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90 chapter 5    The CrafT of InTeraCTIon DesIgn

After defining the project, interviewing stakeholders, and conducting 
design research, interaction designers next make a series of models, dia-
grams, and documents. Indeed, this is how designers design. Many of these 
items are paper documents, but they can be physical or digital represen-
tations as well. Designers use these models and diagrams to demonstrate 
their skill, knowledge, and ideas as well as to visualize and analyze what 
they learned earlier in the design process.

There is a perennial debate about design documentation: how much do you 
need? Some designers suggest jumping straight into prototyping, saying 
that far too many documents are created. Others wouldn’t dare proceed 
without most of these documents for fear that something important wasn’t 
written down somewhere.

My answer is that designers need exactly as much documentation as it takes 
to execute the project well. If the designer’s team responds well to use cases, 
then by all means the designer should produce them. If a client couldn’t 
care less about a task analysis, the designer shouldn’t perform one unless 
the designer personally finds it helpful.

The only reason for interaction designers to make the models and diagrams 
they do is to communicate their knowledge of and vision for a project. 
Research models show what was learned from the user research. Personas 
demonstrate an understanding of the audience. Use cases and task analyses 
outline what the product or service needs to accomplish. Mood boards, sce-
narios, storyboards, task flows, sketches, wireframes, and prototypes pull 
all the pieces together into a vision of what the final product or service will 
be. Testing makes sure that that vision is shared by the users.

If a document doesn’t communicate anything useful, it is worthless—less 
than worthless, in fact, because it squanders the designer’s time. Each 
model or diagram produced should take the project one step further toward 
completion. These design documents are at the heart of the craft of interac-
tion design.

The Tools of the Trade
No digital tool has yet to replace the speed and flexibility of a pencil and a 
piece of paper or a marker and a whiteboard. Those, plus the talent and wis-
dom of the designer, are the true tools of the trade. Before designers spend 

time fiddling with any of the software described here, they should spend 
some time thinking and planning with pencil and paper or on a white-
board. Before they use computers to straighten their lines and make every-
thing presentable, designers should rough out what is going to be made. In 
short, they should design the design.

To make the documents described in this chapter, interaction designers 
need a working knowledge of several programs in addition to a word pro-
cessing program:

. Diagramming software. Programs for making charts and diagrams. 
Microsoft Visio and OmniGraffle are the standards. Adobe InDesign 
also works well.

. Drawing or illustration software. Programs for making realistic 
mock-ups of services and products. This software will be used for 
creating storyboards and prototypes. Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Free-
Hand, Adobe Photoshop, and CorelDRAW are all good choices.

. Prototyping software. The software used for prototyping, mainly for 
digital products. The particular program used will depend on the type 
of product that the designer is working on. A Web site will require 
different prototyping software than a physical product probably will. 
Some typical programs are Adobe Flash, Solidworks, and HTML edi-
tors such as BBEdit and Adobe Dreamweaver.

.	 Presentation software. Programs that designers can use to present 
their work in front of large groups. Microsoft PowerPoint and Apple 
Keynote are the standards. Adobe Flash and Acrobat can also be used.

. Conversion software. Programs for creating materials in a format 
that most people can use. The people a designer deals with may not 
have the software that the designer is using, so files need to be con-
verted to a readable format. There’s really only one option: Adobe 
Acrobat. Acrobat can convert most files created by the other pro-
grams described here to PDF format, which anyone should be able 
to read.

research Models
The first models made by designers usually are visualizations of research 
findings. As discussed in Chapter 4, the designer should have gleaned 

DFIBook.indb   90 6/8/06   1:05:04 AM



91

After defining the project, interviewing stakeholders, and conducting 
design research, interaction designers next make a series of models, dia-
grams, and documents. Indeed, this is how designers design. Many of these 
items are paper documents, but they can be physical or digital represen-
tations as well. Designers use these models and diagrams to demonstrate 
their skill, knowledge, and ideas as well as to visualize and analyze what 
they learned earlier in the design process.

There is a perennial debate about design documentation: how much do you 
need? Some designers suggest jumping straight into prototyping, saying 
that far too many documents are created. Others wouldn’t dare proceed 
without most of these documents for fear that something important wasn’t 
written down somewhere.

My answer is that designers need exactly as much documentation as it takes 
to execute the project well. If the designer’s team responds well to use cases, 
then by all means the designer should produce them. If a client couldn’t 
care less about a task analysis, the designer shouldn’t perform one unless 
the designer personally finds it helpful.

The only reason for interaction designers to make the models and diagrams 
they do is to communicate their knowledge of and vision for a project. 
Research models show what was learned from the user research. Personas 
demonstrate an understanding of the audience. Use cases and task analyses 
outline what the product or service needs to accomplish. Mood boards, sce-
narios, storyboards, task flows, sketches, wireframes, and prototypes pull 
all the pieces together into a vision of what the final product or service will 
be. Testing makes sure that that vision is shared by the users.

If a document doesn’t communicate anything useful, it is worthless—less 
than worthless, in fact, because it squanders the designer’s time. Each 
model or diagram produced should take the project one step further toward 
completion. These design documents are at the heart of the craft of interac-
tion design.

The Tools of the Trade
No digital tool has yet to replace the speed and flexibility of a pencil and a 
piece of paper or a marker and a whiteboard. Those, plus the talent and wis-
dom of the designer, are the true tools of the trade. Before designers spend 

time fiddling with any of the software described here, they should spend 
some time thinking and planning with pencil and paper or on a white-
board. Before they use computers to straighten their lines and make every-
thing presentable, designers should rough out what is going to be made. In 
short, they should design the design.

To make the documents described in this chapter, interaction designers 
need a working knowledge of several programs in addition to a word pro-
cessing program:

. Diagramming software. Programs for making charts and diagrams. 
Microsoft Visio and OmniGraffle are the standards. Adobe InDesign 
also works well.

. Drawing or illustration software. Programs for making realistic 
mock-ups of services and products. This software will be used for 
creating storyboards and prototypes. Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Free-
Hand, Adobe Photoshop, and CorelDRAW are all good choices.

. Prototyping software. The software used for prototyping, mainly for 
digital products. The particular program used will depend on the type 
of product that the designer is working on. A Web site will require 
different prototyping software than a physical product probably will. 
Some typical programs are Adobe Flash, Solidworks, and HTML edi-
tors such as BBEdit and Adobe Dreamweaver.

.	 Presentation software. Programs that designers can use to present 
their work in front of large groups. Microsoft PowerPoint and Apple 
Keynote are the standards. Adobe Flash and Acrobat can also be used.

. Conversion software. Programs for creating materials in a format 
that most people can use. The people a designer deals with may not 
have the software that the designer is using, so files need to be con-
verted to a readable format. There’s really only one option: Adobe 
Acrobat. Acrobat can convert most files created by the other pro-
grams described here to PDF format, which anyone should be able 
to read.

research Models
The first models made by designers usually are visualizations of research 
findings. As discussed in Chapter 4, the designer should have gleaned 

researCh MoDels

DFIBook.indb   91 6/8/06   1:05:04 AM



92 chapter 5    The CrafT of InTeraCTIon DesIgn

All of this information could, of course, be explained in words, as in the 
preceding paragraph, or shown in a statistical table. But neither of these has 
the same impact as the model. Models become design tools, to be referred to 
repeatedly throughout a project. In this example, the designers could easily 
see and demonstrate to the client that a key problem is that the users can’t 
find the features they want to use, even when the features already exist in 
the system.

These are the most common tools for representing research data:

. Linear flow. Shows how a process unfolds over time (Figure 5.2). 
Linear flows are good for showing designers where problems exist in 
a process.

S TEP  1 S  TEP  2 S  TEP  3 

Figure 5.2

Linear process flow.

. Circular flow. Shows how a process repeats itself in a loop (Figure 5.3).

STEP 2

STEP 3STEP 1

Figure 5.3

Circular process flow.

design implications from the research data, but some research data—pat-
terns usually—needs to be visualized to be easily (or better) understood.

For example, Figure 5.1 was created from data collected by talking to users 
of an intranet. The data revealed that much of the intranet wasn’t being 
used, even features that users said they wanted. Part of the reason these 
features were unused was because users didn’t know they exist—they were 
buried in the system. The data also showed that most of the features the 
users did know about, they disliked. Most of what the users wanted in an 
intranet was unused or unknown or not in the system.

What is
 known

What is
 unknown

W
hat is liked

W
hat is disliked

What is unused

What is
 used

What is wanted

Figure 5.1

An example of a model 

derived from research. 

Most of the features 

of the intranet system 

being researched were 

unknown and unused, 

and those that were 

used were disliked.
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. Spider diagram. Shows connections between data points. A piece of 
data is placed in the center of a diagram, and other data radiates out 
from it (Figure 5.4).

Figure 5.4

Spider diagram.

MAIN 
IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

IDEA

. Venn diagram. Uses overlapping circles to show relationships and 
sets (Figure 5.5; Figure 5.1 also is a Venn diagram).

SET

SET

SET

SET

Figure 5.5

Venn diagram.

. 2x2 matrix. Shows the relationship between data based on where the 
data points fall on two axes. These two axes separate data into four 
quadrants based on two simple variables (Figure 5.6).

LOW

HIGH

LEFT RIGHT

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

Figure 5.6

2x2 matrix.
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. Map. Shows spatial relationships (Figure 5.7).

Figure 5.7

Map.

NORTH

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

ITEM

Often, the data itself suggests the correct way to display it. If, for example, 
the designer observes a step-by-step process that repeats, a circular flow 
makes sense to use.

Personas
Personas (Figure 5.8) are a documented set of archetypal people who are 
involved with a product or service. They’re supposed to give designers a 
sense that they are designing for specific people, not just “the users,” who, if 
ill-defined, can be twisted to serve any purpose. (“Of course the users will 
want to enter a password on every page!”)

Figure 5.8

A sample persona. 

Personas turn “the 

users” into identifiable 

human beings.

Designers should devise personas from observing and talking to users. Per-
sonas are typically amalgams of multiple people who share similar goals, 
motivations, and behaviors. The differences between each persona must be 
based on these deep characteristics: what people do (actions or projected 
actions) and why people do them (goals and motivations).

What personas shouldn’t be are users who have similar demographics. 
Focusing on demographics will provide market segments, not personas. 
The only time demographics really matter for personas is when those 
demographics directly affect user behavior. A 13-year-old will probably use 
a product differently than an 83-year-old. A rural peat farmer in Ireland 
might use a product differently than a Korean financial analyst in Seoul. But 
maybe not—demographics may not matter at all. In fact, using demograph-
ics could limit and hinder the usefulness of the personas. For products with 
millions of users, for example, a designer could end up with hundreds of 
personas, and such a large set is essentially useless.

To create a persona, designers find a common set of behaviors or motiva-
tions among the people they have researched. This set becomes the basis 
for the persona, which should be given a name, a picture, and a veneer of 
demographic data to make the persona seem like a real person.
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For example, consider a design project related to airline travel. Designers 
have observed three sets of behavior: flying frequently for business, flying 
occasionally for pleasure, and flying habitually every fall and spring (the 
snow bird phenomenon). Each of these behaviors is tied to specific other 
behaviors while traveling, with different goals and motivations. The behav-
iors become the basis for three personas: Bob, the frequent flier; Susan, the 
vacationer; and Wilma, the snow bird.

Quotes pulled from the research are helpful for distinguishing and identi-
fying personas (“I fly at least once a week”), as are simple titles (“The Fre-
quent Flier”). The persona documents should clearly note the behaviors, 
motivations, and goals that differentiate one persona from another. Bob 
cares deeply about getting to his meeting or hotel on time, while Wilma is 
more relaxed about what happens after the flight.

For most projects, the number of personas should be small—anywhere 
from 1 to 7. After about 7 personas, remembering and distinguishing them 
becomes difficult (recall the Magical Number Seven rule from Chapter 3). 
Most important, it becomes difficult to design for such a large group. Imag-
ine creating a mobile phone that will satisfy a dozen very different people. 
The debate that would go on among those people would make it difficult 
for the designer to accomplish anything. Unless you are designing for mil-
lions of users, you should consolidate personas to fewer than 7. While both 
designer and client will usually want the product or service to work for the 
largest possible group, 7 personas should be enough to cover 95 percent of 
the users. A product or service that is being designed to accommodate more 
personas likely isn’t focused enough on the core behaviors that need to be 
addressed.

Once you have a set of personas, find a face for each. Pictures, more than 
anything else, will humanize personas and make them memorable. As long 
as the personas won’t be made public, an online dating service like Yahoo 
Personals is an excellent place to find persona pictures. Personals contain 
(mostly) flattering pictures that can be browsed according to any combina-
tion of gender, location, age, ethnicity, and other factors.

Personas by themselves are fairly useless. They become useful only when 
the designer sets up scenarios and uses the personas to test features for 
appropriateness and utility. Designers can then ask themselves: Would this 
persona do this task? Could this persona do this task as it is designed?

Robert Reimann on Personas

Robert Reimann is President of the Interaction Design Association 

(IxDA) and Manager of User Experience at Bose Corporation. He helped 

write the book on interaction design—literally—with Alan Cooper: 

About Face 2.0: The Essentials of Interaction Design.

how did the idea of personas come about?

The idea of personas, or tools like them, has been around for a 

long time. Many design, marketing, and usability professionals in 

the 80s and 90s made use of “user profiles” to help them visualize 

who their customers were, and to help them imagine what kind of needs and desires they 

might have in relation to products and services.

Alan Cooper, who coined the term “persona” for this type of tool, first did so in 1983, while 

designing and developing a software package called SuperProject for Computer Associates, 

and later did so for what eventually became Microsoft’s Visual Basic.

Cooper’s early personas were “primitive,” in that they were based on loose, personal 

observations of a small number of individuals in particular roles. However, Cooper’s 

fundamental insight was that these representative characters had goals and behaviors that 

could be served by products. By enumerating the most critical goals and including them 

as part of the persona description, Cooper developed a powerful design method: meet the 

persona’s top goals with the product by designing for their behaviors, and the design is 

much more likely to be successful.

My own contribution to Cooper’s persona methodology was to introduce more formal eth-

nographic field research as the data-gathering method for the information used to construct 

personas, and to (with Kim Goodwin) refine the persona goals into three types: experience 

goals, which describe how users wish to feel (or not to feel) when using a product; end goals, 

which describe what users actually want or need to accomplish with a product to meet their 

expectations; and life goals, which describe the broader aspirations of the persona in rela-

tion to the product, and thus help describe what the product means to the persona. It’s this 

focus on goals and behavior patterns, combined with a scenario-based method of translat-

ing these requirements into design solutions, that makes Cooper’s personas so unique and 

powerful.
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Robert Reimann on Personas Continued

What are personas good for?

Personas are terrific tools for understanding and communicating user behaviors, needs, 

desires, and contexts. They are extremely useful for:

1. Directing the product design. Persona goals and behaviors inform both the structure and 

behavior of a product and its interface.

2. Communicating design solutions to stakeholders. Using personas in storyboards and 

scenarios is a very effective way to tell the story of the product and helps highlight why 

design decisions were made as they were.

3. Building consensus and commitment around the design. Having a common language 

around which the team can communicate regarding priorities and features and tying 

each decision specifically to user benefits/consequences helps rally a team to work 

together to make the best possible product for its target users.

4. Measuring the design’s effectiveness. Design choices can be tested against persona 

behaviors, contexts, and expectations while they are still on the whiteboard, far in 

advance of testing on prototypes or final products. The result is better quality earlier in 

the design process, which makes later refinements more manageable.

5. Contributing to nondevelopment efforts. The information captured in personas and 

storyboards can be of great interest and use to marketing, advertising, sales, and even 

strategic planning activities within companies.

What are the essential components of any persona?

The most important elements of any persona are the behavior patterns gathered via 

ethnographic research and analysis, and the goals that derive from them. Furthermore, it is 

important to understand each persona’s priority as addressed in the design: for example, is it 

a primary persona (main design target), a secondary persona (served by an interface directed 

at the primary persona, but with some special additional requirements), or a persona that is 

not served by the product at all. In addition to these components, a representative name, a 

picture, and a small amount of additional demographic information helps make the persona 

seem real and engages designer and stakeholder empathy. Personas must seem like credible, 

real people to maximize their effectiveness as design and development tools.

Designers (and, indeed, businesses) can also use personas to set priorities. 
The persona that represents a majority of a product’s users may not be the 
user that the organization values the most; other personas may make the 
organization more money, be more involved, use more features, and so on. 
Organizations can and should use personas to make strategic decisions.

While many find personas helpful, some designers don’t care for them. For 
these designers, personas form an artificial barrier between the product 
and its users. Some projects, especially smaller ones, may not warrant a 
full set of personas. But for many designers, if their personas are based on 
research and focused on the right characteristics (behaviors, motivations, 
and goals), personas are a valuable tool.

scenarios
Scenarios provide a fast and effective way to imagine the design concepts in 
use. In a sense, scenarios are prototypes built of words.

Scenarios are, at their heart, simply stories—stories about what it will be 
like to use the product or service once it has been made. The protagonists 
of these stories are the personas. Using a scenario, designers can place their 
personas into a context and further bring them to life. Indeed, scenarios are 
one of the factors that make personas worth having. Running through the 
same scenario using different personas is an excellent technique for uncov-
ering what needs to be included in the final product.

Consider an e-commerce Web site, for example. One persona is Juan, a very 
focused shopper who always knows exactly what he wants. Another per-
sona is Angela, who likes to look around and compare items. If the designer 
imagines them in a scenario in which they are shopping for an item, the 
scenario starring Juan will have him using search tools, and the scenario 
starring Angela will have her using browsing tools.

One common scenario that works well for almost every product or ser-
vice is one that imagines first-time use. What happens when the personas 
encounter the product or service for the first time? How do they know what 
to do and how to use the product or service? How does it feel to them? Run-
ning each persona through a first-time use scenario can reveal how to tailor 
the final design to appeal to and work for each persona.
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Robert Reimann on Personas Continued

What are personas good for?

Personas are terrific tools for understanding and communicating user behaviors, needs, 

desires, and contexts. They are extremely useful for:

1. Directing the product design. Persona goals and behaviors inform both the structure and 

behavior of a product and its interface.

2. Communicating design solutions to stakeholders. Using personas in storyboards and 

scenarios is a very effective way to tell the story of the product and helps highlight why 

design decisions were made as they were.

3. Building consensus and commitment around the design. Having a common language 

around which the team can communicate regarding priorities and features and tying 

each decision specifically to user benefits/consequences helps rally a team to work 

together to make the best possible product for its target users.

4. Measuring the design’s effectiveness. Design choices can be tested against persona 

behaviors, contexts, and expectations while they are still on the whiteboard, far in 

advance of testing on prototypes or final products. The result is better quality earlier in 

the design process, which makes later refinements more manageable.

5. Contributing to nondevelopment efforts. The information captured in personas and 

storyboards can be of great interest and use to marketing, advertising, sales, and even 

strategic planning activities within companies.

What are the essential components of any persona?

The most important elements of any persona are the behavior patterns gathered via 

ethnographic research and analysis, and the goals that derive from them. Furthermore, it is 

important to understand each persona’s priority as addressed in the design: for example, is it 

a primary persona (main design target), a secondary persona (served by an interface directed 

at the primary persona, but with some special additional requirements), or a persona that is 

not served by the product at all. In addition to these components, a representative name, a 

picture, and a small amount of additional demographic information helps make the persona 

seem real and engages designer and stakeholder empathy. Personas must seem like credible, 

real people to maximize their effectiveness as design and development tools.

Designers (and, indeed, businesses) can also use personas to set priorities. 
The persona that represents a majority of a product’s users may not be the 
user that the organization values the most; other personas may make the 
organization more money, be more involved, use more features, and so on. 
Organizations can and should use personas to make strategic decisions.

While many find personas helpful, some designers don’t care for them. For 
these designers, personas form an artificial barrier between the product 
and its users. Some projects, especially smaller ones, may not warrant a 
full set of personas. But for many designers, if their personas are based on 
research and focused on the right characteristics (behaviors, motivations, 
and goals), personas are a valuable tool.

scenarios
Scenarios provide a fast and effective way to imagine the design concepts in 
use. In a sense, scenarios are prototypes built of words.

Scenarios are, at their heart, simply stories—stories about what it will be 
like to use the product or service once it has been made. The protagonists 
of these stories are the personas. Using a scenario, designers can place their 
personas into a context and further bring them to life. Indeed, scenarios are 
one of the factors that make personas worth having. Running through the 
same scenario using different personas is an excellent technique for uncov-
ering what needs to be included in the final product.

Consider an e-commerce Web site, for example. One persona is Juan, a very 
focused shopper who always knows exactly what he wants. Another per-
sona is Angela, who likes to look around and compare items. If the designer 
imagines them in a scenario in which they are shopping for an item, the 
scenario starring Juan will have him using search tools, and the scenario 
starring Angela will have her using browsing tools.

One common scenario that works well for almost every product or ser-
vice is one that imagines first-time use. What happens when the personas 
encounter the product or service for the first time? How do they know what 
to do and how to use the product or service? How does it feel to them? Run-
ning each persona through a first-time use scenario can reveal how to tailor 
the final design to appeal to and work for each persona.

sCenarIos
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A picture can be worth a thousand words, but a few words can also be worth 
quite a few pictures. Consider this example from a scenario for an online 
grocery delivery service:

Sarah logs onto her BigGrocery account. She sees her order from last week 
and decides to use it again for this week’s order. She removes a few items by 
dragging them off her BigGroceryList. Her total cost adjusts appropriately. 
She has all the groceries she wants now, so she clicks the Deliver button. Her 
saved credit card account is charged, and her confirmation page tells her to 
expect the groceries in about an hour.

This scenario took only a few minutes to write, but it would have taken 
hours to storyboard, days to wireframe, and weeks to prototype. Using sce-
narios, designers can sketch with words.

sketches and Models
Of course, designers can sketch with images as well as words (Figure 5.9). 
As stated earlier, the designer’s best tool has been and continues to be the 
physical drawing surface (paper, whiteboard) and the physical drawing 
instrument (pencil, pen, crayon, marker). Nothing digital thus far has been 
able to match the flexibility, speed, and ease of sketching on a piece of paper 
or whiteboard. Space is just one reason—even the largest monitor cannot 
compete with wall-sized whiteboards or sheets of paper fastened together.

Another form of sketching is modeling. Models can be made of a variety of 
materials, from clay to cardboard to Styrofoam. Large blocks of Styrofoam 
can even be used to model physical spaces. Even crude blocks of wood, like 
those carried around by Jeff Hawkins to test the size, shape, and weight of 
the original Palm Pilot, can be models. Models, like sketches, can be rap-
idly put together in a short period of time to give rough approximations of 
physical objects and environments.

Sketching and modeling should be done throughout the design process, of 
course, but they are most helpful as visualizations of concepts and ideas that are 
still being formed to help to clarify and communicate those ideas and concepts.

Sketches and models are, by their nature, informal, and they can be easily 
changed. Viewers feel free to comment on them for just this very reason. 
This is a good thing, and no designer should feel overly attached to them.

Figure 5.9

Sketching is an 

essential design tool.

storyboards
Once a scenario and sketches have been created to show what a product or 
service could be like, designers can create a storyboard (Figure 5.10) to help 
illustrate the product or service in use.

Dave writes the word 
Weather and circles it. 

The page is replaced by the 
local weather forecast. 

After reading the page, Dave 
draws an X across it and the
page disappears.

Figure 5.10

Storyboards illustrate 

in words and images 

what the experience 

of a product or service 

will be like.
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Storyboarding is a technique drawn from filmmaking and advertising. 
Combining a narrative with accompanying images, designers can pow-
erfully tell a story about a product or service, displaying its features in a 
 context.

The images on a storyboard can be illustrations or staged photos created 
expressly for the storyboard (I don’t recommend using generic or stock 
images, as they will come off as stilted and likely won’t be specific enough 
to match the scenario). Storyboards consist of these image panels, with 
accompanying text that can be drawn directly from the scenarios.

Storyboards can also be used in conjunction with a wireframe (discussed 
later in this chapter) to illustrate the details of a complicated process or func-
tion. Using a storyboard, a designer can show key moments of an action. 
For example, a complicated drag-and-drop procedure could be shown with 
panels illustrating the first moment that the user picks up an object, what 
happens during dragging, and what happens when the object is dropped.

Task analyses
A task analysis is a raw list of activities that the final design will have to 
support. A task analysis can be simple or very complex, depending on the 
project. For example, imagine designing a new Web browser. It’s easy to 
create a list of major tasks. Users will need to be able to:

.	 Go to pages by manually entering an address.

.	 Go to pages via a bookmark.

.	 Add a bookmark.

.	 Delete a bookmark.

.	 Organize bookmarks into folders.

.	 Print pages.

.	 Refresh a page.

.	 Return to the previous page.

.	 And so on, all the way down to rare and obscure tasks (for most 
users), such as viewing page source code and opening a JavaScript 
console.

This list of tasks can be assembled from several places: from business 
requirements (“Users need to be able to contact customer service”), design 
research (“Everyone we spoke to said that a self-destruct button was essen-
tial”), existing products (every mobile phone needs to be able to make phone 
calls), and especially from brainstorming and scenarios (“What if we gave 
users the ability to customize that display?”).

Task analyses can be documented in spreadsheets or word documents. They 
can also be mapped to wireframes (discussed later) to indicate what tasks 
are being performed on each page. Tasks can be categorized by function, 
level of access required (basic user tasks, registered user tasks, administra-
tor tasks, and so on), or even by the persona performing the task.

Task analysis is especially useful as a check to see whether the design sup-
ports all the tasks required. Rare but important tasks often get overlooked, 
but with a task analysis, the designer can make sure the design meets all the 
requirements.

Task flows
Once the tasks have been established, putting those tasks into a sensible 
order, or flow, is an important step. Task flows (Figure 5.11) show the logi-
cal connections that will be built into wireframes (discussed later in this 
chapter). You can’t, for instance, use the Back button on your Web browser 
to go back to a previous page until you’ve been to more than one page. You 
can’t dial a mobile phone until you’ve entered a number. You can’t change 
your preferences until you’ve registered. And so on.

Putting tasks into flows helps the designer begin to see the product take 
shape. Task flows can suggest page order on a Web site or in a wizard. Since 
task flows show when users will have to perform certain actions, they help 
clarify the implementation of controls (see Chapter 6). And when decisions 
have to be made, flows show where menus and information (or affordances) 
will have to be included.
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are being performed on each page. Tasks can be categorized by function, 
level of access required (basic user tasks, registered user tasks, administra-
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Task analysis is especially useful as a check to see whether the design sup-
ports all the tasks required. Rare but important tasks often get overlooked, 
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Task flows
Once the tasks have been established, putting those tasks into a sensible 
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to go back to a previous page until you’ve been to more than one page. You 
can’t dial a mobile phone until you’ve entered a number. You can’t change 
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Putting tasks into flows helps the designer begin to see the product take 
shape. Task flows can suggest page order on a Web site or in a wizard. Since 
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will have to be included.
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Figure 5.11
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Use Cases
Programmers have used use cases in the design of software for years. Indeed, 
it is this tradition that gives use cases some of their power: developers are 
very accustomed to seeing them and will likely understand them immedi-
ately, as will the business people who have over the years had to use them to 
communicate with programmers. Other design documents, while gaining 
recognition and acceptance, are simply not as well established.

Use cases are a means of roughing out the functionality of a product or ser-
vice. A use case attempts to explain in plain language what a certain func-
tion does and why.

Use cases also describe whom the function involves. Use cases begin by iden-
tifying a set of potential actors. These actors can be based on the personas, 
but they can even be simpler than that. For example, “the user” can be one of 
these actors. Another of these actors is typically “the system.” The system is 
the generic actor for any automatic or computing process. It is typically these 
processes that programmers have been interested in defining, but use cases 
don’t need to be limited to describing events involving the system.

Use cases have the following form:

. A title. This should be descriptive, since it will be referenced often, 
both in documents and conversation. For example, a use case from 
an e-mail project might be called “Send an E-mail.”

. The actors. Who is performing the function? In the Send an E-mail 
example, the actors are the user and the system.

. The purpose. What is this use case meant to accomplish and why? For 
the function sending an e-mail, the purpose would be something like 
this: “An actor wants to send a message to someone electronically.”

. The initial condition. What is happening when the use case starts? 
In our example, it is simply that the e-mail client is open.

. The terminal condition. What will happen once the use case ends? 
In the e-mail example, the condition is again simple: an e-mail will 
be sent.

. The primary steps. Discrete moments in this piece of functionality. 
In the e-mail example, these would be the steps:

1. Actor opens up a new mail window.
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Use Cases
Programmers have used use cases in the design of software for years. Indeed, 
it is this tradition that gives use cases some of their power: developers are 
very accustomed to seeing them and will likely understand them immedi-
ately, as will the business people who have over the years had to use them to 
communicate with programmers. Other design documents, while gaining 
recognition and acceptance, are simply not as well established.

Use cases are a means of roughing out the functionality of a product or ser-
vice. A use case attempts to explain in plain language what a certain func-
tion does and why.

Use cases also describe whom the function involves. Use cases begin by iden-
tifying a set of potential actors. These actors can be based on the personas, 
but they can even be simpler than that. For example, “the user” can be one of 
these actors. Another of these actors is typically “the system.” The system is 
the generic actor for any automatic or computing process. It is typically these 
processes that programmers have been interested in defining, but use cases 
don’t need to be limited to describing events involving the system.

Use cases have the following form:

. A title. This should be descriptive, since it will be referenced often, 
both in documents and conversation. For example, a use case from 
an e-mail project might be called “Send an E-mail.”

. The actors. Who is performing the function? In the Send an E-mail 
example, the actors are the user and the system.

. The purpose. What is this use case meant to accomplish and why? For 
the function sending an e-mail, the purpose would be something like 
this: “An actor wants to send a message to someone electronically.”

. The initial condition. What is happening when the use case starts? 
In our example, it is simply that the e-mail client is open.

. The terminal condition. What will happen once the use case ends? 
In the e-mail example, the condition is again simple: an e-mail will 
be sent.

. The primary steps. Discrete moments in this piece of functionality. 
In the e-mail example, these would be the steps:

1. Actor opens up a new mail window.

Use Cases
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2. Actor enters the e-mail address of the recipient or selects it from 
the address book.

3. Actor enters a subject.

4. Actor enters message.

5. Actor sends mail via some method (for example, a button click).

6. The system checks to make sure the mail has a recipient 
address.

7. The system closes the mail window.

8. The system sends the mail.

9. The system puts a copy of the mail into the Sent Mail folder.

. Alternatives. Alternatives are other use cases that may consider the 
same or similar functionality. In the Send an E-mail example, Reply 
to Sender and Forward Mail might be use case alternatives.

. Other use cases used. Frequently, one piece of functionality is built 
upon another. List those for reference. The e-mail example includes 
a few functions that could have their own use cases: Open an E-mail 
Window, Select an Address from the Address Book, and Confirm 
Recipient Address might all be separate use cases.

Use cases can be broad (Send an E-mail) or very detailed (Confirm Recipi-
ent Address). Use cases can also be very time consuming to create, and a 
complicated system could potentially have dozens, if not hundreds, of use 
cases. Use cases are, however, an excellent tool for breaking down tasks and 
showing what the system will have to support.

Mood boards
Mood boards (Figure 5.12) are a means for the designer to explore the 
emotional landscape of a product or service. Using images, words, colors, 
typography, and any other means available, the designer crafts a collage 
that attempts to convey what the final design will feel like. Images and 
words can be found in magazines and newspapers or online image galleries, 
or can be created by the designer. Some designers take and use their own 
photographs for mood boards.
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Traditionally, mood boards were made on large sheets of poster board 
(thus, the name). The advantage of this approach was that the result could 
be posted on a wall to be glanced at frequently for inspiration. But this 
doesn’t need to be so. Mood boards can be created digitally: as animations, 
movies, screen savers, or projections on a wall. The advantage of digital 
mood boards is that they can include movement and sounds—something 
traditional paper mood boards obviously cannot do.

The important point is that whatever form the mood board takes, it should 
reflect on an emotional level the feeling the designer is striving for in the 
product or service. The mood board shouldn’t be challenging intellectually; 
like a good poem or piece of art, it should affect viewers viscerally.

wireframes
Wireframes (Figure 5.13) are a set of documents that show structure, 
information hierarchy, functionality, and content. They have their roots in 
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architectural drawings and network schematics (in fact, they are sometimes 
called schematics). Other than prototypes, wireframes are the most impor-
tant document that interaction designers produce when working on prod-
ucts. (Services don’t typically have wireframes. Instead they have service 
blueprints; see Chapter 8.) Wireframes are a means of documenting the fea-
tures of a product, as well as the technical and business logic that went into 
those features, with only a veneer of visual design (mostly just the controls 
of the product). They are the blueprints of a product. Developers, industrial 
designers, copywriters, and business people use wireframes to understand 
and build the product in a thoughtful way without being distracted by the 
visual or physical form.
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Wireframes are tricky documents to create because of the multiple audi-
ences that read and use them. Clients want to see how the design meets their 
business goals. Developers want to see how the product works (and doesn’t 
work—for instance, what happens when an error occurs) so they can know 
what they need to code. Visual or industrial designers want to see what 

visual or physical elements will need to be designed, such as the number 
and type of buttons. Copywriters want to see what they need to write: help 
text, manuals, headlines, and so on. And designers want to be able to refer 
to them in the future to remember details such as why there are two buttons 
instead of one for a certain feature. Accommodating the needs of these vari-
ous audiences in one document is the designer’s task. The wireframe, like all 
models and diagrams, is really a communication device.

Wireframes typically have three main areas: the wireframe itself, the 
accompanying annotations, and information about the wireframe (wire-
frame metadata).

The Wireframe

The wireframe itself is a detailed view of a particular part of a product. 
Wireframes can show anything from an overview of a product—the face of 
a PDA, for instance—to detailed documentation of a particular functional-
ity, such as the volume control on a music editing application.

Wireframes should rough out the form of a product. Form is shaped by three 
factors: the content, the functionality (“form follows function”), and the means 
of accessing or navigating to those two things. Thus, the wireframe needs to 
include placeholders for the content and functions as well as the elements for 
navigating them (buttons, switches, menus, keystrokes, and so on).

Content is a deliberately vague term that includes text, movies, images, 
icons, animations, and more. Text, unless it is specifically known or being 
suggested by the designer (for instance, a button label), is typically repre-
sented on wireframes by greeked or dummy text. This dummy text is often 
the one used by typesetters since the 1500s: Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore 
et dolore magna aliqua. It’s become somewhat of a tradition to use it in 
wireframes. Other content items are usually represented by boxes with Xs 
through them and some indicator of what they are, either on the wireframe 
(preferable) or in the annotations.

Functionality consists of the controls—the buttons, knobs, sliders, dials, 
input boxes, and so on—of a feature, as well as the product’s feedback to 
those controls. A simple Web site form, for example, usually consists of labels 
(“Enter your name”), text boxes (where you enter your name, for instance), 

Figure 5.13

Wireframes show 

the structural and 

functional elements of 

a product, devoid of 

visual and industrial 

design.
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architectural drawings and network schematics (in fact, they are sometimes 
called schematics). Other than prototypes, wireframes are the most impor-
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ucts. (Services don’t typically have wireframes. Instead they have service 
blueprints; see Chapter 8.) Wireframes are a means of documenting the fea-
tures of a product, as well as the technical and business logic that went into 
those features, with only a veneer of visual design (mostly just the controls 
of the product). They are the blueprints of a product. Developers, industrial 
designers, copywriters, and business people use wireframes to understand 
and build the product in a thoughtful way without being distracted by the 
visual or physical form.
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Wireframes are tricky documents to create because of the multiple audi-
ences that read and use them. Clients want to see how the design meets their 
business goals. Developers want to see how the product works (and doesn’t 
work—for instance, what happens when an error occurs) so they can know 
what they need to code. Visual or industrial designers want to see what 

visual or physical elements will need to be designed, such as the number 
and type of buttons. Copywriters want to see what they need to write: help 
text, manuals, headlines, and so on. And designers want to be able to refer 
to them in the future to remember details such as why there are two buttons 
instead of one for a certain feature. Accommodating the needs of these vari-
ous audiences in one document is the designer’s task. The wireframe, like all 
models and diagrams, is really a communication device.

Wireframes typically have three main areas: the wireframe itself, the 
accompanying annotations, and information about the wireframe (wire-
frame metadata).

The Wireframe

The wireframe itself is a detailed view of a particular part of a product. 
Wireframes can show anything from an overview of a product—the face of 
a PDA, for instance—to detailed documentation of a particular functional-
ity, such as the volume control on a music editing application.

Wireframes should rough out the form of a product. Form is shaped by three 
factors: the content, the functionality (“form follows function”), and the means 
of accessing or navigating to those two things. Thus, the wireframe needs to 
include placeholders for the content and functions as well as the elements for 
navigating them (buttons, switches, menus, keystrokes, and so on).

Content is a deliberately vague term that includes text, movies, images, 
icons, animations, and more. Text, unless it is specifically known or being 
suggested by the designer (for instance, a button label), is typically repre-
sented on wireframes by greeked or dummy text. This dummy text is often 
the one used by typesetters since the 1500s: Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore 
et dolore magna aliqua. It’s become somewhat of a tradition to use it in 
wireframes. Other content items are usually represented by boxes with Xs 
through them and some indicator of what they are, either on the wireframe 
(preferable) or in the annotations.

Functionality consists of the controls—the buttons, knobs, sliders, dials, 
input boxes, and so on—of a feature, as well as the product’s feedback to 
those controls. A simple Web site form, for example, usually consists of labels 
(“Enter your name”), text boxes (where you enter your name, for instance), 
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radio buttons (“Male? Female?”), check boxes (“Check here to join our mail-
ing list!”), a Submit button, a Cancel button, and error messages (“You forgot 
to enter your name!”). All of these need to be documented on the wireframe.

There also needs to be a way to find and use the content and functional-
ity: navigation. Navigation can consist of any number of methods, such as 
hyperlinks, simple drop-down menus, toolbars with widgets, and complex 
manipulations in physical space. On some mobile phones, for instance, 
pushing the cursor key down while pressing the star key locks the phone. 
On a digital camera, to view the content (the pictures that were taken), the 
user may have to change the mode of the camera and then use buttons to 
flip through the photos.

All these components should appear on the wireframe in a way that shows 
their general placement and importance. Note that the same wireframe can 
be used to design many different forms; wireframes can be interpreted in 
different ways by the visual or industrial designer. What is important is that 
all the items (content placeholders, functionality, and navigation) needed to 
create the final product be on the wireframes.

Anything on a wireframe that is not obvious or labeled should have a cor-
responding annotation.

Annotations

Annotations are brief notes that describe nonobvious items on the wire-
frame. They explain the wireframe when the designer isn’t there to do so. 
When developers or clients want to know the reason for a button, they 
should be able to read the annotation and understand not just what the 
button does, but also why the button is there. Documenting “why” is a 
challenge, since annotations should be brief. But there is a vast difference 
between an annotation that says, “This button stops the process,” and one 
that says, “This button stops the process so users don’t have to wait for long 
periods.” In the second version, the reader immediately knows the reason 
for the button. If a change occurs in the process (“The process now takes 
only a second”), it’s easier to see how to adjust the design appropriately.

Here is a partial list of wireframe objects that should be annotated:

. Controls. (See Chapter 6 for a list of controls.) What happens when a 
button is pushed or a dial is turned or a hyperlink is clicked.

. Conditional items. Objects that change based on context. For exam-
ple, in many application menus, certain items are dimmed depend-
ing on what the user is doing at the time.

. Constraints. Anything with a business, legal, logical, or technical 
constraint (for example, the longest possible length of a password or 
the legal reason that minors cannot view certain content).

.	 Anything that, due to space, could not be shown in the wireframe 
itself (for example, every item on a long drop-down menu).

Wireframe Metadata

Each wireframe should have information about that wireframe—that is, 
wireframe metadata. Every wireframe should include the following:

.	 The designer’s name.

. The date the wireframe was made or changed.

. The version number.

.	 What has changed since the last version. Clients like this; it shows 
that the designer is actively addressing issues that have arisen during 
the project.

.	 Related documentation. Any related documentation (ideally with 
a specific page number) that is relevant to this wireframe: business 
requirements, technical specifications, use cases, and so on. If there 
are questions about the wireframe (“Did we really say that the robot 
wouldn’t swim?”), appropriate documents can be referenced.

.	 Unresolved issues. Are there problems with the wireframe that still 
need to be addressed?

.	 A place for general notes. This is the place for the designer to express 
any final reservations about the product—especially the constraints 
that affected it. I have occasionally noted where business or technical 
constraints have had a negative impact on a product and should be 
addressed. In this way, designers can either argue for changes upon 
presenting the wireframes, or, if the clients or developers are reluc-
tant to change the constraints, bring them up in the future when 
complaints arise or another version is planned.
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. Conditional items. Objects that change based on context. For exam-
ple, in many application menus, certain items are dimmed depend-
ing on what the user is doing at the time.

. Constraints. Anything with a business, legal, logical, or technical 
constraint (for example, the longest possible length of a password or 
the legal reason that minors cannot view certain content).

.	 Anything that, due to space, could not be shown in the wireframe 
itself (for example, every item on a long drop-down menu).

Wireframe Metadata

Each wireframe should have information about that wireframe—that is, 
wireframe metadata. Every wireframe should include the following:

.	 The designer’s name.

. The date the wireframe was made or changed.

. The version number.

.	 What has changed since the last version. Clients like this; it shows 
that the designer is actively addressing issues that have arisen during 
the project.

.	 Related documentation. Any related documentation (ideally with 
a specific page number) that is relevant to this wireframe: business 
requirements, technical specifications, use cases, and so on. If there 
are questions about the wireframe (“Did we really say that the robot 
wouldn’t swim?”), appropriate documents can be referenced.

.	 Unresolved issues. Are there problems with the wireframe that still 
need to be addressed?

.	 A place for general notes. This is the place for the designer to express 
any final reservations about the product—especially the constraints 
that affected it. I have occasionally noted where business or technical 
constraints have had a negative impact on a product and should be 
addressed. In this way, designers can either argue for changes upon 
presenting the wireframes, or, if the clients or developers are reluc-
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Prototypes: Paper, Interactive, and Physical
The final, essential step before a product or service is launched or, ideally, 
tested with users is the creation of a prototype—or, even better, multiple 
prototypes. Prototyping is where, finally, all the pieces of the design come 
together in a holistic unit. Indeed, many clients will have difficulty under-
standing a design until they see and use the prototype. Like all the other 
models and diagrams, they are a tool for communicating. Prototypes com-
municate the message “This is what it could be like.”

What form these prototypes take depends on both the designer’s resources 
and the type of product or service that is being designed. A designer with 
the right resources can produce some high-fidelity prototypes that look and 
behave just like the final product or service would. Many retail chains build 
whole prototype stores!

The purpose of all prototypes is to explore some characteristic of the final 
product or service. Perhaps one of the prototypes is efficient and bland; 
another is more whimsical and approachable. One is menu-driven; another 
uses more direct manipulation. One prototype uses sliders; another uses 
dials. Designers use prototypes to experiment and see what works—for the 
designer, for clients, and for users. Frequently, one prototype is clearly the 
right approach, but just as often, after testing, it becomes clear that parts of 
each prototype work well, and the designer has to shape these into another 
prototype that is a hybrid of the best of the earlier prototypes.

Most interaction designers work with three types of prototype: paper, digi-
tal, and physical. We’ll discuss each in turn.

Paper prototypes (Figure 5.14) are usually the fastest to create to demonstrate 
a working product or service. On paper, the designer creates a walkthrough 
of the product or system. Each piece of paper contains one moment of the 
design. That moment can be a Web page, a screen, or a part of a service. 
Viewers can step through the prototype by flipping through the pages in 
a particular order. Pages should be numbered, and instructions for mov-
ing between the pages should be provided (“If you press this button, go to 
page 9”). During testing (described in the next section), the subjects or the 
designer can write comments and notes directly on the prototype (“I really 
want this button to be here”). Another advantage of paper prototypes is that 

they are obviously not the final product, so viewers (and designers) subcon-
sciously feel that it is more malleable.

 MENU

 1 Send a text message
 2 Send an instant message
 3 Send a photo
 4 Send a voicemail

BACK TO MAIN

Figure 5.14

Paper prototypes like 

this one allow subjects 

to make comments 

directly on the 

prototype.

Digital prototypes (Figure 5.15) can take many forms, from static images to 
complex, 3D flythroughs of a service that are like Hollywood movies. Digi-
tal prototypes can have very limited functionality—users can click through 
images in the same way that they turn pieces of paper in paper prototypes—
or they can be highly functional, with users being able to interact with the 
system and the system responding just as it would in the final product. For 
complex functionality, the richer and more complete a designer can make 
the digital prototype, the better. It is hard for prototype viewers to imag-
ine how, for instance, a tool to draw boxes might work without being able 
to play with it, drawing boxes themselves. The danger with a high-fidelity 
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or they can be highly functional, with users being able to interact with the 
system and the system responding just as it would in the final product. For 
complex functionality, the richer and more complete a designer can make 
the digital prototype, the better. It is hard for prototype viewers to imag-
ine how, for instance, a tool to draw boxes might work without being able 
to play with it, drawing boxes themselves. The danger with a high-fidelity 
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prototype is that both users and clients may think it is the final product. 
Once a visual design is added, most will want to comment and focus on that 
instead of the functionality.

Figure 5.15

Digital prototypes can 

be easily distributed 

over the Web.

One advantage that digital prototypes have over other forms of prototypes 
is that they are easily distributed. Designers can put them on the Web or 
send them out on disks and have users play with them wherever they are. 
For software or Web sites, this means that users experience them on their 
own machines, in their own environments, as they would the final design.

Physical prototypes (Figure 5.16) can be made for simple parts of a design 
(such as a dial or a button) or, for services, they can be complete physical 
environments that are like theatrical sets. As with other prototypes, the 
level of fidelity can vary greatly. Physical spaces can be created exactly so 
that users think they are really in the location, or images can be projected 

on a wall to simulate the location. A device can be made with the exact 
materials it will eventually be made of (plastic and metal, for instance), or it 
can be approximated with materials such as wood or clay.

Figure 5.16

A physical prototype 

can be as small as a 

control or as large as 

whole rooms.

Prototypes are the ultimate expression of the interaction designer’s vision. 
Indeed, many designers feel that prototyping is the design activity, that 
everything before it is but a prelude, and that to design is to prototype. The 
importance of prototypes cannot be overestimated.

Testing
Once you have a prototype, a logical audience for it is its intended users—
the product or service should be tested with users. This process is usually 
called user testing, but that’s really a misnomer; it’s the product or service 
that’s being tested, not the users (Figure 5.17).
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Figure 5.17

A digital prototype  

is tested by a user  

at home.

The same rules that guide design research (see Chapter 4) also guide testing: 
you go to the users, you talk to them, you write things down. Unless what 
is being tested is a service that requires a prototyped space or some other 
significant setup, testing is best done in the subject’s own environment: on 
the subject’s computer, in the subject’s home or office, in the subject’s city 
or town. Testing labs have only one advantage: efficiency. The designer can 
quickly see many subjects in a single day, one after the other, without hav-
ing to change location, and there is only one setup.

Testing is also the time when any wrong conclusions reached during design 
research can be corrected. Designers may find that they drew the wrong 
implications from the research. By talking to users during testing, those 
misconceptions can be cleared up. Ideally, designers will carry a set of wire-
frames and other documents during testing and make notes right there 
about any patterns they see. For example, if users keep stumbling while 
attempting to complete a registration form, the designer should plan to 
revise that form later.

Designers, when testing, should not be defensive about their designs; indeed, 
it is often best if designers allow other team members or usability specialists 
to conduct the testing while they simply observe and take notes—for the 

designer to be present, but not guiding. The human tendency is to nudge 
subjects (“Why don’t you just look over there at that button?”) because the 
designer knows the design better than the subject. To avoid inhibiting tes-
ters, designers should avoid identifying themselves as the product’s designer. 
Knowing that the designer is present may cause testers to change or soften 
their feedback.

Most experienced designers know one truism: you seldom get it right the 
first time. Testing will reveal the flaws, both known and unknown. Noth-
ing is more humbling for designers than watching users stumble through 
their designs. While testing, good designers watch for the same thing they 
watched for in design research: patterns. Then they go back to the wire-
frames and prototypes and fix the errors. Then they test them again. This is 
how products and services should be made.

summary
The craft of interaction design is really the craft of creating the models, 
diagrams, and documents that communicate the designer’s designs. These 
representations, and the testing of those with clients and users, are the 
designer’s bread and butter. They are what designers use to do their most 
important work, moving their knowledge and vision from their minds and 
hearts to their hands and to the design itself. Designing, as Hillman Curtis 
has noted, is making the invisible visible, and this is what the best models, 
diagrams, and documents do. The quality of the models and diagrams and 
documents that designers make reflects the quality of the designer. Design-
ers should strive to make each representation a designed artifact, filled with 
smart, deliberate choices.

DFIBook.indb   118 6/8/06   1:05:32 AM



119

Figure 5.17

A digital prototype  

is tested by a user  

at home.

The same rules that guide design research (see Chapter 4) also guide testing: 
you go to the users, you talk to them, you write things down. Unless what 
is being tested is a service that requires a prototyped space or some other 
significant setup, testing is best done in the subject’s own environment: on 
the subject’s computer, in the subject’s home or office, in the subject’s city 
or town. Testing labs have only one advantage: efficiency. The designer can 
quickly see many subjects in a single day, one after the other, without hav-
ing to change location, and there is only one setup.

Testing is also the time when any wrong conclusions reached during design 
research can be corrected. Designers may find that they drew the wrong 
implications from the research. By talking to users during testing, those 
misconceptions can be cleared up. Ideally, designers will carry a set of wire-
frames and other documents during testing and make notes right there 
about any patterns they see. For example, if users keep stumbling while 
attempting to complete a registration form, the designer should plan to 
revise that form later.

Designers, when testing, should not be defensive about their designs; indeed, 
it is often best if designers allow other team members or usability specialists 
to conduct the testing while they simply observe and take notes—for the 

designer to be present, but not guiding. The human tendency is to nudge 
subjects (“Why don’t you just look over there at that button?”) because the 
designer knows the design better than the subject. To avoid inhibiting tes-
ters, designers should avoid identifying themselves as the product’s designer. 
Knowing that the designer is present may cause testers to change or soften 
their feedback.

Most experienced designers know one truism: you seldom get it right the 
first time. Testing will reveal the flaws, both known and unknown. Noth-
ing is more humbling for designers than watching users stumble through 
their designs. While testing, good designers watch for the same thing they 
watched for in design research: patterns. Then they go back to the wire-
frames and prototypes and fix the errors. Then they test them again. This is 
how products and services should be made.

summary
The craft of interaction design is really the craft of creating the models, 
diagrams, and documents that communicate the designer’s designs. These 
representations, and the testing of those with clients and users, are the 
designer’s bread and butter. They are what designers use to do their most 
important work, moving their knowledge and vision from their minds and 
hearts to their hands and to the design itself. Designing, as Hillman Curtis 
has noted, is making the invisible visible, and this is what the best models, 
diagrams, and documents do. The quality of the models and diagrams and 
documents that designers make reflects the quality of the designer. Design-
ers should strive to make each representation a designed artifact, filled with 
smart, deliberate choices.

sUMMary

DFIBook.indb   119 6/8/06   1:05:32 AM




