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The Design Process?

Identifying a Problem The Solution
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The Design Process
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Quantity or Quality?
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“while the "quantity" group was busily 
churning out piles of work—and learning 
from their mistakes —the "quality" group 
had sat theorizing about perfection, and 
in the end had little more to show for 
their efforts than grandiose theories and 
a pile of dead clay.”
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Design & Functional Fixation
A cognitive bias that limits us to a set of 
ideas in ways that they are traditionally 
used or already familiar to us.

[Duncker, 1935]

How do you fix and light a candle on a cork board 
wall such that the candle wax won’t drip onto the 
table below?  

To do so, you may only use the following along with 
the candle: 
• a book of matches 
• a box of thumbtacks
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Design & Functional Fixation

[Duncker, 1935]

A cognitive bias that limits us to a set of 
ideas in ways that they are traditionally 
used or already familiar to us.
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[Dow et al, 2010]

Quantity overcomes Fixation

Serial prototyping: participants received 
feedback after each design, and were 
instructed to improve/refine.

Parallel prototyping: participants created 
three prototypes first, then received 
feedback; winnowed down to two, more 
feedback.
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[Dow et al, 2010]

Quantity overcomes Fixation
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The Tabula Rasa (Blank Slate) Problem
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Different event types (e.g., 
one-time, recurring, etc.) Google calendar 

integration
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

Pose “How might we?” questions.  

High energy, and positive. 

Build on the ideas of others until 
saturation. “Yes, and” 

One conversation at a time, and 
stay on topic. 

Be visual
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

2. Look for inspiration 

Across levels of design 
Inside and outside the problem domain



physical

color, size, layout, 
type, touch, sound

concrete abstract

levels of UX design

linguistic

icons, labels, tooltips, 
site structure

example: consistent icons

conceptual

semantics, actions, 
data model, purpose

example: good mental modeleg: Fitts' Law, accessibility
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Conceptual Inspiration? 
Allow respondents to customize their timezone.
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Conceptual Inspiration? 
Allow respondents to customize their timezone. 
Allow respondents to specify more than binary 
availability.
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Conceptual Inspiration? 
Allow respondents to customize their timezone. 
Allow respondents to specify more than binary 
availability. 
Give administrators flexibility over respondent 
answers.
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Conceptual Inspiration? 
What is the purpose? Elicit availability for 
specific time slots (Doodle) or general 
availability (When2Meet, WhenIsGood)?
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Linguistic Inspiration? 
How to visualize responses and tradeoffs?
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Linguistic Inspiration? 
How to visualize responses and tradeoffs? 
Use of color to indicate availability?



21

Physical Inspiration? 
Checkboxes vs. Drag? 
Size of drag target?



22[Matthew Beaudouin-Lafon, 2024]
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

2. Look for inspiration 

Across levels of design 
Inside and outside the problem domain
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

2. Look for inspiration 

3. Apply a constraint 

Very difficult to start by designing something 
for “everyone”—leads to a generic design that 
doesn’t add value 
Impose some new structure to the problem to 
focus the design process



25[Rahul Bansal]

[Lydia Venn]

[Kate Imbach]

https://medium.com/@kate8/a-visual-history-of-the-instagram-filter-f1ffe8168091
https://thetab.com/uk/2020/10/07/as-instagram-turns-10-years-old-lets-take-a-look-back-at-how-tragic-it-used-to-be-177539
https://thetab.com/uk/2020/10/07/as-instagram-turns-10-years-old-lets-take-a-look-back-at-how-tragic-it-used-to-be-177539
https://medium.com/@kate8/a-visual-history-of-the-instagram-filter-f1ffe8168091
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

2. Look for inspiration 

3. Apply a constraint 

Very difficult to start by designing something 
for “everyone”—leads to a generic design that 
doesn’t add value 
Impose some new structure to the problem to 
focus the design process
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Overcoming the Blank Slate

1. Collaborative Brainstorming. 

2. Look for inspiration 

3. Apply a constraint 

4. Sketch 

Don’t have to be an artist. Not about creating 
something that looks good/high fidelity. 
Quick, inexpensive, disposable way of 
generating, evaluating, and sharing an idea. 
Communicate the “essence” of the idea.
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[Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics]
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Activity!

In 1 minute, sketch as many ways to visualize these two numbers as possible:

75 37
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Most Likely Results?

75
37

75
37

Pie Charts

Scatterplot

Bar Charts

Numbers

Design Fixation!
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Linguistic Variants)
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Linguistic Variants)



35

[Exam
ples from

 Jon Schw
abish.]

Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Linguistic Variants)
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)

[Exam
ples from

 Jon Schw
abish.]
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)

[Exam
ples from

 Jon Schw
abish.]
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)

[Exam
ples from

 Jon Schw
abish.]
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)

[Examples from Jon Schwabish.]
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Overcome Fixation 
with Examples 
(Conceptual Variants)
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D
FT aka D

ifferantly. differantly.com
Overcome Fixation 
with Constraints
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Activity!
In 3 minutes, sketch as many new visualizations as possible that are different 
from your previous ideas. If you're stuck, introduce a constraint -- e.g., one line, 
only black/white, only round objects, etc.

75 37
Take photos of your sketches and upload to Discourse
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The Design Process
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Storyboards

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/



47[From Patrick Mooney]
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Storyboards

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/

= 
Setting 

+ 
Sequence 

+ 
Satisfaction
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Setting

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/

Who are the people involved? 

What is the environment they're in? 

What are their goals?  

What is the task they're trying to accomplish?
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Storyboards are not about making pretty pictures.

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/
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Sequence

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/

What leads someone to use the app? 

What steps are involved? 

What task is being illustrated?



52[From Jake Knapp]

Capture a very high-
level flow through the 
UI.  

Only communicate 
the key UI elements. 

Don’t get caught up in 
the details.

Sequence

https://www.fastcompany.com/1672917/the-8-steps-to-creating-a-great-storyboard
https://www.fastcompany.com/1672917/the-8-steps-to-creating-a-great-storyboard
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Storyboards are not about making pretty pictures.

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/
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Storyboards are not about making pretty pictures.
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Storyboards are not about making pretty pictures.

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/
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Satisfaction

From Amal Dar Aziz, http://d.ucsd.edu/story/

What's the end result? 

What does it enable people to do? 

How does it tie back to people's 
motivation/setting? 

What need are you satisfying?



57

Activity!

Pick one of the 
features you’d 
brainstormed for your 
scheduling app, and 
storyboard it out.

Storyboard =  
Setting +  
Sequence +  
Satisfaction

[From Patrick Mooney]


