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The Design Brief

In a traditional design practice, the design brief comes from the creative 

director or the marketing group, or sometimes directly from the client.  It sets 

the parameters of the design; technological limitations (or opportunities), the 

target demographic, desired qualities or brand identifications, etc.  

As a user experience professional, you should be involved much earlier in the 

process.  Your research about the target users, their needs (requirements), tasks, 

and situation (along with market and corporate branding information) can be 

seen as the equivalent to a design brief.  

The design brief represents the overall goals you are trying to achieve.  For that 

reason, it is important that all the major stakeholder in a project buy in to the 

brief.  Getting agreement to these high-level goals will save you a lot of trouble 

later on.
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Research and Reflection

Goal 

Let the problem cook in the back of your mind, while you connect to the larger 

world around you.  Certainly you could start in the immediate milieu of the 

problem, but do not limit yourself to that.  Follow your imagination and curiosity 

where it leads you, even if the direction seems completely unrelated to the 

problem at hand.  Be open to inspiration in the activities and travels of your 

daily life. Let ideas come slowly and gently. Collect these ideas, but don’t try 

to process them yet.  Let your brain expand.  Part of the reason we do this is to 

allow our brain to naturally experience the problem in an altered state of mind.  

Healthier and safer than drugs, placing yourself in a new context and providing 

the space of time to slow your thoughts effectively alters your perception such 

that new insights have an opportunity to percolate up into your conscious mind. 

The goal is to see your problem from a new perspective.

When you do this

 At the beginning of a project, when working on a new feature or anytime you 

are engaged in problem solving.  Good designers are always re-framing their 

work in the context of the world around, not just in their own fields.
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Activities

Read magazines.  Talk with colleagues, friends and family. Take day trips.  Walk 

the streets.  Look at products.  Go to conferences.  Surf the web.  Dance in the 

rain, whatever.  The truth is, the activity doesn’t matter all that much.  What is 

more important is the recontextualizing – see ‘tips’ below. 

What you end up with  

An ‘idea’ or ‘mood’ board.  This is a collection of thoughts, pictures, and what-

ever other things you’ve come across that inspire you in the project.  They are 

collected together onto a board or some other media from which they can be 

presented to others.

Tips for doing this well  

When you are dancing in the rain (…or whatever), the important thing is to 

mentally stop for a moment and bring your project back into your mind.  Think 

for a moment about your project, the 

users, the workflow, the project brief 

and so on.  Just think about it for a bit in 

this new context.  Try not to gravitate to 

any solutions or to draw conclusions or 

mappings between your current activity 

and the design problem.  Just let your 

problem rise up to the conscious level 

before re-engaging with your current 

activity. 

Here is another tip that is a bit of a cheat.  Sometimes while doing 

your little rain dance you have a very clear revelation or insight.  Or even a 
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partial one.  In those cases, remember that your goal is to create that idea board, 

so when you have that flash of inspiration, take a moment to think about how 

you will capture that solution on your idea board (i.e. “I’ll draw a picture of 

an armadillo next to the Apollo moon rocket”, or “I’ll take a picture of this fire 

hydrant” ).  This will help you remember it long enough to get back to the studio 

and document the inspiration.  If you have your notebook handy, jot it down 

right away.

    Watch out for
                 This kind of activity can seem hard to justify in a high-pressure                            

                    environment.  And if you’re a person who likes closure, it can feel like 

wasting time.  Think of it as a required warm-up phase, and set yourself a fixed 

time period where you are to do nothing else.  Do not expect some perfect 

inspiration to drop fully-formed from the heavens; more often you are just 

collecting fragmentary or unfinished ideas which you will be able to use later. 

Contrasting practice  

All too often we’ve seen software design teams limiting their research to looking 

at what their main competitors are doing, and copying the good bits.  Teams 

that take this approach can still come up with very competent designs, but they 

are rarely truly innovative.
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Group Reflection 

The First Charette

 

Goal 

Reconnect with your team.  Do a reality check with all the major stakeholders.  

Get team buy-in for your design direction.

When you do this  

This could be one day after receiving the design brief or two weeks later – it 

really all depends on the overall project timeline. Based on the project timeline, 

this first charette is scheduled.  This date must not slip, even if you don’t feel like 

you have an idea that has really gelled yet. Having an end point or goal to focus 

on can provide a stimulus to your creativity.  Therefore, you should present 

regardless of whether or not you have had a major inspiration.

If you don’t have much to show, you may feel unprepared. But remember that 

the charette is collaborative, and everyone in that room is committed to help 

you develop your thoughts. Maybe they can at least help you find out why you 

were stuck.

Activities 

 Present your idea board, explaining your concept for the overall design direc-

tion to the other stakeholders on the project. Listen to what they have to say. 

Record the ideas.
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What you end up with 

Improved ideas or designs. Team buy-in for your design direction.  Early knowl-

edge of potential problems (i.e. constraints), so you can design around them. The 

team will also gain a deeper understanding of the project.

Tips for doing this well

If there are people on your team who have never done a charette •	

before, meet with them before the charette. Go over what needs to 

happen in the meeting, and get agreement that they will support the 

process.  (That is, they must commit to helping improve any ideas 

being presented, not just criticizing or auditing.)

Set goals and expectations for the charette.•	

Find a place where you won’t be interrupted.•	

Get participants to turn off their cell phones, pagers, etc for the •	

duration.

Refer to your idea board to explain the design direction without •	

taking ownership of the design – let the team adopt and take 

ownership.

When people are talking about your idea, listen to what’s being said.  •	

It’s more important to understand the reactions than to defend the 

design.

Don’t expect to solve all problems during the charette.•	

Some design exploration is encouraged, but don’t spend too long on •	

any one detail.

Be open to exploring different solutions to problems that are raised; •	

don’t get locked into one solution right away.

To keep the discussion on the big ideas, don’t include too much detail •	

on your idea board.

Don’t try to keep detailed minutes.  When there are ideas worth •	

recording, just jot a word or two that will help you remember it after 

the charette.
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      Watch out for

Getting off-brief.  If the discussion starts to solve problems that are •	

out of scope of the brief, remind the participants what they are there 

to do.

“Getting into a design rabbit holes” – getting too deep into one small •	

topic, and losing the big picture.  (And using up your time!)

Participants who want to jump in and design all the details.  At this •	

phase you’re exploring the big design direction, not the fine detail.

Contrasting practice

It is very common to see interaction designers who:

Don’t set any kind of high-level design direction or goals.  They just •	

default to the same-old thing, or build their designs piecemeal as 

they go along.

Find their solutions in a vacuum, without feedback from peers or •	

stakeholders.

Follow a single track of investigation, with no exploration•	
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Ideation and Sketching

Goal

 Generate zillions of ideas. Explore the ‘design space’ as widely as you can.

When you do this

Any time you are designing something new – from whole projects to individual 

features.

Activities 

Sit down with your notebook and pen and start drawing!  Think about the whole 

user experience – don’t just draw widgets. Draw interactions between people 

and technology.  (Comics are a great form for doing this --- make the technology 

a character.  What is your interface “thinking”?)  When you do draw widgets, an-

notate them with action.
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What you end up with  

Many different visual ideas that you can choose from later.

Tips for doing this well

Do this by yourself.  This is NOT a group activity.•	

Find a quiet place where you will not be interrupted.  You can’t get •	

into ‘flow’ with emails beeping, phone ringing, or people stopping 

by your desk.  [If this is hard to do at your office, book a meeting 

room and have a design meeting there — with just you.]

If you have a design notebook, do your drawings there, but if you •	

are getting too ‘precious’ with your notebook, switch to using large 

sheets of loose paper.

Generate as many ideas as possible.•	

Don’t spend much time on any one idea.•	

If you feel the need to cross out something, make a quick note about •	

what is wrong to help crystallize your thoughts.  Even easier – never 

cross out or erase anything.  Just keep going.

Sketch all your ideas, even the dumb ones.•	

Don’t think, then draw – think by drawing.•	

Draw with the minimum fidelity needed to convey your idea.  If it •	

doesn’t need 3D, keep it flat.  If the setting is unimportant, don’t 

draw a background.

Include your users in your drawings.•	

Focus on interactions, not widgets. •	

If you run out of ideas, try to shake things up deliberately by:•	

Merging different ideas.o 

Flipping or reversing an idea.o 

Adding constraints – bigger, thinner, rounder, squarer, mono-o 

chromatic, no text, text only, etc.

Imagine it were for a different audience – men only, women o 

only, kids, non-English speakers, deaf people, older people, etc.
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  Watch out for  

        Limiting your output through self-criticism and self-censoring.  

Contrasting practice
   

It’s all too common for interaction designers to proceed immediately from the 

problem description to laying out the widgets for a solution.  It may even be a 

good solution, but those designers never find out if there is a better solution 

“just over the next hill”.  And they almost never come up with something innova-

tive.
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Winnowing

Goal  

Select the best of your ideas for further refinement

When you do this  

After ideation and sketching

Activities  

Look over your design ideas critically.  Select the design or design elements 

that seem most promising.  Check back with your design brief and require-

ments to make sure the design meets your needs.  Redraw your selected idea(s) 

with some annotation, making it ready for presentation.

What you end up with  

A somewhat-developed, more complete and possibly annotated sketch of your 

best idea or ideas, ready for presentation at your next charette.

Tips for doing this well  

Don’t select based on the one you spent the most time on, or the one that was 

the best drawn.  Select by re-visiting the design brief and finding the one that is 

the best fit to the requirements.
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     Watch out for
      Don’t over-develop the idea.  Focus on the ideas and workflows for 

                      when everything goes right.  Don’t worry about edge cases at this 

point.  Get the main thrust. Watch out for falling in love with the quality of your 

depiction and losing sight of the idea behind the sketches.

Contrasting practice  

Interaction designers who don’t sketch out different ideas usually proceed di-

rectly to writing out a spec.  Because they invest heavily in the design right away, 

it becomes very hard for them to move away from the design later if it turns out 

to be problematic.
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Another Charette

Goal 

Reconnect with your team.  Do a reality check with all the major stakeholders.  

Get team buy-in for your specific design proposals.  Identify and come up with 

solutions for any problems in your design.

When you do this  

After winnowing your design ideas down.

Activities  

You present your design to the team, walking them through the workflows as 

they are supposed to go.  You teams helps you identify problems, and you all 

work together to come up with possible solutions to these problems.

What you end up with  

A list of problems, possible 

solutions, and suggestions for 

improvement of your idea.
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Tips for doing this well

As before, make sure all participants are engaged and understand the •	

objectives of the exercise.

Don’t be defensive.  Remember that the others have not spent as long •	

with the problem as you have.

Be open to other design directions. Explore many possibilities.•	

Don’t try to design every detail of the whole thing.  Allow for some •	

design exploration, but keep things moving.

If there is a road block & more thought is needed you can move on •	

by getting everyone to assume the issue is resolved.  This avoids one 

issue using up all your time.

(See also the tips from the First Charette.)•	

  Watch out for  

        By now, the team is probably pretty invested in the design and some 

may feel pretty passionate about a particular design solution.  There is always 

a tendency to start thinking up solutions during this time.  Allow it to happen 

a bit (because some great ideas can come out this way), but watch out for it 

sabotaging the whole charette.  Just cut it off if the discussion is going on too 

long.  Say something like “Ok, let’s explore that further at another time” and then 

move on to the next issue.
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Contrasting practice  

Here’s a scenario we hear about at many companies:  The interaction designer 

sends out an email to all the stakeholders with a huge spec document 

attached, and asks everyone to read the document and come to a meeting.  

When everyone gets to the meeting, they haven’t read the document (because 

they’re really busy and never got around to it). During the interminable 

meeting they just sit quietly, occasionally raising a minor point about a menu 

label or the background color and arguing about it while the big issues get 

ignored because no one wants to make the meeting longer, or because 

everyone is too focused on all the details to see the big picture, or because they 

feel the decisions have already been made.  None of the real problems in the 

interface are noticed until much later when the code starts to be written.
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Refinement
Goal  

Improve your design until it meets all your criteria for design, usability, 

learnability, and whatever else.

When you do this  

After you have buy-in from your team for your selected design direction.

Activities  

For interaction design, this phase comprises the standard iterative process of 

prototyping, testing/measuring, and reflection/problem-solving:

You make the cheapest/fastest prototype that you can that captures •	

the desired interface behaviours.

You come up with your usability, learnability and design goals, based •	

on the design brief

You usability test that prototype.•	

If it meets your goals, you are done.  Otherwise:•	

You change your prototype, based on what you learned•	

Go back to usability testing, and repeat.•	
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What you end up with  

A verified design that is complete, correct, and meets all your goals.

Tips for doing this well

Formative usability testing is the gold standard activity here.  It will •	

propel your design forward faster than any other method.  You could 

do cognitive walkthroughs or heuristic analysis, but they give you 

much less bang-for-the-buck.

Have goals, and design your test protocols to measure if you’ve •	

hit those goals.  Goals can be for usability, learnability, aesthetic 

response, overall appeal – whatever is important to your needs.

    Watch out for

Other people on your project may pressure you to use “simpler” •	

evaluation methods.  (“Just ask the people in QA to try it out and 

tell you what the problems are.”)  Never accept self-report as a 

replacement for observation.

Watch out for all the typical pit-falls of design research (i.e. •	

experimental bias, leading questions, homogenous samples, etc.)

 
Contrasting practice 

Any diligent interaction designer will be testing their designs before finalizing 

them.  The difference in a non-design process is that they will be testing their 

first design, not their best design.
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Design Habits to Try #1:
Keep a Design Notebook

Designers in many disciplines use a design notebook to record their thoughts, 

plans, sketches, ideas, observations, decisions from meetings --- anything that 

affects the designs they are working on.  It’s also a great place to doodle ideas.

While you should feel free to sketch on anything that is handy (i.e. the proverbi-

al back of the envelope or napkin), use your notebook to keep a record of your 

primary work.  It should be legible enough for you to go back a few years later 

and be able to follow your thought process – but neatness is less important 

than recording what happens faithfully.

Working in a notebook has certain pragmatic benefits (such as the protection 

a hard-bound book offers your drawings) but it also has some less tangible 

rewards.  Seeing an idea progress and evolve can be very satisfying.  It can also 

be an eye-opener, showing you when you start compromising too early, or 

can help identify the idea that led the solution away from the design brief.  It 

can provide a means to “rewind” the design, then proceed on a new tack. The 

habit of keeping a design notebook can also encourage more design activity to 

happen in the real world (“in the wild” as Buxton would say it).   

If you are creating intellectual property (especially if you plan to patent a de-

sign in the United States), you may want to keep a more formal design note-

book.  This is because in the United States, patent primacy is based on the date 

of invention – not the date of filing – and a design notebook can be used as key 

evidence of invention, if it meets certain standards.  Many design firms man-

date that their designers keep formal notebooks.
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   Informal        Formal

Use a sturdy, bound notebook in a form 1. 

and size that you can carry comfortably.

Write your name, phone number and 2. 

email address in the front cover.

Put the date at the beginning of every 3. 

entry – this will be your primary way of 

locating information later.

Bring it with you everywhere at work, 4. 

for note-taking, decision-recording, and 

for noting the location of important 

documents and phone numbers or email 

addresses that you’ve come across and 

may need to find again.

If you’re sketching ideas, remember to 5. 

add a note or title of what it is you are 

sketching.

Don’t obliterate or rip out any pages.  If 6. 

you decide something is wrong later 

and it’s bugging you, go back and add a 

(dated) note to the page, or cross it out so 

that the content is still legible.

If you need a few pages to do very rough 7. 

‘scratch’ work, add a brief (and more 

legible) summary of where you ended up.

Have your next blank notebook ready 8. 

BEFORE you fill your current one.

Number your notebooks.  (It is said that 9. 

Thomas Edison filled over 2500 design 

notebooks during his lifetime.)

Use ink, not pencil.1. 

Number every page.2. 

Fill the notebook from front to back, not 3. 

skipping any pages.  (Blank pages can 

look suspicious later, like they were left 

blank to be filled in retrospectively.)

Sign every page.  (It is possible to buy 4. 

design notebooks that have a printed 

place for dates, signatures and witnessing 

on each page.)

Occasionally, get a co-worker to witness 5. 

your notebook --- that is, sign and date 

an entry that you’ve just written.  The wit-

ness should be someone with sufficient 

background to understand the entry, but 

who is not a co-inventor.  Also, someone 

whom you will be able to find in a few 

years, should you need to.

Write legibly enough for others to read 6. 

and decipher what you were doing.

Include narrative to describe your 7. 

sketches.

Again, make your notes directly into the 8. 

notebook.  Do not make a rough version 

elsewhere and then copy them in.

Relevant documents can be taped into 9. 

the notebook.  If you do this, when you 

sign the page, sign across the paper/tape 

join.
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Design Habits to Try #2:
Surround Yourself with Inspiration

What’s on your desk and office/cubicle walls?  Just a calendar and a picture of 

your spouse?

Architects, industrial designers, fashion designers, filmmakers and automotive 

designers fill their working spaces with objects or images that inspire or 

interest them.  Designers who work in teams will often have a shared wall 

space where their ideas and inspirations are posted.  This is not an ordered 

presentation; it’s more often a seemingly-random mess with content changing 

all the time.  Surrounding yourself with creativity can make you more creative.

Here are the kinds of things you can put up:

Pictures from magazines or printed out from the internet that inspire •	

you.  (Pictures of people, objects, art, whatever.)

Beautiful examples of design, to give you something to strive for•	

Sketches you’re working on (if the original is in your design notebook, •	

then make a photocopy to post), to keep that design problem in the 

back of your mind.

Pictures of successful designs you’ve done – to remind you of how great •	

you can be.  (You can even post the designs that development won’t 

build.)

Small toys or puzzles (to occupy your hands while you’re thinking).•	
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Keep the content of your walls fresh.  When something just becomes wallpaper 

that you don’t notice anymore, it’s time to take it down.

[Note:  if your employer is the kind that has a policy controlling how you are 

allowed to decorate your workspace, then look for a new job. It is unlikely that 

employer will ever allow you or anyone else to do anything innovative.]
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Design Habits to Try #3:
Seek out the Work of Other Designers

“To be a great writer, read a lot.”   That has been said many times by many 

people, and it is true in most fields.  To be a great designer, look at what other 

people are doing in design, and not just in your immediate field.  If you pay at-

tention, you’ll start to see what works and what doesn’t on a more visceral level 

– and you might get unexpected inspiration.  In her book The Artist’s Way, Julia 

Cameron talks about making an “artist’s date” with yourself – a few hours each 

week put aside to go see or listen to something that will recharge your creative 

batteries.

Our world is full of user-interface designs.  Everything from your electronic 

toaster to your car has a user interface, and often a complex one.  Take the 

time to notice them.  Don’t be dismissive – what do you like about each?  What 

doesn’t work?

Have you played a videogame in the last ten years?  Some of the most cutting-

edge UI design is happening in new videogames.

Look at handheld devices – borrow one if you don’t own one.  Compare the 

applications between different vendors. ie. email, mapping, photos etc.

Watch the Apple keynotes, even if you don’t own a Mac.
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Flip through the proceedings of the CHI conference to see what bright ideas are 

coming out of academia.

Search YouTube for the word “Interface” – there’s lots of great examples there.

There are many on-line galleries of “best web designs”, easily findable by any 

search engine.

And don’t forget to look at design in other disciplines – Architecture, industrial 

design, automotive design, etc.  There is something to learn from all of them.
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Further Readings 
design Methodology  & Creativity

Buxton, B. (2007). Sketching user experiences: Getting the design right and the 

right design. San Francisco, CA: Morgan Kaufmann.

Bill Buxton has written a call to arms, or more correctly stated, a call to 

pencils for designers. Drawing from a wealth of personal and professional 

examples, he builds a case for the essential value and importance of sketch-

ing in the design process.  This easy to read book is filled with additional 

resources and supported with an associated website, allowing readers to 

dive in as deep as they want.  His message that sketching is a fast, cheap, 

and divergent method for maximizing design solutions is directed to busi-

ness leaders as well as designers. A great book to inspire and to ‘accidently ‘ 

leave on your manager’s desk.

Cullen, C.D. (Ed). (2006)  Design Secrets: Products 2: 50 Real-Life Projects 

Uncovered.  Quayside.

This book features 50 winners of the Industrial Designers Society of Amer-

ica’s IDEA Awards, showing the process of their creation from inception 

through inspiration, to completion.  It’s full of pictures of working drawings, 

process books, storyboards, etc.

DeBono, D. (1992)  Serious Creativity:  Using the Power of Lateral Thinking to 

Create New Ideas.  HarperBusiness.

DeBono is widely recognized as a strong authority on creativity, and many 

cite this as his best book.  Even readers who have a bit of a hard time with 

the author’s egocentricity recommend it.
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Hall, D. (1995)  Jump Start Your Brain.  Grand Central Publishing.

This book talks about become more creative by stimulating your brain with 

certain exercises and activities of various silliness.  People who love this book 

talk about how it totally changed their life creatively;  people who hate it 

describe the activities as sophomoric and say the author spends too much 

time selling himself and his services.

Moggridge, B. (2006)  Designing Interactions.  MIT Press.

This is a superb book.  It is a thick hardback but quite readable. You can 

learn much about the history of interaction design as well as concepts 

and methods.Saffer, D. (2006)  Designing for Interaction:  Creating Smart 

Applications and Clever Devices.  Peachpit Press.

This book covers the art of interaction design from a designer’s point of view.  

It includes interviews with thought leaders, and capsule case-studies of 

design.  Dan doesn’t just point out bad design (an easy thing to do), but also 

takes time to show what makes a design good.

Kelley, T. (2001) The Art of Innovation.  Currency.

IDEO is widely recognized as one of the most creative design firms around.  

In this book they talk about some of their ‘secrets’, including how to make 

brainstorming great, and the qualities of a “hot team”.  Better yet, they tell the 

stories behind many products that are now a common part of society, and 

how they came to be the way they are.

Perkins, D. (2001)  The Eureka Effect:  The Art and Logic of Breakthrough Thinking.  

W.W. Norton and Co.

This book isn’t about design process, but it does illuminate the need to 

mentally explore widely to find innovative solutions to problems.  The book 

has some fun brainteasers, and talks about many ways of approaching 

problems.  It also deeply explores the metaphor of “design space”.
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Topics Not Covered in this 
Practicum

The following related topics are referred to, but not covered in this tutorial.  If 

these are topics that you are unfamiliar with, or that you would like to become 

better-versed in, here are some good starting points.

Requirements Gathering and User 
Research

Courage, C., & Baxter, K. (2004). Understanding your users: A practical guide to 

user requirements methods, tools, and techniques.

This is a very comprehensive book about how to gather data during all 

phases of your design work.  Highly recommended.

Hackos, J. T., & Redish, J. C. (1998). User and task analysis for interface design. New 

York, NY: Wiley.

This book has a great deal of practical advice on the meaning of user and 

task analysis, how to gather useful data, how to set up and conduct site 

visits, and how to integrate user and task data into the design of a user 

interface.  Hackos and Redish offer concrete examples of faulty assumptions 

about users and tasks throughout the book that strengthen the case for 

user and task analysis.

Langford, J., & McDonagh, D. (Eds.) (2003). Focus groups: supporting effective 

product development. London, UK: Taylor & Francis.

This book is quite good because it deals with the use of focus groups for 

product development groups rather than marketing and sales.
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HCI Theory

Card, S. K., Moran, T. P., & Newell, A. (1983). The psychology of human-computer 

interaction. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum.

Simply put, this book is a classic in the field of HCI and should be required 

reading for everyone in the field. It is one of the few attempts in the HCI 

world to model human behavior. The GOMS model and the assumptions 

underlying the model are spelled out in detail. This won’t be easy reading, 

but if you are serious about the field of HCI, it is highly recommended. 

Wickens, C. D., Gordon, S. E., & Liu, Y. (1998).  An introduction to human factors 

engineering. New York, NY: Addison-Wesley (Longman Imprint).

There is the most recent major textbook on Human Factors Engineering and 

is an excellent reference for general human factors topics. There is a chapter 

on basic HCI, but the real value comes from chapters on vision, cognition, 

decision-making, display and control principles (some of the basic research 

here on memory, layout, compatibility, labeling, and alerting is quite relevant 

to software design and usability). There are also some good review chapters 

on stress and workload, human error, and selection and training (EPSS, 

adaptive training, performance support).

Lidwell, W., Holden, K., & Butler, J. (2003) Universal principles of design: 100 ways to 

enhance usability, influence perception, increase appeal, make better design deci-

sions, and teach through design.  Rockport Publishers.

This beautiful book should be on every designer’s desk.  Each two-page 

spread contains a different design principal, explained and illustrated with 

examples.  A great reference, and a good book to loan out when you’re asked 

to explain something.
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Basic Drawing and Sketching Skills

Edwards, B. The New Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain: A Course in Enhancing 

Creativity and Artistic Confidence.

If you ever thought that talent was required to draw like a pro, this book will 

change your mind.  Drawing is a skill, like any other, and it can be acquired 

with practice.  This book will get you there faster than you would think.

McCloud, S. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art.  Harper Paperbacks.

This is a university-level textbook written in the form of a comic.  It brilliant-

ly explains the power of this form for communication and storytelling.  And 

its visual explanations embody the message it is giving.

Olpe, P.  (1997) Drawing as Design Process: Courses, Themes and Projects at the 

Basel School of Design. Arthur Niggli.

This book talks about how the process of drawing itself can be a catalyst 

of design processes.  The fact that design images can now be produced so 

easily through software has led to changes in the design process, but there 

is still value in drawing.  Drawing “mobilizes the eye, the head and the hand 

to equal degree”, and helps to establish connections among the senses.   

Author Peter Olpe is a teacher at the School of Design in Basel.

Paper Prototyping

Snyder. C. (2003). Paper prototyping: The fast and easy way to define and refine 

user interfaces. San Francisco, CA: Morgan Kaufmann.

Carolyn Snyder’s book is the definitive work on paper prototyping. She 

describes how to plan and conduct paper prototyping studies, and what 

type of problems you can expect to uncover using paper prototyping. 

The book is replete with examples and case studies. This book is highly 

recommended for its thoughtful and thorough approach to an important 

tool for usability practitioners.
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Setting up and Facilitating a Usability Test

Barnum, C. M. (2002). Usability testing and research. New York, NY: Pearson 

Education

Carol Barnum’s book is replete with detailed information on usability testing. 

She covers all aspects of testing from choosing the appropriate method 

through planning, conducting, analyzing, and reporting results.  She has 

a chapter that focuses on Web usability and a final chapter that deals with 

working in teams. Carol’s book is highly recommended for anyone who will be 

doing usability testing. 

Dumas, J. & Redish, J. (1999). A practical guide to usability testing (Revised edition). 

Exeter, UK: Intellect.

This book provides excellent practical advice for groups who want to initiate 

usability testing.  Both new and experienced usability professionals will find 

this book useful. Topics include planning and preparing for usability tests, 

analyzing data, and communicating the results.

Rubin, J.  (1994). Handbook of Usability Testing: How to Plan, Design, and Conduct 

Effective Tests. New York, NY: Wiley.

 This handbook is a step-by-step guide to effective usability testing. Rubin 

provides many tips that will benefit both the new and the experienced usability 

practitioner.  The book was written with the assumption that readers won’t 

have human factors training. This book complements the books by Dumas and 

Redish (1999) and Barnum (2002)

Our thanks to Chauncey Wilson for many of these capsule reviews.
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