universe.

Let’s go back to a time not long ago when villages were self-sufficient. A farmer walks into the blacksmith's shop with dirt under his fingernails. "I need a shovel," he says, "but my soil has these stubborn clay patches." The blacksmith nods, fires up his forge, and creates something just for this farmer's land. The farmer takes his custom blade to the carpenter, who makes a handle that fits his grip. After using it for a few weeks, the farmer realizes he needs some notches to handle weeds better. Back to the blacksmith he goes. This isn’t mass production – this is design as conversation. The shovel evolved organically over time, shaped by generations of users and makers having deep conversations about uses, field experience, and feedback.

In today’s world, this kind of design conversation is happening without our awareness. This morning, you grabbed your phone and scrolled through Instagram. You double-tapped a photo, skipped an ad, and spent extra time on a funny reel. You think you're just browsing, but you're actually shaping Instagram's algorithm. Every swipe and pause teaches the platform what you want to see. Later, you took an Uber to work. The ride went well, so you gave the driver a five stars rating and left a comment about the driver's music. Your feedback becomes part of how Uber improves its service. When you help your friend create a survey for the neighborhood association, choosing questions and designing the poster, you step fully and actively into the designer's role. 

A quick primer on the history of design

The discipline of design has roots in craft and craftsmanship. It developed during the industrial revolution, where mass production and aesthetics merged. More recently, as software technology boomed, user experience (UX) has become prominent, emphasizing functionality and user needs.

In the early 1900s, the Industrial Revolution (steam power, machine over manpower, and speed of production) gave rise to mass production and plentiful availability of consumer goods, leading to a greater focus on intentional choice of color, materials and finish (CMF design). Sometime after the two world wars, there was a renewed focus on functionality married with beauty and comfort. People celebrated automotive designers. Raymond Loewy, known for streamlined engines, flew around with the President of the United States. It was the peak of industrial design as a discipline. Every airport and many Midwestern homes used the furniture of Charles and Ray Eames, turning them into household names.

In the mid-50s, Henry Dreyfuss started a design practice focused on a new field called ergonomics and emphasized designing for user needs and comfort. Interface design became a branch of ergonomics, and several schools even taught it that way. 

One of my mentors, Liz Sanders, used to tell me about the 1980s design scenario. She'd describe how Fitch worked with the team at Xerox PARC and early Apple. These weren't just tech people—they were psychologists who entered the field of design. Apple's early team would spend their afternoons watching real people use their software, taking notes on every confusion and frustration. Then they'd spend their nights fixing the issues they'd observed during the day. They did this every day, turning design into an ongoing conversation between creators and users. It was later called the rapid iterative testing and evaluation (RITE) method by one of my co-workers at xBox, Michael Medlock. Microsoft hired Kent Sullivan around the same time to conduct usability testing (watching people use computers), making him one of the first designers hired specifically to understand users.

When the internet took off, design had to adapt quickly. We weren't just designing physical objects anymore; we were creating websites, services, and the entire digital experience. By the late 90s, during the dot-com boom, companies were hiring teams of designers. Apple brought in Don Norman, who had written the now famous book "The Design of Everyday Things". Yahoo and eBay built their own design teams. Agencies like IDEO, Sapient, and SonicRim became the design thinking consultants, helping companies understand this strange new world of user experience (UX).

After the economic downturn in the early 2000s, UX seemed to just chug along. Fast-growing companies like Amazon and Google used data to make most of their decisions. It was all about optimization – making checkout faster, speeding up search results. Design took a backseat to metrics and analytics.

The iPhone in 2008 changed how we think about design. Suddenly, the physical design of the phone mattered less than what happened on the screen. Every button, every interaction, every smooth animation lived in software. Design became invisible but more important than ever.

Design boomed in the 2010s with the growth of the app store and companies like Uber and Airbnb.


Companies like Airbnb, Coinbase, and Uber built their success in designing better experiences for their users. Uber didn't add design to make the taxi experience more beautiful or visually stunning. They made it central to how users interact with the service. Airbnb reinvented how we go on vacation. Design was now using metrics and analytics to iterate. The 2010s also saw design split into specialized roles: visual designers, content designers, UX researchers, prototype creators, motion designers, and sound designers. Each focused on a unique piece of the user experience. In the 2020s we're seeing these roles come back together under the title "product designer." 


[image: ]
If you look at Google search trends for "user experience," you'll see how design has become central to building almost everything around us.


Now with AI, we are seeing designers as builders quickly prototyping their designs and iterating with their users. It's a bit like returning to the village blacksmith approach, just with modern tools.

You are a designer every time you are solving problems and shaping experiences. Be the best at it.



      ***What is user experience (UX) design?

Imagine it's 2 AM, and you just got a call that your loved one is in the hospital. You need to get there fast, but your car won't start, and your hands are shaking as you fumble with your phone. A good UX designer anticipated this exact moment. They thought about you—panicked, emotional, desperate to just get moving—and built the Uber app so you could request a ride in seconds without having to think about addresses, payment methods, or confusing buttons.

That's UX design in action. It's the practice of stepping into someone else's shoes and crafting products, services, and systems around their real human needs. UX designers don't just think about how something looks—they think about edge cases, about how it feels to use it when you're rushing, when you're confused, when you're new to technology, or when you're an expert who just wants to get things done quickly. A UX designer follows you through your entire journey in experiencing a product. They consider what brings you there in the first place, how you discover what you need, what might frustrate you along the way, and how you feel after you're done. They care about whether you'd come back or recommend it to a friend. This means diving deep into human psychology—understanding why people behave the way they do, what makes them trust a product, and what causes them to abandon it. 


[image: ]
Simple things like showing how many cars are around builds trust with the user. Every screen and every button is intentional.


UX designers watch real people use things, build quick prototypes to test ideas, and constantly refine their designs based on what they learn. The goal isn't just to make something that works—it's to make something that works so well you barely notice the design itself. The best UX feels invisible, like the product just reads your mind and gives you exactly what you need, exactly when you need it.

User experience (UX) refers to all aspects of a user's interaction with a product, service, or company. It encompasses the user's perceptions, emotions, and responses throughout their entire journey. 



      ***

What are we discussing here?

In this book, we will focus on the application and the interface what we call User Experience (UX) design. You will learn practical strategies that improve your UX with minor changes.

The book will start with a quick primer on why design is important. I do not plan to spend much time on it since you would not start with this book if you did not already care. You are welcome to skip right to the next chapter.

Chapter 1 through 4, I will share my tactics of good design. These will help you separate the good from the mediocre. The more practice you get, the more your intuition will take over, and you will naturally graduate to designing well. The last chapter is for getting into the details of measuring. This will help you measure, iterate, and continuously improve your product and your game.

In the appendix, I have included a sample learning roadmap, a sample curriculum, FAQ, and quizzes to refresh your memory and heuristic criteria. 

My suggestion is that you just get started and then browse as you please. If you are a student, it will benefit you to read the full book and try to internalize and learn the language of design. If you are a practitioner (project manager, designer or engineer) you can use parts of the book relevant to your product. One way to do so is to use this agent to analyze screens. Another is to use a heuristic criterion (see appendix) and go through your application for a few hours. You can thank me later!


      ***

A few things to note

Product designers, product managers, and engineers do a lot of the conceptualizing, planning, and creating of solutions to meet specific needs. We will separate none of the specializations in this book. We think of all designers together in one bucket.

UX design and product design without users is art. Every technology product aims to add value to its users. There is no viable product without users. Hence, we will start with users and how to focus on them and then design to respond to their needs, problems, and aspirations.

I have intentionally kept this book short and descriptions concise because I want you to use them as a starting point to experiment, iterate, and learn. If you can apply lessons from this book and see success, send me a message preekolari@gmail.com or start a dialog on one of the various social media platforms.

Wishing you the very best 🚀 .

-Pree
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