Appendix A: What is UX?

In his landmark book, The Design of Everyday Things, Don Norman taught us that Design is the thing that separates us from the animal kingdom.  We are able to design things that people can use in intended ways.  But we often design incorrectly causing users to use products poorly and hate every minute of it.  He said it was the responsibility of the Designer to make sure that the product was usable and pleasant.  Bad user experience was the fault of the designer, not the user.  
UX Stands for User eXperience.  Usually I use it as an abbreviation of User eXperience Design.  It covers anything designed, like a keyboard, a car stereo or a website.  For the purposes of this book, we will stick to Web Design including websites and web applications.  UX is a broad term and includes everything and anything that will affect the user’s perception of the world.  It includes:

· Visual Design

· Interaction Design

· Information Architecture

I will go into detail on each of these fields briefly so we can all be using the same terminology.  This is also a primer for anyone entering the field of UX and wants to learn more.

1. Visual Design

Also known as Graphic Design, these are the people who spend most of their lives in Adobe’s products such as Photoshop, Illustrator, Fireworks and others.  Many of them use Windows, but more often, you will find the Mac on their desks.

Graphic Designers usually major in Fine Arts or Graphic Design in college.  It is a four year degree covering many topics such as Composition, Color Theory, Balance, Swiss Design Techniques, and much more.  For a wonderful primer on Design Principles see Universal Principles of Design by William Lidwell, Kritina Holden and Jill Butler.

In layman’s terms, the Visual Designer is responsible for the way something looks.  How it works is not as important in this field.  The test of the visual designer is often to print it out and put it on the wall.  If it looks like Art, then they succeeded.

Visual Design alone (without any of the other disciplines) will lead to beautiful but unusable designs.  Don Norman described a door that was beautiful to look at and won awards for design.  Unfortunately, no one could figure out how to open it.  If you have ever tried to push a door that was mean to be pulled (or vice-versa) then you have encountered a “Norman Door”.

2. Interaction Design

Interaction Design is the missing ingredient for a “Norman Door”.  Interaction design only looks at how things work.  Interaction designers care less about how it looks and much more on usability and interaction.  This is also called UI Design, which emphasizes the widgets and controls that a user uses to interact with the system.

Don Norman’s book spoke in depth on this subject.  However, many complaints arrived at his doorstep saying, “If we follow your instructions, we will end up with very usable, ugly products.”  He followed up with Emotional Design which sought to balance out the two.

Interaction design on the web answers questions like:

· What happens when the user puts their mouse over there?

· What happens when he clicks on it?

· How do we tell the user if there is a problem?

· How will we ask the user a question?

These questions are fundamental to the idea that the best way to achieve business goals is to engage the user interactively.  This engagement can happen in a million ways.  Most of those ways are confusing and contradictory leading to unhappy customers and poor sales. Designing a solid interaction model takes years of practice and a strong sense of empathy.  My personal secret to success in this field is to buck a commonly held belief.
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Another analogy is looking at parents and children.  My kids say to me, “I want some Cheerios.”  They will repeat this sentence as many times as they need.  I find myself ignoring them for the first 10 times.  It’s not that I am stupid and don’t understand the request.  It is that I have other things on my mind and am usually distracted.

Your website is like the child to the user.  It keeps saying important information that the user should focus on, but the user is just too distracted to notice and react.  They are smart people, but they are extremely distracted.  You have to think, “If I were the child, how would I get the adults attention.”  Screaming might work, but won’t usually get you the answer you want.

Figuring out the best way for the website/child to engage the adult is all about interaction Design.

3. Information Architecture

Information Architecture (IA) is simply about organizing things.  There is a Gold Rule of IA is, “Everything should be findable with little or no concentration.”  This rule has driven many designers insane.  It is much harder than it looks.  First of all, people look for things in different places.  Secondly, there is usually too much information to group together logically.

IA is not a major in any college I have heard about, but it could be.  Organizing information is a major responsibility and makes the difference between a usable website and application and a terrible one.

IA takes place on several levels including: across the entire application, across a section, within a page and within a part of the page.  I worked on a shopping cart application that had poor performance in one area because the text was not in a grid.  The Information Architect is responsible for users comprehension and navigation.  It is a major responsibility.

This book will demonstrate several techniques, with jQuery, which can help information architects do a better job and help more users.

4. Who should know about UX?

Besides the above groups who practice User Experience every day, there are other groups who would be wise to understand User Experience Design. 

Usability Professionals are the people behind the 1-way mirror.  They have focus groups and labs with fancy eye-tracking devices to monitor users and their ways.  My experience has been that these well-meaning professionals often have conservative leanings.  Just because it doesn’t work in a lab, doesn’t mean people won’t love it.  Labs are imperfect tools.  Use them to develop ideas, not to shoot ideas down.  Understanding the creative positive position behind user experience design is valuable to give these professionals a different perspective.

Marketing Departments are very often involved in website development and even web application development.  My experience has shown me that the marketers have a significant say in the design process.  More say than I think is wise, but it is somewhat unavoidable.  The more the Marketers understand what UX is all about, the better they are able to have a dialog with the design team. 

Business managers have the power.  They are the ones with the money and rank.  They are also the ones with the ultimate responsibility for success failure.  Although I always counsel delegation in the Design team, I think that Business managers would be wise to understand the principles that the Design team live by.  User Experience Design is a powerful tool to make money.  Micromanaging the process eliminates creativity and ultimately fails to deliver success.

Analytics and Testing teams should be aware of UX principles.  It will help them craft their tests to maximize positive outcomes.  If you know that a certain principle exists, then you can plan a strategy that optimizes around that principle.

Finally, the biggest and most valuable part of the team, the Engineers should be more than familiar with UX Design.  Engineers build the applications most of the time.  They build most of the websites most of the time.  A strong partnership with the design team will yield a strong product.  A weak partnership yields unhappy customers.

















































































Glen’s secret to strong Interaction Design�Never pretend to be the user.  People do that all the time.  Professionals often create personas (Pioneered by Alan Cooper, in About Face 2.0) and misuse them by pretending to be the persona in a role playing exercise.  My philosophy is to role-play, but rather than the user, you should pretend to be the website or web application.  “Hi!  I am the website, how can I help you today?”


If you pretend to be the user, you often assume they have skills, knowledge or patience that they just do not have.  If you pretend to be the application, then you make fewer such assumptions.  You say things like, “The user keeps trying to perform a function that is only available somewhere else.  What can I do to help them?”


It’s a subtle difference, granted.  But for me it makes all the difference in the world.
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