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N TODAY’S PRODUCT WORLD, it’s practically
impossible not to be aware of terms like UX, lean,
agile, scrum, MVP, user research and design thinking.
This is because products of all stripes increasingly
rely on software to enable customers to configure and
operate them. And often, this software comes in the form of
a website or mobile app.
Creating software your customers value, love using and
want to buy takes work. You have only to look at your own
smartphone to see plenty of apps that you’ve abandoned.
You downloaded them because you thought they’d be useful,
only to be disappointed. And, like most people, I’m sure
there’s software you grumble about using at work or home.
The world of design has its own jargon and practices, which
can be confusing if it’s not part of your background. The
goal of this eBook is not to turn you into a designer; instead,
it’s to help you make smarter decisions and have more
informed interactions with your design and software teams
because you’ll have a better idea of what they do and how
they work.
Along the way I hope to:

What Is UX?
UX stands for user experience and is used to describe the
process for designing products based on end-user needs,
whether they are paying customers or people who work in
your company. I refer to these
end-users as customers, as it
helps us stay focused on the
fact that they are real people
and the life-blood of any
business. We need to pay them
special attention.
The main goal of UX is to make
sure the software you spend
time and money building will
be something customers want
and will pay for. At a high level,
the UX design process includes
four main areas:

The main goal
of UX is to
make sure the
software will
be something
customers want.

1.Discover and understand what your customers struggle
with and the business/market environment
2. Generate design concepts that address customer needs

n  

Help demystify common jargon

3. Validate that your concepts hit the mark for customers

n  

Put that jargon into context

4. Finalize design for handover to the programming team

n   Explain

how the key components fit together and
when they’re used

n  Provide

a starting point for learning more

Armed with this knowledge, you’ll be on your way to
building better products. Your customers will have an
excellent user experience and your business will see benefits
too, including taking products to market faster, building
software at a lower cost and ultimately reaching profitability
more quickly.

The UX process starts with building a clear understanding
of your stakeholders’ requirements, which includes your
business goals, your customers’ needs and pain points, and
considering market trends and conditions. Depending on the
size and structure of your organization, execution of this
will be undertaken by either a product manager, members of
the design team or some combination. The important thing
to keep in mind is that this process creates a framework that
can be utilized to document and validate assumptions based
on direct customer feedback.
From here your designers will begin creating wireframes,
bare-bones design concepts for the software. Wireframes
are a collection of screen images or basic interactive
models (prototypes) that convey how key pages will be
structured (placement of images, graphics, text, etc.) and
illustrate how customers will be able to execute the main
functionality.
In parallel to the wireframe development, the look and feel
of the software (the visual design) will also be created. In
the later stages of the UX process, the visual design will be
merged with the wireframes to provide a strong sense of
how the software will actually look.
The wireframes will be usability tested with your customers
to ensure they are progressing in the right direction, and
the test results will help the design team refine their ideas
as needed. When the wireframes have been successfully
validated, they are finalized and documented in a user
interface (UI) specification. The programming team takes
over from here. Based on the finalized designs, they’ll create
the software that your customers will use.
Now let’s look in more detail at what happens in the various
steps described above.
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UX DESIGN PROCESS
DISCOVER
A)
Stakeholder
Requirements

B)
Customer Needs/
Pain Points

C)
Trends &
Competition

GENERATE SOLUTION CONCEPTS

VALIDATE CONCEPTS

FINALIZE DESIGN—ready for programming

STEP 1. DISCOVERY
The key activities in discovery are about
understanding and documenting the factors
that can influence what your software will do.
UNDERSTANDING STAKEHOLDER REQUIREMENTS
Often, many parties have an influence on your software
product. Your design team will need to understand all
stakeholder requirements. These can include such things as
marketing and sales goals, budgets, launch dates, timing
requirements, engineering constraints, logistics and signoff processes. This information is typically gathered through
a series of meetings with the relevant parties.
UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER NEEDS AND PAIN POINTS
User research is a vital part of the UX process which forms
the foundation of the design work to follow. The goal is for
immersion in your customers’ environment; this could be
at their home, at work or any other place they may use your
product. For example, if you have a B2B product, designers
would spend time with customers to get a sense of when
and where they work and the main tasks they have to
complete. And since customers rarely use a software product
in isolation, if you already have a product in the market,
they will want to understand what customers use your
current product for and the ecosystem it fits into.

in terms of wanting to understand the world from
the customer’s perspective, as a practical matter
a division of labor is often required. For one,
product managers often have their hands full with
day-to-day issues that occur when dealing with
other parts of the organization such as marketing,
sales and engineering. Their research needs are
generally focused on understanding user problems.
The UX designer needs a deeper look into customer
workflows and the end-to-end experience. As
such, the UX designer generally performs this type
of research. But regardless of how or if the work is
divided, both sides will pay critical attention to the
results of the user research.
You’ll sometimes hear designers talk about
understanding customers’ mental models. This
is another way of saying that they are trying to
learn how customers think about their world
and how they respond to it. Immersion helps
designers develop empathy for customers as they
start to uncover customer pain points and what’s
important to them. This firsthand knowledge
is extremely valuable, as it enables your design
team to work from a position of fact and not
assumption.
The process of spending time with customers is
called contextual inquiry. One of the reasons this
is such an important activity is that people often
can’t remember all the activities they perform in
their work.
Don’t just ask people to describe what would make their
job better or a product easier to use. Ask them to show you.
Also, if you can, collect artifacts from your visits, such as
screenshots and examples of reports that illustrate places
where customers find your product does or doesn’t perform
well. You can miss valuable information if you don’t observe
your customers. Watch as they complete core tasks and
chime in with questions when they appear to get bogged
down or frustrated, or do something unexpected. This helps
identify nuances that might otherwise be missed if you only
relied on conversations, surveys or third-party feedback
from sales.
For example, on a project where my client was developing a
book production-management system, I shadowed a book
editor as she used her company’s system. She suddenly
stopped in the middle of a task and pulled a piece of paper
from a drawer. It was a cheat sheet that contained a list of
codes she often used but could never remember. Without her
list, she would have to log into another system to obtain the
codes. Because she was “just doing her job,” she didn’t have
to think about the steps she needed to complete. And, as she
told me, “It wouldn’t have occurred to me to say anything
about my list if you’d simply asked me to describe what I
do without showing you; I didn’t think it was important
enough to mention.”

In an ideal world with unlimited time in a day, UX and
product management would be combined. This is sometimes
true in smaller organizations (though it often means one
side is shortchanged) but it is rare in larger projects. While
the product manager has similar goals to the UX designer
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ANALYZING DISCOVERIES
Once you collect observations from five to 20 customers (depending on the time, budget and complexity of the
situations studied), the next step is to analyze the data. There is no single right way to do this, but the goal is to identify
common themes that your customers experience, the situations they are in when they use your product, and what they
want to do as a result of using your product. This information will inform the design process and let you know whether
the assumptions your team had about your customers apply in the real world.
Designers use a variety of techniques to help summarize and visualize what they have observed.

MARTIN,

Personas are fictitious people based

on the themes captured from market
interviews and observations. The
most important information they
communicate are the customers’
goals, their motivations and pain
points, common tasks they perform,
their needs (or things to avoid) and
any relevant details about their
backgrounds.

Age 35, Chicago, IL

Motivators:
Behaviors:
Needs:
"IT'S NOT ABOUT ME,
ITS ABOUT MY GIRLS."

Journey maps are visual timelines

CUSTOMER JOURNEY
Stages:
Doing:
Thinking:
Feeling:
Opportunities:

Scenarios briefly describe situations where customers

need to get a task done. Scenarios include details about the
environment and any constraints, issues or information
that must be considered, and the outcome they’re looking
for or want to improve. In many cases, you might identify
five to 10 scenarios that your software could address.
These scenarios must be prioritized and will act as a
reference point that your design team can revisit to ensure
that the design solutions they create stay faithful to
customers’ needs.
Here’s an example of a scenario for a company that makes
sales-management software:
“Bob manages a team of eight salespeople. They sell a variety
of specialized robotic production equipment. There are 10
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that detail the interactions between
customers and your organization.
They show when these interactions
occur, who’s involved, what actions
are taken, and the key documents used
or systems referenced. They will often
include key questions your customers
have and/or their feelings at various
points in the journey. This is critical
information for your product and
design teams. Addressing negative
emotions and answering common
questions customers have provides
an opportunity to create a deep
bond between your product and your
customers.

product lines, each consisting of about 400 physical items.
Each salesperson has been assigned a territory so that among
them they cover the United States and Canada. All enquiries are
entered in the customer contact system. Sales are recorded in a
separate sales system that also tracks product inventory.
Each month Bob must enter both systems to compile a report
showing which products generate the most interest, as well as
sales summaries for the various product lines and territories.
The sales-reporting system doesn’t have an export function,
so he must manually copy and paste data into a spreadsheet
he’s created based on what he needs to present to his boss at
their management meetings. This is one of Bob’s least favorite
tasks; he hasn’t found a way of making it easy to do. He feels
he wastes a lot of time that could be spent working with his
team.”
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AFFINITY DIAGRAMMING

STEP 2. GENERATE
SOLUTION CONCEPTS
DEFINING FEATURES AND
FUNCTIONALITY
Once the design team has
developed a strong sense of what the target
customers’ worlds look like, they can use their
research to list the main features and functions
needed to generate the outcomes described in the
scenarios.
Affinity Diagramming
Have you seen pictures of designers with a wall
full of Post-it notes and wondered what they were
doing? It’s called affinity diagramming, and it’s a
great and extremely flexible way to organize your
thoughts. Start by writing each option or idea
onto separate Post-its and place them on a large
open surface. Then rearrange them into related
groups and name them accordingly. Designers
often use this technique to identify themes from
their research observations.
Wireframing/Prototyping
When there’s agreement on the main functionality to
be implemented, your UX designers can start to create
wireframes or prototype screens that show how your
customers will use your software to complete tasks. You can
convey a strong sense of the ideas being considered and of
task flows with simple sketches.
The aim is to show key elements such as the main
navigation/menu options, and the items likely to make
up individual screens, including images, links, buttons
and the types of information to be displayed. Organizing
and prioritizing information, whether it is for the entire
software product or for particular screens, is the job of the

TYPING

WIREFRAMING/PROTO

information architect. For large projects, a specialist may
perform this task. However, for many smaller projects this
work will be handled by your UX designer.
It’s common for UX designers to come up with several
ideas for task flows and how information might be laid
out. Usability tests can be leveraged to determine which
approach, if any, your customers prefer to use. The feedback
that’s generated can be used to refine the designs as your
knowledge about your customers develops.
Visual Design
Your graphic design team will work on the visual feel of the
software by determining color schemes and elements such
as imagery, graphics, fonts, borders, button styling and
backgrounds. Their goal is to ensure your software conveys
your company’s branding, and that there is a consistent
look to your product. At a minimum, a basic style guide will
be produced that shows at least a few representative screens
that contain the key elements that will used. All of the
graphic details are called out and specified, so that as new
pages are developed they are graphically consistent.
Gradually, the screens for your software will become
progressively high-res as the software matures; the screens
will look increasingly like the final product as the visual
design is merged with the underlying foundation.

STEP 3. VALIDATION
USABILITY TESTING
User research is the collection of activities
that allow you to understand who your
customers are and the world they live in.
But as the design process develops, the research you do
changes focus. Usability testing is a research technique used
to determine whether your design concepts deliver effective
solutions to customer problems; it’s about the value they
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find in your product. These tests are also be used
to determine the ease of use of your product.
Note the order here: Value must come first.
Without it, ease of use is moot.
Testing is an important step that is too often
overlooked. Until you conduct effective usability
tests to check in with your customers, you’ll be
creating your software “blind.” Conducting two
or three rounds of usability testing during the
design phase is key. Tests that are planned well
ahead of time have little impact on schedules and
can be performed inexpensively. There’s little
reason not to conduct them, given what they can
reveal.

Usability testing is used to
determine whether your design
concepts deliver effective
solutions to customer problems.
ING

USABILITY TEST

TEST ROOM

What Is a Usability Test?
There are many types of usability tests, but the
one-on-one test is the most common. The oneon-one usability test gets its name because one
customer at a time (and remember, they’re the
only one whose opinion counts) is interviewed
by a moderator, who also manages the test.
The moderator provides the test participant
(customer) a series of realistic tasks or scenarios
and then asks the participant to carry them out
using your product.

The test plan will include:
n  Test

goals

n  Features

or functions to be tested

n  The

customer types or segments you plan to test
(e.g., experienced vs. novices)

n  Where
n  Key

and when the test will occur

sign-off dates for finalizing decisions

n  Contact

information for the test organizer

Moderator/
Interviewer

OBSERVATION ROOM

Projector

Computer

Screen

Setting Up a Usability Test
When you set up a usability test, the first thing
your design team will do is create goals for the
first phase. Goals detail what you will test and
why, and are based on your earlier user research.
Effective goal statements will often include a
specific outcome based on the importance of
the goal. For example, all participants must
be able to successfully complete the checkout
process within 60 seconds. This approach has
several advantages. First, it helps keep test
activities focused. The test won’t be cluttered
with questions that are unrelated to your goals.
Second, at the end of the test your design team
will know whether it has achieved the stated goals,
which helps identify where further work may be needed.

Participant

Speakers

Recruiting
You can either recruit customers through your own outreach
efforts or hire an agency that specializes in recruiting. An
agency will charge a recruiting fee for each person they
find and schedule for you. This is a cost separate from any
incentive you might give customers for participating in your
test, such as cash or a gift card.
You will want approximately five participants from each
relevant customer segment. The key to deciding which
segments to test comes down to their behavior. For
example, if you think that customers who are experienced
with your product will behave differently than new
customers, then you have two groups to test. Test sessions
will typically last about one hour.
Scripts, Tasks and Scenarios
To see if the goals have been achieved, each participant
must be presented with the same tasks or scenarios. The
moderator will use a script to ensure consistency and
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value and want to use. When you have reached a point
where you have achieved an effective design solution,
it’s time to convert it into working software. This is
the programming team’s job.
To facilitate the programmers’ work, your designers
will produce a user interface specification (UI spec)
that the programming team will use to guide their
work. It will show the validated screens and detail
how the software’s functionality is intended to
operate. In a perfect world, the final working software
should follow the UI spec faithfully.

The UX Process and Why It Will Benefit You

Having access to high-quality
UX skills is a necessity.
mitigate bias. In fact, one of the moderator’s main jobs is to
keep bias to a minimum. This means no leading questions,
no demonstrations and no commenting on the participant’s
feedback.
Test Materials
The design team will prepare a sequence of screens for
each task or scenario that the moderator presents. To run
a test, your test materials (design concepts) do not have
to be advanced. You can use a simple paper prototype. The
key point here is to start getting feedback as soon as you
can show your product ideas to customers. Don’t wait until
you have beautifully polished final designs. Instead, give
yourself as much time as you can to test ideas—you’ll build
better products. You’ll also discover any problems early,
which saves time and money in the long-run. Invest in more
detailed prototypes as confidence in your design concepts
grows.
Test Day
Before starting each test session, the moderator will ensure
that the participant has signed the participant agreement.
During the test, the moderator presents a series of tasks or
scenarios and asks the participant to demonstrate what they
would do using the available concepts. As the participant
works, the moderator will ask them to “think aloud” to help
understand how well the concepts are performing. When
the participant believes they have completed the task, they
will be asked for their thoughts on what they have just
done. Between test sessions, and at the end of each test day,
the moderator will debrief with the observation team to
determine key themes that emerge.
Reporting
At the end of the test, designers will analyze the results
and prepare a brief report to highlight key findings and
recommendations. These results are also compared with the
stated goals to determine if the design concepts or software
were effective or not. The concepts will be adjusted as
needed to address any shortfalls.

STEP 4. FINALIZING DESIGN
USER INTERFACE SPECIFICATION
After several rounds of developing and
refining concepts and then validating them,
you should be confident that your team has
designed software that your customers will
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The ever-increasing and important role that software
plays in a product’s success requires the product
management team to pay close attention to its
development. Having access to high-quality UX skills
is a necessity. Unfortunately, the huge demand for
these skills makes this difficult. The good news is that
learning UX fundamentals is usually not a huge stretch for
product professionals.
One of the first signs that you’re on your way is recognizing
where you may need to modify and add to your existing
processes. In time, you should feel increasingly more
confident about what your customers actually need,
instead of guessing. With this foundational overview of the
UX process that places your customer at the heart of the
process, you will significantly increase the likelihood of
creating software they will want and pay for.
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UX Essentials
Enroll in UX Essentials to learn how to get the
most out of your design team and provide superior
experiences for your users.
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