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‘ Design is not just what it looks like and feels like. Design is how it works.’


Steve Jobs
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Introduction to digital user experience design



This book is for you if you are studying a creative visual subject that encompasses user experience (UX) design or if you have a creative background and want to gain a broad understanding of UX design as it relates to digital and hybrid environments with a user focus. It will examine some of the most used design approaches and how to harness these to create engaging solutions for a client, explore different ways of identifying and understanding the audience for your product, and help you develop the content and visual interface for your product. It will help you build upon your pre-existing skills to create innovative, engaging and exciting products that utilize screen-based digital solutions.


Don Norman, one of the first people to use the term user experience, defines UX as being ‘everything . . . and how you experience it’; it concerns the whole of a user’s journey, not just a single experience of using, for example, a website. Jakob Nielsen, a foremost expert in the field, reinforces this definition by saying that ‘UX is people’ – it is not about technology or computers, but about users and the design team who create the solutions. Nielsen identifies three constant principles in UX, which inform the key areas of this book: understand the user, test ideas and use iterative design.


Throughout the book a range of terminology is used to reference what you are creating for people to interact with: most often, this is called a product. Traditionally, when we think of products or product design we think of tangible three-dimensional objects, but the term product has developed and now also encompasses virtual objects: for example, traditional websites, augmented or virtual reality, or even voice user interfaces, in one form or another – these are all products that you, as a UX designer, might create.




[image: Illustration]


Digital design does not always take place on a screen.





The sections of the book reflect the basic UX design process:


1. Understanding


2. Research, discovery, analysis and definition


3. Development.


Part 1: ‘Methods and approaches’ unpacks and clarifies different methods for and approaches to solving design problems; helps you understand your client and what they want from you, create design briefs and develop a good working relationship with your client and other members of your team; and explores the possibilities of different platforms you can use to engage with your audience.


Part 2: ‘Knowing your audience’ explains how to identify and get to know your audience through user research, including data collection and analysis; learn how to present your findings in the most effective ways, using visuals and storytelling; use your research to deepen your understanding of your users by creating personas, user stories, journey maps and empathy maps; and undertake user testing to help you pinpoint any problems and inform further iterations of your concepts.


Part 3: ‘Refining your product’ examines considerations in designing digital interfaces across multiple devices, perhaps even going beyond the screen by incorporating voice commands or augmented or virtual reality; plan your content effectively, ensuring that it works just as well as your visual design and supports search engine optimization and other strategies for differentiating you from your competition and driving traffic to your product; and create prototypes to visualize your product and help you refine and troubleshoot your design.


UX design skills are highly transferable, and UX design approaches can be applied across a broad range of disciplines. The book contains extensive examples of work ranging from art-based to commercial projects, both large and small scale, to show you what you can achieve and to give you a good understanding of what is possible in commercial environments. Case studies of projects by practising designers give further insight. The book introduces you to the fundamentals required of a UX designer, as well as skills you need and other aspects of the design process that you should be aware of in order to work successfully with a team and manage client relationships.







‘UX is people. It’s not technology, it’s not about computers, it’s about people.’


Jakob Nielsen, usability pioneer















part one



methods & approaches









1.1 Design methods


There are hundreds of different approaches that can be taken to solving digital design problems. When you’ve just received a brief or started a new project, knowing where to start and which methods are appropriate and most effective for a particular product can save you a lot of time and trouble. In this section, we look at a few key design methods and use these as a starting point to explore how we go about crafting solutions specifically for a digital audience.


While the idea of a design process implies that there is a set list of steps to follow to produce solutions, you should never consider anything to be set in stone. Ultimately, the design process is creative and about solving problems; it is a guide to making sense of something that, at first, appears to be an incomprehensible mass of questions; it is a way of thinking (fig. 1).
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1 The design process is not linear – it is full of twists and turns.





Every design project is going to have ups and downs, and you will most certainly feel all at sea at times, but the skill lies in recognizing this and understanding the best way to navigate your way through. One way is to signpost key parts of the journey and map it out before you begin so that you have a rough path to follow. The design process can be seen as a collection of milestones and tools that you can use to help you resolve a design brief. Each design brief will require a slightly different approach, with emphasis placed on different processes, principles or tools.


While there can be no specific formula for a design method that answers every brief – that would be no fun and create some very strange solutions! – there are a number of design methods that can help you form a framework that you can use to navigate a broad range of projects. These include the Design Council’s framework for innovation, IDEO’s human-centred design approach and GV’s design sprint. Each of these uses a mixture of both critical and creative thinking to help create successful outcomes.


The waterfall approach


The traditional model of product development, known as the waterfall approach (fig. 2), is one that you may recognize, even if you’ve seen it with slightly different wording:




[image: Illustration]


2 The traditional waterfall approach.





This approach implies that design is a linear process, but nothing could be further from the truth. Finding a solution to a brief is messy, and even if you use the same design method every time, the nuances of the method, and therefore the outcome, will be different. Being messy and non-linear means that you may experience both moments of frustration and times of elation. But it also gives you an opportunity to bring in different approaches to finding solutions.


Collaborative approaches


As the design field has developed and changed, so have the approaches to it. Design now has a greater emphasis on collaboration with both experts and the audience you are creating solutions for. Co-creation, co-design or participatory design, design thinking and human-centred design are approaches that have collaboration as their foundation. These methods are often written about because they transfer well to areas outside of the creative arena and therefore have become popular in business. Often businesses use design thinking as a framework to understand issues and find solutions.


Co-creation is an approach in which the users frequently play a key role in shaping a solution or product with the company who is making it. In co-design, or what is traditionally called participatory design, the users play a role in the design aspect of a project. Design thinking uses creativity as a means to solve problems and is much more user-solution focused. All these approaches are focused on working with and not for each other.


Design thinking is broader than just visual design and can be used for a whole range of tasks. Part of design thinking is putting people/users at the heart of finding solutions. IDEO is a global design company that has embraced design thinking and specifically human-centred design (HCD) as an approach to finding solutions. IDEO defines design thinking as ‘a way to solve problems through creativity’.


The following methods and approaches, in one way or another, encapsulate elements of design thinking, co-creation, and co-design or participatory design.



Design sprints


At Google, and then at GV (previously known as Google Ventures), Jake Knapp developed the design sprint (fig. 3). This process was used to create products including Gmail and Hangouts.
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3 GV’s design sprint process.





GV uses design sprints to focus on design, prototyping and testing – not building or launching. Design sprints are not only for digital-based products; they can be used to develop other kinds of products, education, architecture and much more. GV describes the process as ‘a “greatest hits” of business strategy, innovation, behaviour science, design thinking, and more’.


Design sprints bring together a group to work on exploring and finding a solution to a problem. The group does not need to be a pre-existing team, and it is often beneficial to include a variety of voices to help explore and generate ideas. A design sprint can give a broad range of people the opportunity to contribute – unlike traditional brainstorming sessions, which can sometimes result in only the loudest person getting their ideas across. It also gives the opportunity to build client relationships and understand a client’s product and customers in more depth. But design sprints are not intended to follow an idea to completion, so they often sit within a much larger process of researching, developing and launching products.


Once an idea or initial concept has been formed, a design sprint is often used to identify issues and generate solutions. Because of the relatively large investment of people and time, a design sprint is often worthwhile for a big challenge that needs dedicated time to investigate and resolve. The challenge does not necessarily need to involve new ideas, it can be about refining and developing pre-existing ideas. A design sprint is often run across one or two weeks (although this can vary) and aims to have a set of proposals or prototypes as an outcome.


During a design sprint, a group will come together to work through a series of key stages:




[image: Illustration] Identify problems and pinpoint initial directions by mapping out what they want to achieve


[image: Illustration] Identify how they might achieve their goals and what challenges they may face along the way


[image: Illustration] Through reflective questioning, identify key stakeholders who, through informal interviews, may be able to help answer and resolve some of the questions


[image: Illustration] Sketch out and discuss potential solutions


[image: Illustration] Review the potential ideas and critique them in preparation for prototyping and testing on an audience.







‘True collaboration isn’t throwing designs over the wall. It’s designers, engineers, and the rest of the team sharing the responsibility to build a quality product.’


Diana Mounter, head of design at GitHub






The framework for innovation


Known as the framework for innovation (fig. 4), the Design Council’s methodology aims to ‘achieve significant and long-lasting positive change’. It is used by a range of organizations and, similar to design thinking and design sprints, is user focused and has reflection and iteration at the core of its approach – it involves making, testing and putting the user first. However, unlike the design sprint, it covers the whole design process rather than just concentrating on the testing and ideas stage. The framework has been used by companies in areas from transport to education. It is ideal for projects including a range of different groups, who can be brought in at key stages to help inform the direction of the project.
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4 The Design Council’s framework for innovation.





The original ‘double diamond’ diagram that the Design Council created to describe their framework was beautifully simple, though in many ways it was too simple and implied that the approach had a relative formulaic approach. But it also enabled key members of projects outside of design teams to begin to understand the process that designers go through in order to produce outcomes. This enabled the framework for innovation to be understood and used by other groups to ‘tackle some of the most complex social, economic and environmental problems’. The framework is particularly effective in projects that have many key stakeholders exploring challenges in different disciplines who can come together to create a collaborative solution that is user focused.






1.2 Digital design methods


In the previous section we looked at design methods that are not exclusive to digital products. This section will look at some approaches that, while still transferable, are unique to the digital space.


Design for a digital space brings a unique set of challenges. A good place to start is with Gillian Crampton Smith’s basics of good interaction design, which you can use as the beginning of a framework for digital user experience design. In fact, you can use the following list to quickly and easily interrogate many interactive objects, from fire alarms to websites.


Good interaction design gives us




[image: Illustration] A clear mental model of what we’re interacting with.


[image: Illustration] Reassuring feedback, so that we know what we’ve done and when we have done it.


[image: Illustration] Navigability, especially with things that are on screen. You need to know where you are in the system, what you can do there, where you can go next and how to get back.


[image: Illustration] Consistency, so that the same response is experienced in different places of the system.


[image: Illustration] Intuitive interaction, which minimizes the burden of conscious thought needed to operate the system, leaving us to concentrate on our goals.


[image: Illustration] Responsive behaviour and quality, to design not just what it looks like, but how it behaves, and the quality of how we interact with it in the right context.





The waterfall approach in the digital space


In the traditional waterfall approach to product design (see ‘The waterfall approach’, here), each stage of a project does not overlap and is largely independent; once a stage is finished by a team and handed to the next team, the next stage can begin, and the two never really cross over. When it comes to working collaboratively and developing new digital solutions, this is a dysfunctional, slow and arduous process. A company using this approach to respond to an identified issue or change in the market may then take such a long time to make a change to its product that the updated product may already be out of date by the time it launches.
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5 The digital waterfall approach.





The waterfall approach does have its place in digital design (fig. 5), though it is ‘only appropriate for some types of system’. For example, the waterfall approach can be useful in safety-critical systems, large software systems and embedded systems where digital and physical systems have to work together. Software developers, however, often look beyond the waterfall approach to different methods, such as the agile mindset and the incremental model, which we will look at next.



The agile mindset


Agile design is iterative – that is, it has distinct cycles of development that are repeated – and fast paced (fig. 6). The basis of the concept is that it creates a quicker response time to developing solutions by constantly improving a product (e.g., a website) through smaller, rather than longer, cycles of development. This enables new features driven by user testing, changes in the market or developments in technology to be released much more quickly. For this reason, it tends to be the design method of choice for software developers.




[image: Illustration]


6 The agile development cycle.





In an agile development model, it is common to deliver working solutions to end users, often based on the idea of user stories or features. For example, rather than a website being updated one element at a time, user stories, which address the process a user goes through as they use a product, are implemented (for more on user stories, see ‘Storytelling’, here). The iterative nature of the agile approach means that a digital product or solution might be released before it is final; this is why you’ll often see ‘alpha’ and ‘beta’ or ‘preview’ on public-facing apps and websites. The challenge with agile approaches is keeping track of the end goal and the overall architecture and structure of the solution. A good agile development process transfers this burden on to good product managers and systems architects.


The agile mindset also uses sprints, not dissimilar to design sprints (see ‘Design sprints’, here). Agile sprints are kept short (one to four weeks, normally two) to ensure that focus on the end user and on outcomes is maintained. Normally you would get user feedback after every sprint, or during the following sprint. Some sprints may be focused on prototyping and others on development, but there should be an element of design, development and testing in every agile sprint.


The processes of the agile mindset may look similar to those of other approaches, but they are carried out in much smaller, more focused cycles, rather than one single cycle for a whole overarching project. The agile approach is responsive and reactive to the environment it is in, rather than reflective and holistic.


The incremental model


This incremental model (fig. 7) is not dissimilar to the agile process, and there is significant overlap between the two, though the incremental model has longer cycles and a larger, more holistic view of the creation of a system. From one set of requirements a series of increments is generated, structured so that each builds on the previous one: for example, each increment may release new features to a product. However, each increment has its own cycle of design and development, testing and implementation.




[image: Illustration]


7 The incremental model.





The scrum process


While scrum is not in itself a design methodology, it is related to the agile mindset, the incremental model and design sprints (fig. 8). Scrum is not dissimilar to agile, but its focus is on the organization of a project and how a team works together rather than on the product or solution the team is creating (fig. 9). Scrum creates transparency between developers and wider organizations and helps to create non-hierarchical teams where projects are broken down into manageable tasks.




[image: Illustration]


8 Design processes can be iterative (like the agile mindset), incremental (like the incremental model), or both.





A scrum team is made up of no more than seven members, and work is undertaken in cycles of sprints of two to four weeks, with the product owner deciding what the priorities are and how the challenge should be specified, such as through a user story. A set of tasks for the project, known as a product backlog, is created, and the team as a whole selects the highest priority items to work on. The sprint will take place for a set period of time, and if an item is not completed it will be fed back into the product backlog. During the sprint updates, problems and issues are shared in quick daily team meetings.




[image: Illustration]


9 The scrum process.





The scrum process is easily transferable to areas outside of development and has become a popular framework for design sprint teams.


Design systems


A design system is similar to brand guidelines that outline how a brand’s visual assets should be used, but a little more complicated because it incorporates a number of other components and has a focus on user experience. Design systems evolved from the need to bring together different elements that are specifically required in a digital design and development environment. For this reason, design systems are considered a digital design method.


Design systems have a number of reusable components with clear standards that enable them to be used to create a consistent experience across different solutions (fig. 10). They are continually refined and updated. Essentially, a design system is a living, breathing toolkit, and all teams who need to engage with the design system must be aware of it and buy into it – there is no point working hard as a team to create a design system and then not getting it out into the company and believing in it. As part of a design system’s creation and revisions, users should be consulted at appropriate points of the development cycle, as these are ultimately the people who are going to be experiencing it.




[image: Illustration]


10 Components of Google’s Material Design system.





Alongside visual elements that form the identity of a company, a design system can include principles, best practices, documentation, user interfaces (sometimes referred to as a pattern library), code, editorial guidelines and more. Because of the range of components involved in a design system, it is something that often sits across the full range of disciplines – including developers, engineers, visual designers and content creators – within a team, meaning that everyone has a role to play in using the design system and no one discipline owns it. This ensures a common goal across the company and brings a synergy to all areas while ultimately being good for the user experience.


The design system also has the benefit of being flexible, so that it can be implemented in ways that are appropriate for a specific brief while keeping the elements of the brand consistent. It also enables rapid prototyping and iterations, because the components – graphical, code and other kinds – are already created. This is particularly important with expectation and demand within companies increasing the speed at which products are developed and launched.


It is often difficult to envision all the possible ways that a brand’s assets may be used. However, having common elements that can be used across different platforms and in new spaces leads to consistency across different products and platforms – even ones that have not yet been created. This is a natural evolution from products such as brand guidelines and has come about primarily because of the development and demands of the digital environment. The design system enables a holistic overview so that the many facets of a company do not become segmented and in doing so creates consistency – especially when there are multiple teams and products involved, and when products have to behave in similar ways.





CASE STUDY ONE


Design systems


Tessa Rodes was the senior design manager of the IBM Cloud PAL system. In 2013 she was part of the first group to go through the IBM Design programme, which transformed IBM’s company culture by embedding designers in all key product teams.


Nick Hahn is the director of design systems consulting at InVision. Previously he worked at IBM, and before that in advertising. He has worked in UX design since it was developing and becoming recognized as a specific job role. At IBM Nick joined what was initially the governance team, which became the IBM Cloud PAL team.
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