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FOREWORD

When my cofounders and I started General Assembly in 2010, our vision for the company went well beyond offering classes in web technology; we wanted to empower a global community of individuals to pursue work they love. Our concept was to offer an easily accessible point of entry for people who wanted to get into the dynamic tech scene, or to add to their skills, or perhaps to make a career change or move into a new area in tech. We focused on creating classes taught in a hands-on, learning-by-doing style by people who were themselves immersed in the scene and could offer a wealth of experienced-based insights.

Since then, our small startup space has grown into a global education provider, with nine campuses on four continents, offering a wide range of courses in web development, UX design, product management, entrepreneurship, data science, and more, including everything from full-time immersive courses to short workshops. We continue to evolve our offerings, and with this series of books we’ve asked some of our most popular instructors to distill their wisdom into lively introductions that provide a real-world understanding of the exciting fields they work in.

UX Design was one of the first courses we launched, and it quickly became a hit. We had seen in the burgeoning New York City tech community that design had become a key differentiator for startups hoping to disrupt legacy industries. Many of the most successful companies, from Reddit to Etsy and Tumblr, did not start with the idea of improving a supply chain or disintermediating a complex transaction. Rather, they looked at how to improve the customer’s experience in ways that would surprise and delight: the essential mission of UX.

We also found that there was a clear gap in the market—actually in two markets: startups and other employers had no clear way to find skilled UX designers, and aspiring UX designers had no easy way to acquire skills. It was the old catch-22 of “you can’t get a job without experience, and you can’t get experience without a job.” This is one of the essential problems General Assembly tries to solve for many parts of the twenty-first-century economy.

This book helps to fill the gap by introducing what UX is all about and how anyone can begin the journey to expertise in the field, or how those who already have some experience in UX design can supplement their skills to take their work to a new level. The book reveals one of the most creative and in-demand areas of tech today, a vital ingredient in the success of the most innovative businesses around the world. We hope you’ll use it to create great experiences for your users and everyone else around you.

—Jake Schwartz

CEO, General Assembly


INTRODUCTION

This is a great time to learn about user experience (UX) design. The core mission of UX is to craft digital experiences that not only empower but delight users, and we’ve never had a better set of tools for doing so. There is strong demand in digital product development for people with the skills, and technology is evolving so rapidly and in such interesting ways that the work affords constant opportunities to innovate and let your creativity run. The move to mobile began only a few years ago, and a whole new era of even more innovative digital products is already dawning.

Think of the possibilities for the experiences that can be created for the living room of the future, as envisioned by Sony. That company recently unveiled its Life Space UX project, which will turn all the surfaces of our homes into rich visual displays. In the midst of a cold, rainy day, the technology will allow us to project an image of a skylight on our ceilings, bathing our rooms in the warming glow of a bright spring morning. Rather than books on bookshelves we’ll have interactive images projected on our walls of our vast arrays of ebooks, music, games, and videos, and our kitchen counters and coffee tables will be tablet computers. Assuming it takes off, the Google Glass device will be offering its own wealth of opportunities for innovating. We’ll have to create experiences that users interact with in ways that don’t currently exist. And personal assistant robots may soon be populating our homes, and will need to be made comfortable to be around rather than slightly creepy.

Maybe you can be the one to figure out a great new look and feel for products on web TV. Or you could be in the vanguard of developing the just emerging “Internet of Things,” making all the mundane objects of our daily lives highly responsive to our needs and desires. Maybe you’ll get to work on the next generation of windows, which will be sensitive to light and air quality and will open or close or draw their shades automatically.

But how do you get into UX design? Do you have to know how to write code? Or do you need a degree in design? And what exactly is UX? I’m asked these questions all the time. The truth is that even people in UX have differing views of the best way to describe UX. Is UX a noun or a verb? Does it refer to the process or the result? And UX is practiced in all sorts of different ways at different places. The confusion isn’t helped by the proliferation of arcane terms that have been used to refer to those who do UX research and design: interaction designer, information architect, usability engineer, usability analyst, UX strategist, and user research specialist are only a few of the ways you might see jobs in the field described. What’s more, the same terms are used for jobs that have widely varying sets of responsibilities. What an information architect will be asked to do at one company may be quite different from what other firms request.

The term user experience designer is becoming the preferred language, but at the same time, UX expertise is increasingly being added to the job descriptions for other specialties in digital product development. In particular, the hybrid job of UX developer is rapidly emerging, blending expertise in front-end coding with UX research and design skills. And at many startups, there is no budget for a UX specialist, and the designers are expected to be jacks-of-all-trades and to seamlessly work UX into the development process. So whether you want to work in UX full-time, as I’ve done with the Wall Street Journal and at Yahoo, or just want to add UX to your areas of expertise, this is a great time to learn about UX. Not only will doing so make you more marketable, but a knowledge of UX principles and practices can enrich your work in any part of digital product creation.

No matter whether you’re just starting out in digital work or are already established as a visual designer, a back-end or front-end developer, or a product manager, if you are in web and app development I strongly encourage you to learn the craft. If you’re a visual designer, incorporating UX methods into your work will enhance your ability to please users with your designs by tapping into their emotions and putting yourself in their place. It will also help you in presenting your design concepts and gaining support for them, as well as in working with the development team to bring them to fruition. If you’re a front-end developer, UX practices will help you create more effective and pleasing interfaces with the evidence in hand that they’re meeting the users’ needs and desires. Even for developers working on the back-end systems, an understanding of the insights of UX will help in anticipating ways to optimize the structure of databases and the capabilities of systems to enable innovations that enhance the user experience.

So what is UX and how do you do it? The best answer to the first question is that UX is both a noun and a verb; it’s both the end result experience a product offers and a set of methods with which to craft experiences. Those methods include user research techniques, such as conducting user interviews and surveys, creating personas to represent the range of users you’re appealing to, and performing competitive analysis of rival products. They also include a core set of specifications for crafting well-designed routes of navigation through sites and apps, called user flows. Additional techniques include designing the layouts and interface elements of pages, from initial sketching, to creating a rough site architecture, on to drawing the more detailed page designs generally called wireframes and then making moving prototypes. Finally, UX work involves user testing, which can be done with anything from rough sketches to fully functioning prototypes. The UX designer must interpret the results of tests and make recommendations for any changes to products that are indicated.

In this book, I’ll introduce you to each of these methods, drawing on my own experiences and telling stories of specific projects that illuminate what the day-to-day work of a UX designer is like. I’ll focus on the lessons I’ve learned, oftentimes the hard way, and I’ll offer hands-on tips about the ins and outs of practicing the methods. Because, as they say, the devil is in the details, I’ll discuss a host of specific examples of designs of actual products, decoding the good, the bad, and the ugly of UX.

Though I’ll give you a good grounding in the basic UX design principles and how to practice the methods—and this book will allow you to dive right into doing so—I think it’s important not to think of UX as the sum of its methodological parts. UX is also a way of thinking and seeing, and it involves grappling with a number of larger and quite tricky business issues that I’ll address. One of the most challenging of those, and one of the most important mandates of good UX, is knowing when it’s appropriate to innovate. When should you introduce a new interaction or craft a custom design element, and when is it better to rely on the tried and true? I’ll examine how to draw that line.

Another tricky question is when, if ever, business requirements should outweigh user goals. And one of the most pressing issues UX designers face is how to help the members of development teams better understand what UX design has to offer so they’re more receptive to ideas. I’ll delve into each of these topics and offer tips I’ve found very helpful in grappling with these issues. And finally, I’ll discuss how seeing through the lens of UX allows you to spot good ideas for product design everywhere, whether in the beautiful symmetry of the rings of Saturn, the playful whimsy of a children’s amusement park, or the collaborative process of making a movie with friends.

The best UX comes from learning by doing, and one of the things I wish were better understood about the work is how creative, fun, and satisfying it can be. UX design is a dynamic, fast-evolving field, and the doors are open. The best answer to the question of how to get into UX design is simply this: begin. I hope this book will inspire you to do so.
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