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In modern product design, collaboration can sound like a four-letter 

word. 

Does it mean more time required for meetings, and less for the ac-

tual design? Or does it require that less qualified people are given 

disproportionate influence over design decisions? 

Design collaboration is actually much more than asking more people 

for their opinions. Collaboration in the enterprise requires effort – 

designers must get over their own egos, objections from stakeholders, 

and the organizational rigidity common to most larger companies. 

Design is not just a highly specialized field within product devel-

opment, but a way of thinking. In its simplest form, design is about 

solving problems. How can we improve something to better serve 

our users? While non-designers may lack the visual skills or us-

er-centered approaches, they all possess their own problem-solving 

mindsets that prove extremely useful when guided properly. 
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The key to collaboration is understanding that the design process 

can be as open as possible, but the output must be tightly controlled. 

That way, you reap the benefits of collective brainstorming and 

expert judgment. 

In this book, we’ll examine how to foster a collaborative culture, 

plan your product design more collaboratively, and how to treat 

design kickoffs as more than just a formality. We’ve included best 

practices from Venmo, Vice, Amazon, Hubspot and our own ex-

periences from having worked at large companies prior to UXPin. 

Our hope with this book is to show that you can practice collabora-

tion from the very beginning of the design process – not just when 

you’re looking for feedback on the second iteration of a wireframe 

or prototype. As you’ll see, collaboration doesn’t need to be formal, 

nor painful. It just needs to work. 

If you find this book helpful, feel free to share with anyone who 

might enjoy it. The world can always use more people who under-

stand how designers think. 

 

Jerry Cao 

co-written by Kamil Zieba, Krzystof Stryjewski, and Matt Ellis

Introduction 6



Jerry Cao is a content strategist at UXPin where he gets to put 
his overly active imagination to paper every day. In a past life, he 
developed content strategies for clients at Brafton and worked in 
traditional advertising at DDB San Francisco. In his spare time he 
enjoys playing electric guitar, watching foreign horror films, and 
expanding his knowledge of random facts. 
Follow me on Twitter

Krzysztof is a graphic designer at UXPin. He is also a typography 
enthusiast and a founder of the global Typeseeing Project. Since 
2014, he has been an instructor at the Academy of Fine Arts in 
Gdansk, where he teaches his students about design
theory and design software. In his free time, he enjoys playing and 
inventing board games. Follow me on Behance

With a passion for writing and an interest in everything anything 
related to design or technology, Matt Ellis found freelance writing 
best suited his skills and allowed him to be paid for his curiosity. 
Having worked with various design and tech companies in the 
past, he feels quite at home at UXPin as the go-to writer, research-
er, and editor. When he’s not writing, Matt loves to travel, another 
byproduct of curiosity.

Co-founder and head of product, Kamil previously worked as a 
UX/UI Designer at Grupa Nokaut. He studied software engineering 
in university, but design and psychology have always been his 
greatest passions. Follow me on Twitter @ziebak

https://twitter.com/jerrycao_uxpin
https://www.facebook.com/typeseeing
https://www.behance.net/stryjewski
https://twitter.com/ziebak


Collaboration is about enhancing each other’s work and creating a 

harmony. It’s following a smart plan to avoid confusion and waste. 

Collaboration is creating something greater as a group than would 

be possible as individuals. 

Design collaboration in large companies can be difficult with the 

forcing rigid protocols into the creative design process (which is 

naturally free-flowing). After all, everyone’s a design critic, but not 

everyone can be a designer. 

Source: “Is the traditional business world at war with creativity?” 
Opensource.com. Creative Commons 2.0. 

The beginnings of a collaborative design culture

Building the Foundation
for Collaborative UX Design
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This book is obviously written linearly, but feel free to apply the 

processes in whatever order makes the most sense. In some cases, 

you’ll likely apply them multiple times – for example, collaborating 

on user research before a project kickoff, and periodically as you 

iterate the product design. 

To get started, let’s discuss a few tips for building a more collabo-

rative culture in large organizations. In this chapter we’ll discuss 

the importance of inclusion, how to keep the designer ego in check, 

how to give and receive feedback, and how collaboration nourishes 

design thinking. 

Welcome everyone to the design process

One reason concepts like “collaboration” or “teamwork” get a bad re- 

putation is because we’ve all experienced dead weight or nightmare 

egos. But does that mean mean certain people should be excluded 

from teams? If so, then who is excluded, and on what criteria? 

When we talk about inclusion and allowing everyone to participate, 

we draw a line in the sand which makes a world of difference: we 

make no promise to incorporate everyone’s idea. We avoid design 

by committee at all costs because, well, it just doesn’t work. 

tweet this
Everyone’s a design critic. But not everyone can be a designer.

http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/06/29/why-design-by-commitee-should-die/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/06/29/why-design-by-commitee-should-die/
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Source: “Bored Room.” Brett Jordan via Compfight. Creative Commons 2.0. 

While anyone may contribute or make a suggestion, the product de- 

sign lead must have the final say. Committees do not equal design 

collaboration. Committees give everyone equal status and respon-

sibility, which destroys accountability. Collaboration – as we see it 

– has a centralized leader. We encourage giving everyone a voice, 

but not bending to everyone’s will. 

With this in mind, why not include everyone? Why not give every-

one the chance to speak up and share their thoughts, as long as clear 

expectations are set? If someone has a bad idea, listen respectfully, 

tweet this
Committees do not equal collaboration.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/55497864@N00/5098466787
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then clearly defend your standpoint with reason and logic. Maybe 

at the next meeting they’ll have the best idea anyone’s heard yet. 

Regarding our all inclusive meetings, we have a couple ground 

rules: 

• Don’t take hostages – No one is required to participate, we sim-

ply give them the chance to if they’d like. The more you convince 

people their opinion is valued, they less they feel like a hostage 

to the process. You’ll likely hear their opinion at some point, so 

it’s better to get surprises up-front rather than three iterations 

deep in prototyping. 

• Don’t leave anyone behind – When we say include everyone, we 

mean everyone. It doesn’t matter how insignificant their role or 

how new they are, the best ideas can come from the unlikeliest 

of places. And remember, there’s no risk, so why not increase 

your chances of getting a good idea by increasing brainpower? 

For example, at UXPin, we involve everyone in the company in new 

feature kickoffs. 

Once a quarter, we conduct a two-hour company-wide strategy 

meeting in which employees – all of them – are invited to discuss 

product design ideas. The sketches and tasks are recorded in Asana 

and visited weekly by our entire product design team to prioritize 

the best ideas (as well as add new ones of their own). Everyone 

http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
https://asana.com/
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knows, however, that while they are a contributor, they are not 

always the decisionmaker. 

Sometimes it’s best to hear opinions from those who aren’t as fa-

miliar with the process. 

Fresh eyes might have a specialized or new insight that experienced 

minds might overlook. Developers can add a whole new level to cog-

nitive walkthroughs, but only if they’re invited. If you’re conducting 

a benchmark study, why not have testers and visual designers do it 

together? And during paper prototyping sessions, invite marketers 

so that everyone can understand the design from the perspective 

of market viability. 

Source: “IMG_8298.” jeanbaptisteparis. Creative Commons 2.0.

tweet this

For effective design collaboration, give everyone 
a voice but don’t bend to everyone’s will.
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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All-inclusive collaboration is by no means just our idea. Compa-

nies older and bigger than ours have been doing it since before we 

started. 

One of the most famous is Vice, who discussed their process in a 

post for Fast Co. Create’s blog. Every week Vice holds a production 

meeting in which the members of the company’s different channels 

– music, food, etc. – get together to discuss ways to work together. 

Whether at this weekly meetings or casually in the office hallways, 

employees are allowed time for projects that interest them, even if 

that’s not what they were hired to do. 

For a company valued at $2.5 billion (2014), this can’t be a practice 

that’s all that bad. 

Build Empathy, Not Ego

Design, which lies at the crossroads of art and science, is an ex-

tremely powerful ego booster. 

When we design, we feel clever and creative at the same time. We 

build, we create, we play god. And we usually feel great responsi-

bility for the final product. Because a product and its design are 

inseparable, we feel almost a sense of parental responsibility. 

This intense bond, however, also creates a dangerous trap.

http://www.fastcocreate.com/3034207/creative-cultures/take-a-look-inside-the-headquarters-of-vice
http://www.fastcocreate.com/3034207/creative-cultures/take-a-look-inside-the-headquarters-of-vice
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Ego prevents you from creating a great product, because it will 

emotionally isolate you from the team. The stronger your personal 

connection to the product (“this is mine”), the weaker your connec-

tion to the team (“this is ours”). 

Photo Credit: “Pride”. Ivan. Creative Commons 2.0. 

That’s not to say don’t be passionate about your work. By all means, 

expend as much creative energy as you can in making the best 

product possible and defending the right decisions. 

tweet this

Because a product and its design are inseparable,
designers must carry a sense of parental responsibility.

tweet this
Ego and passion are not the same. Remove any cockiness from your creativity.
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The difference between passionate work and ego-driven work is 

how much the end product reflects on your self-worth. Not only 

will controlling ego make you more relaxed about your work, it will 

also make you a better designer. 

This is easier said than done, especially for such an ego-driven spe-

cies as humans. Below we’ve listed a few pointers for keeping that 

voice in your head only in your head. 

1. Accept that design serves business needs 
Art serves the individual, whereas design serves any number of 

external goals, from selling cloud CRM solutions to promoting a city 

council candidate – not the whimsy of the creator, in other words. 

Photo Credit: “Building an open source business”. OpenSource.com. Creative Commons 2.0. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/4427310974/in/photolist-9Ppo7d-3c2ooC-84Z7E5-7Ke8iQ-9dFg75-79WijU-4iXmpK-4g4jrH-88YDYY-9Ppnps-r4tKCv-djYCwc-5gLCqc-6u2DBs-9ZA9J6-eviNL1-a9FM5g-5gQKZ7-8pLVg9-dxxKLk-5VMtwZ-hGGcwp-8eKnTj-9ss5oH-6XyWE7-pk6kcA-aLfDQB-95gMni-5gLufr-5gLsz6-a9FM5X-j2aNf3-77Un37-r52mHZ-dzk4mg-9swwTL-a9idKB-4xzoxg-9svc7d-9sva8d-8S83NL-82uLEw-j3DrvT-6JnxwN-6Jiee2-6Jih8z-6JnWSC-6JnATw-6JiPVi-6Jnz85
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 16

The ideals of the designer – personal styles and personal opinions 

on aesthetics – are secondary to the business needs of the prod-

uct. Because wants and needs are two separate realms, it’s com-

mon to question decisions from other team members (especially 

non-designers). But it always helps to start by first questioning 

your own assumptions. 

Good design doesn’t call attention to itself, it simply presents 

choices to the user in a way that helps them best accomplish their 

goals. Great UX designers understand that it’s not about the best 

idea, but about the right idea. 

2. Rely on user data for a clearer truth
Business goals determine the destination. User requirements 

steers the ship. 

User research and testing is so powerful because it counteracts 

opinion with science. Of course, there is still some subjectivity 

in the interpretation of the results, but at least the raw data will 

help everyone arrive at a more objective truth. 

tweet this
Great designers understand the best idea doesn’t matter. The right idea matters.
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Photo Credit: uxpin.com

As we discussed in The Guide to Usability Testing, let the user 

stand in between your ego and the stakeholders. In fact, we built 

usability testing directly into UXPin to encourage designers to con-

stantly evaluate their work from a task completion point of view. 

You may think an infinite scroll is best for increasing time on 

site, but the usability testing might show users bouncing after a 

minute or two. A good design, then, could still be the designer’s 

second choice. But what makes it a good design isn’t just what 

the creator thinks of it, but also what the user thinks. 

tweet this
Business goals determine the destination. User requirements steers the ship.
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3. Focus on empathetic design
Egotistical design satisfies yourself. Empathetic design satisfies 

the users. 

Empathetic design balances user needs with stakeholder needs. 

The end users – best represented through realistic personas – 

should be the primary concern: their opinion certainly tips the 

scale. But empathetic design is also acknowledging that you’re 

part of a team, it’s not just your name going on the final product, 

so others also have the right to contribute. 

Let’s assume that you have the most expertise of your team – that 

alone is not enough. You also need to be a facilitator and an ad-

vocate. An “expert opinion” will not get you as far as knowing 

your users, and facilitating a better understanding of them with 

stakeholders. This works in the designer’s favor, because you can 

share common ground with others by focusing on users together. 

Go out and conduct interviews in the user’s natural environment. 

Watch how users solve problems, and if they create any work-

arounds. Create empathy maps. To really put yourself in the minds 

of users, you can even try designing in the environment which us-

ers will interact most with your product. 

tweet this
Egotistical design satisfies yourself. Empathetic design satisfies the users.

http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2012/06/why-are-contextual-inquiries-so-difficult.php
http://www.cooper.com/journal/2014/05/persona-empathy-mapping
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Photo Credit: “Sketchy Empathy Map Template”. Zak Greant. Creative Commons 2.0. 

Treat empathy like a skill, then practice and develop it. The more 

empathetic you are, the better of a UX designer you will be. 

To learn more about immersive empathetic design, check out this 

great piece on Smashing Magazine in which designer Pete Smart 

tried to solve 50 design problems in 50 days. 

Master The Art of Critique

How well can you take criticism? How tactfully can you give it? 

There’s no doubt that critique and feedback is vital to improving any 

design, no matter how personal it may feel at times. The art of critique 

is a two-way street and, harping on our points from the last section, 

the only way to navigate it is through empathy and understanding. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zak/7384334652/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/05/27/50-problems-50-days-part-1-real-empathy-innovation/
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Photo credit: “Have an opinion. Elaborate.” See-ming Lee. Creative Commons 2.0. 

We all know that what people say and what they actually mean can 

be completely different. More difficult, perhaps, is then translating 

that feedback into something that makes sense on screen. So how 

can you better decode the subjectivity? 

1. Treat Feedback as Dialogue 
When you’re on the receiving end of feedback, it can feel like a 

one-way ordeal. The other person tells you their thoughts, you 

digest it, then make the changes you feel necessary. 

Instead, treat the person’s feedback as only the starting point of 

the discussion. Regardless of how prescriptive their feedback, 

remember that it is still just an opinion. Feedback sessions should 

always be two-way, and you should feel equally empowered to 

critique their feedback. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/seeminglee/8629610363/in/photolist-e9z1vz-dGNUyL-dHVRHu-dMiD4u-dSWKhN-dL8cys-dP28nE-dDBfUP-dQNeee-6CzZN-e4GUBS-dNjmAn-dCYqbw-dJxR1L-fgkSue-dKBghC-dH6Tcr-9nKTLb-f7o5if-hHShJ2-efwVNK-dZMbgg-r9Dtz7-dMMkhJ-4p2pAS-amkewP-6P1g3r-sxQvd-4A2qTa-7aVmXH-nEbpXk-dW8cYu-6gkRtP-dErKR5-fKvrUJ-dKfUDv-dEBQ1Z-dMchmr-dS2KMn-dNFgcE-6dHXwD-dDcSPA-348b4Q-eNZABc-e4N92o-dRgYNr-dKRGZu-dCQYGj-dGmxF1-egWHKj
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Source: “Negotiation Cartoons: Positions Vs. Interests” Johnny Goldstein. 
Creative Commons 2.0. 

Once you present the design, make sure the first question you 

ask isn’t too open-ended. For example, when we tag people in 

our design comments in UXPin, we avoid questions like “What do 

you think?” Those questions open you up to all sorts of dreaded 

responses like “I don’t like it,” or perhaps worse: deceptive ac-

ceptances like “Sure, looks ok.” 

For the most productive negotiation, explain the context of the 

design, then ask questions that focus on the objective, for ex-

ample, “Do you feel the vibrant use of color is engaging for our 

older audience?” 

tweet this

Create the right fidelity. Otherwise, you’ll hear about
colors when you really care about page flow.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jonnygoldstein/4564003386/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 22

To learn more about responding logically to emotional feedback, 

check out Andrew Follett’s advice on Smashing Magazine. 

2. Phrasing and Framing
How feedback is expressed separates constructive criticism from 

personal insult. 

The best feedback clarifies the problem instead of prescribing 

solutions. Before the feedback session, state this point to help 

keep personal opinions on a leash and yield more practical results. 

For example, an appropriate piece of criticism would be, “It’s not 

clear where I should go to generate a quote” whereas a comment 

like “How about a larger call-to-action?” is certainly well-inten-

tioned, but far too tactical when the discussion should be strategic. 

If someone provides you feedback that’s focused on the solution, 

ask follow-up questions until you dig into the real problem. In 

the above scenario, you could ask the critic “What would the 

larger CTA solve? Why does that matter to our users, and what 

goal does that accomplish?”

On a related note, you can also challenge feedback with three 

questions to make the person elaborate, as first suggested by 

tweet this
The best feedback clarifies the problem instead of prescribing solutions.

http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/10/01/how-to-respond-effectively-to-design-criticism/
http://dcurt.is/three-questions/
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Dustin Curtis. If their feedback really was unwarranted, they will 

falter when answering. If it was valid, their answers will point 

you further towards the right solution. 

3. Respect Facts
Opinions can be argued and disputed all night, but facts can-

not. Whenever possible, refer back to facts, whether usability 

research, user data, or design principles. As we’ve previously 

established, never forget that design is much more than art. 

The line between art and science is easily blurred since design 

requires creativity and interpretation. 

To help non-designers understand the validity of your arguments, 

try to explain the science behind the design. For example, as we 

described in Web UI Design for the Human Eye, Gestalt principles 

provide well-documented arguments on how people naturally 

interpret design patterns. 

Foster Collaboration Through Design Thinking

Design thinking is an ideology regarding product development that 

centers around people and their needs, as opposed to just the cur-

rent business climate. The process begins with finding a need in the 

customer, instead of following a single innovator’s vision. 

http://dcurt.is/three-questions/
http://www.uxpin.com/visual-web-ui-design-colors-space-contrast.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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Source: “Every Design Challenge”. Jo Quinlan. Creative Commons 2.0. 

As Silicon Valley veteran Steve Blank explains on his blog, design 

thinking is even more suitable in larger companies who have greater 

resources for user research. Because design thinking is people-cen-

tric, it also helps to involve different departments for a diversity of 

interpretation and ideas. 

This can be done any number of ways, such as sketching sessions, 

workshops, and design tools accessible to multiple teams. We’ve 

already mentioned the all-inclusive periodic ideation sessions prac-

tweet this
The best design is invisible.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/125748321@N08/14756912587/in/photolist-ou22Zn-7chrRS-5aKApq-pNNvP4-q6iCKj-q45kvb-q45kjQ-ekb6fo-qhi3qw-pZURBV-pkn8sj-pZWpLF-pkAAUM-qhhXU7-pkn4V9-qhhXnA-pkAAqk-pZMKv9-qhbkvg-pkABEK-pZUHci-pZURh6-qhbmrz-pZNynh-qf52F7-qhbnYx-qhbnMR-qhmnCM-qf5dMW-pZWedM-qhmfnK-pZNwnL-pZWk3T-pZUKWB-pqukve-aezJGr-8XU7w6-atrUW7-9jCaJi-9jCaWp-8BHUd9-pjMmV5-pjPAVf-pjZAWN-bkyi6o-bkyhkq-pjTbkc-pBhJQf-pjMnfy-pBsMCQ
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://steveblank.com/2014/07/30/driving-corporate-innovation-design-thinking-customer-development/
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ticed by Vice (and ourselves). This doesn’t necessarily have to be 

artistic, the idea is that a visual medium can accomplish some feats 

that verbalizing cannot: 

• Documentation – Ideas become physical and documented. In a 

creative dry spell, you can simply go through the backlog of ideas 

to see if the problem hadn’t already been examined (maybe even 

solved) months earlier. 

• Clarity – It can be nerve-wracking sharing your idea to higher- 

-ups, and sometimes employees can’t articulate exactly what they 

mean. Having a separate medium in which they can take their 

time to flesh out their ideas may help them express themselves. 

In fact, we encourage everyone at UXPin (not just designers) to con-

tribute to this visual inventory of ideas. We create a project named 

the “Design Bin,” and anyone with access can upload a sketch, draw 

a quick wireframe, or create a prototype. For organization, we fol-

low a strict naming convention so that the product team knows if 

ideas are for our app or website. At any point, other employees can 

sift through the material and maybe find the right inspiration. 

http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 26

Takeaway

Especially for large companies, collaboration can be an advantage 

over your competition – but only if its used properly. We’ll spare 

you the sappy quotes about teamwork and get right to the heart 

of the matter: collaboration is good for business. A team working 

together accomplishes more than a team following one person’s 

orders. 

That is the very purpose of design collaboration: it’s not about man-

power, it’s about the diversity of strengths and ideas. 



 The waterfall model of design may have worked during the birth of 

the digital era, but our industry has certainly outgrown the linear 

product development process. 

Today, more and more companies are abandoning the obsolete wa-

terfall model in favor of Lean and Agile UX methodologies. These 

more modern approaches value and incorporate collaboration: the 

first time the developer sets eyes on the project shouldn’t be when 

they begin coding; the copywriter shouldn’t add text only after the 

layout design is finalized, etc. 

 Source: Creative Commons. Creative Commons 2.0. 

Advice for Collaboration Before Kicking Off Your Design

Collaborating on
Product Design Planning

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
https://twitter.com/home?status=Check%20out%20this%20free%20collaborative%20UX%20design%20e-book%20from%20%40uxpin:%20bit.ly/1IFY0lF
https://plus.google.com/share?url=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
http://blog.uxpin.com/1375/lean-ux-vs-agile-ux-is-there-a-difference/
http://creativecommons.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/mozfestscience.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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In this chapter we’ll discuss how to implement collaboration in the 

earliest planning stages of the design process. We’ll provide advice 

on conducting user interviews, stakeholder interviews, analyzing 

data, and then mention how the affinity diagrams (the KJ technique) 

can tie it all together. 

Collaboration Through User Interviews

User interviews can go in countless directions depending on the 

setup (group or individual), location (on-site or contextual), and 

strategy (the types of questions you ask). While the more technical 

options will be determined based on your specific needs, it’s the 

strategy – the methods for the actual interview – that are enhanced 

by collaboration. 

1. Collaborating with users with contextual interviews
As we described in The Guide to Usability Testing, we always rec-

ommend collaborating with users for research. For starters, user 

interviews can produce more honest and unguarded feedback 

since there can be too many social-psychological factors at play 

in focus groups that add bias and skew the responses. 

Going a step further, contextual interviews – interviews that occur 

in your user’s natural settings, such as their home or office – are 

even more fruitful because you’re able to see and discuss how the 

user engages with their surroundings to accomplish tasks. Bring-

http://www.uxpin.com/guide-to-usability-testing.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
http://www.fastcodesign.com/1671033/why-focus-groups-kill-innovation-from-the-designer-behind-swiffer
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ing users to an external environment (even a conference room) 

can introduce variables that, however slight, may affect their 

thoughts and feelings, which of course affects their responses. 

In addition to the user being more relaxed and confident, con-

textual interviews provide information about your user that oth-

erwise goes unnoticed. Playing a bit of detective while you’re in 

your users’ home or office helps reveal:

• Technological preferences – Mac or PC? iOS or Android? Feel 

free to ask them why they prefer one over the other. 

• Technological proficiency – Seeing them actually interact 

with technology goes a lot further than merely asking them 

about it. People tend to be inaccurate when asked about this 

– whether from pride, humility, or just unawareness – but see-

ing it firsthand will give you a solid answer. 

●	

• Personal quirks – How a person decorates their environ-

ments says a lot about them. Pay attention to what they keep 

nearby (whiteboard or sketchpad, for example) and clues to 

their personal interests (for persona creation). 

• Organization – The general state of cleanliness will tell you 

the user’s organizational skills and preferences. This will go 

a long way in designing your ideal interface and user organi-

zational menus. 
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• Unmet Needs – Does your user have any “quick reference” 

bits of paper or links lying around? Maybe makeshift remind-

ers because whatever’s in the existing system isn’t enough? 

These are gold for a designer in inspiring new features and 

sometimes even new products. 

• Daily Life – What external circumstances interfere with your 

user’s daily life, and how frequently? Knowing that your prod-

uct must contend for your user’s attention with meetings, so-

cial media, outdoor noises, etc., you can sometimes design 

ways to minimize or avoid such distractions. 

When you go on-site, follow the Master-Apprentice Model. Pre-

tend that you are the apprentice who is consulting with the mas-

ter to learn their mentality, methods, and secrets. Remember 

that you’re there to watch and listen, not to dictate better ways 

of doing work. 

Source: “Expert Interview – Ruth Benny.” Nicholas Wang. Creative Commons 2.0. 

http://www.sitepoint.com/contextual-enquiry-primer/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cloneofsnake/14231394341/in/photolist-cbdENs-CVckQ-nAsWoD-nyGcNK-nyGjD8-nyrxgQ-nwDnCd-nhcwCM-nyH8Z9-nhcHgw-5vL2j6-6dDuop-nFzBHX-c3eA8S-nHDWDz-nDPUE1-nhciot-nHDWuB-nDPTYb-nFSuLk-pBEK9M-mSv7nL-sJatZ-pGP3yz-b93vQB-53g6W5-4ePPTc-4E7hJH-4eTN67-4ePRdk-34eJFA-rv17j9-o1si2X-9tLTd2-gsovUA-6q5sDH-7y8FWA-73h1ju-73ewYe-7C1ngA-53KazS-p1w58V-p1x6sq-zs5aM-4eTQCS-532s1e-4ePMSH-5wic4a-7SeEdW-9tEsuH
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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Now that we’ve examined how you can take advantage of user 

environments for collaborative research, let’s examine how you 

can involve the rest of your team. 

2. Collaborating with your team on user interviews 
In an ideal world, you’d be able to bring the entire team onsite 

to observe (and even participate) in contextual interviews. But 

that’s quite rare in today’s world of distributed teams and creep-

ing deadlines. 

Luckily, you can still set yourself up for better interviews by plan-

ning with your team beforehand. For instance, you’ll certainly 

want to decide the strategy of the interview, specifically the ques-

tions being asked. 

Before beginning user interviews, try holding a team meeting 

with every relevant member. Ask them what they’d like to 

know about the target user. Identify the glaring knowledge 

gaps, then start creating a rough draft of interview questions. 

As we mentioned in the last chapter, not every suggestion will be 

usable, but you will certainly gain new insights and perspectives. 

New questions can lead to more thorough data, and the varied 

perspectives of product managers, developers, and marketers 

unearth questions you may not have thought of alone. 
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When UXPin first moved to the United States around 2012 to 

build our web app, we conducted over 50 user interviews. We 

talked to everyone ranging from designer friends to well-known 

experts like Brandon Schauer of Adaptive Path. We met at their 

offices, at coffee shops, in their own apartments – anywhere that 

put us closer to the user. 

Source: “2014-04-30 17.09.22.” Nicholas Wang. Creative Commons.

Considering that interviews made up most of our customer devel-

opment process, we had to ask the right questions. We sat down 

with the marketing and development leads, then spent almost an 

entire day discussing knowledge gaps. When the first session was 

finished, the design team reconvened to draft a list of roughly 20 

questions. Once the list was done, we spent another 2-3 hours 

with everyone polishing the questions before we were ready. 

During the interviews, we always brought along at least one mar-

keter or developer. We also brought existing sketches and doc-

https://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
https://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cloneofsnake/13966760787/in/photolist-nyGjD8-nyrxgQ-nhciot-nyGcNK-nAsWoD-nyH8Z9-nwDnCd-nhcHgw-nhcwCM-5vL2j6-6dDuop-nFzBHX-c3eA8S-nHDWDz-nHDWuB-nDPTYb-nDPUE1-nFSuLk-mSv7nL-pGP3yz-b93vQB-p1x6sq-73h1ju-p1w58V-53g6W5-73ewYe-53KazS-zs5aM-532s1e-5wic4a-9tEsuH-pGTjbf-ebVDQj-b7Wjpp-7ouSZj-5VSn2N-o16F9-aSm5Gk-c3gcDd-pqjvv8-55D5Uy-8QKcTC-31duVR-ecz7gY-f7Zc76-zs5ey-qJSL6c-BLMLM-915c3-93kNhK
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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umentation so that users could react to something, making the 

session more collaborative. 

Photo credits: “App sketching”. Johan Larsson. Creative Commons. 

As we just described, always try to invite other team members. 

For example, another designer or researcher can help take notes 

while you focus on follow-up questions. In the best case scenario, 

you’ll also be accompanied by team members from other depart-

ments – we highly recommend sparing some time for developers 

to observe the interview. 

If you choose to have more than one representative at the meet-

ing, you must follow one essential rule: one person should take 

charge. This means doing most of the talking and interviewing, 

but that’s not to say the observers must sit in silence. They can 

certainly chime in, but the interview lead should have the au-

thority to steer the conversation should follow-up questions go 

off-track. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/johanl/8348989885/in/photolist-dHLKPt-p3WTqw-n5HsLW-n5HE57-n5Hkrq-n5GfFK-n5FUK2-n5FE3B-n5HbcU-n5HR4m-n5FWzB-n5Fuak-n5FuuP-n5FBgp-n5FKBe-n5FUZH-n5G3Fn-p3XGzt-n5Ft8x-n5FPFr-n5G8Br-n5FANk-dwN9SM-n5FHgx-n5HsSs-n5FF5t-eaovPU-pipF69-eahRn6-eahTna-dayqq3-dayqyh-n5FmDv-n5Fk9g-n5FUeV-n5G9fF-n5G8f2-n5FMKR-n5FkhT-n5Houu-6kdSnt-eahRrv-eahTFx-eahTBB-dayspP-daz5uW-pkaxvk-eahWbk-eaozP1-eaoxGw
https://www.flickr.com/photos/johanl/8348989885/in/photolist-dHLKPt-p3WTqw-n5HsLW-n5HE57-n5Hkrq-n5GfFK-n5FUK2-n5FE3B-n5HbcU-n5HR4m-n5FWzB-n5Fuak-n5FuuP-n5FBgp-n5FKBe-n5FUZH-n5G3Fn-p3XGzt-n5Ft8x-n5FPFr-n5G8Br-n5FANk-dwN9SM-n5FHgx-n5HsSs-n5FF5t-eaovPU-pipF69-eahRn6-eahTna-dayqq3-dayqyh-n5FmDv-n5Fk9g-n5FUeV-n5G9fF-n5G8f2-n5FMKR-n5FkhT-n5Houu-6kdSnt-eahRrv-eahTFx-eahTBB-dayspP-daz5uW-pkaxvk-eahWbk-eaozP1-eaoxGw
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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3. User Interview Best Practices
Once you have the parameters set, it’s time to focus on the actu-

al interview itself. All the preparation aside, it’s how your team 

presents itself in the interview that determines the data quality. 

Below are some guidelines that we tell our own teams to make 

the most out of of the interviews. 

• Memorize the questions beforehand – Constantly checking 

the list of questions will slow the momentum of the interview, 

and distract you from observing some key environmental clues. 

Memorizing the questions beforehand gives you one less thing 

to worry about, and makes the dialogue more conversational. 

• Use open-ended questions – In other words, avoid yes-or-no 

questions. Open-ended questions urges your interviewees to 

think critically about their answers and give more insight than 

confirming or rejecting your initial biases. 

• Pause after asking – Silence after your question will signal 

to your interviewee that you’re expecting their answer, and 

will avoid accidentally influencing them with suggestive fol-

low-ups. It’s human nature to avoid silence by talking more, 

but fight that instinct or risk “leading” your users’ responses. 

• Don’t just ask about emotions – Your data on motivations will 

be more accurate if you analyze user behaviors instead of feel-

ings. Your interviewees are likely strangers, so they won’t be 
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completely honest about their emotions. Stay on specifics, what 

they did or will do, rather than only how it makes them feel. 

For further user interview best practices, Erika Hall gives her ad-

vice in this article for A List Apart, including general guidelines 

and sample questions. 

(For examples on how to conduct user interviews and more sample 

questions, download our free ebook The Guide to Usability Testing.)

Team Collaboration Through Stakeholder Interviews

Just like user interviews help you understand the target audience, 

stakeholder interviews help you understand the business require-

ments. The idea and motivations behind both kinds of interviews 

are the same – but the application is different. 

Some people prefer to hold their stakeholder interviews after the 

kickoff meeting, but we advise against this. In our experience, re-

vealing all of your stakeholders’ goals and expectations early on 

will prevent last-minute surprises, ensuring you start and end the 

project on the right path. 

While user interviews are best conducted one-on-one, for stakehold-

er interviews it’s quite common to have multiple team members 

present. You don’t want to overwhelm the stakeholders by inviting 

http://alistapart.com/article/interviewing-humans
http://alistapart.com/article/interviewing-humans
http://www.uxpin.com/guide-to-usability-testing.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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every member of your team, but you can include all the department 

heads, plus a few lower-level extras who need a lot of answers. 

It’s not as important that everyone is present at the meeting, so 

much as everyone is represented. As with user interviews, hold an 

internal meeting beforehand and ask your team what they’d like to 

know from the stakeholders. Gather questions, concerns, and ideas 

from all the team members, and relay the most useful ones during 

the meeting. This is the best way to ensure nothing slips through 

the cracks. 

Source: “Kristovskis Meeting.” Baltic Development Forum. Creative Commons.

As far as how to conduct the meeting, remember that, just like user 

interviews, it needs to feel like a conversation – not an interrogation. 

tweet this

It’s not as important that everyone is present
at the meeting, so much as everyone is represented.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/baltic-development-forum/5380593159/in/photolist-9csWTz-8ha98x-ooNqYk-piMqnb-8Bwkdi-8BzUmG-bzUDCa-8vCtAp-8vCtUv-8vFtkE-8vFtXN-8vFupE-8vCsvR-8vCtna-8vFtsL-hT9nnA-4PTrAK-bjG1Ys-5xn8Wr-bjFXEE-bxAPUR-bjG1nQ-bxAMAZ-bjFU9q-dgwpsA-7aRzw-qYddMg-9rhfi8-6Jdjt3-84ZrYU-hy9mXS-6J9f9i-6J9fwi-7vV48B-7vV4eD-6UVhHN-8Bwkfx-bjFVA3-bjFVXJ-bxANoP-bjFWzC-bjFZc5-bjFYhU-bjFZvo-bxAPfP-bxATMp-bxAN8i-bxARKi-bxAUta-bxAT3P
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Here’s a few tips: 

• One team member should lead the discussion at a time – It also 

helps to select one person as the official scribe, although you should 

certainly encourage everyone to take their own notes. As the topics 

change, it also makes sense to shift the interviewer accordingly. 

For example, if you’re talking about technical constraints, it makes 

more sense to hand the reins over to the lead developer. 

• Focus more on problems, not solutions – Set aside around 45-

60 minutes per stakeholder, then make sure you keep an ear out 

any time someone starts rattling off a long list of “must-haves” or 

“nice-to-haves.” Hear them out, but then ask follow up questions 

to dig up the root problem. 

• Get inside their heads – Ask directly what the stakeholders want 

the product to accomplish, and what their criteria for success is 

– their answer will have a direct impact on the subsequent kick-

off meeting discussions. While these aren’t the only questions 

to bring up, these are a good start towards questions focused on 

goals and objectives instead of solutions. 

Just as important, ask stakeholders what risks might cause the proj-

ect to fail. 

In all likelihood, this question has been on the stakeholder’s mind, 

but not on their tongue. Get them to admit their fears – as early as 
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possible – so you and your team can be on the look out and pre-

vent them from derailing the entire project. If they’re apprehen-

sive about answering (for obvious reasons), assure them that the 

conversation is “off the record.” That security will yield honest an-

swers, and you’ll at least be aware of the threats even if you can’t 

disclose the source. Obviously, you’ll need to alter your strategy to 

the type of stakeholder. In her book Designing for the Digital Age, 

Kim Goodwin outlines the different types of stakeholders and how 

to approach them. The below guidelines are tremendously helpful 

for each department:

• Marketing Stakeholder

• Engineering Stakeholder

• Sales Stakeholder

• Executives and SMEs

Goodwin compiles all the need-to-know information in this quick- 

-reference checklist – be sure to look it over before your next stake-

holder meeting.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0470229101?ie=UTF8
http://boxesandarrows.wpengine.com/?p=3615
http://boxesandarrows.wpengine.com/?p=3619
http://boxesandarrows.wpengine.com/?p=3625
http://boxesandarrows.wpengine.com/?p=3629
http://boxesandarrows.com/a-stakeholder-interview-checklist/
http://boxesandarrows.com/a-stakeholder-interview-checklist/
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Analyze Different Sources of Data Together

In the vein of collaboration among team members, your data will 

greatly benefit if it’s drawn from multiple types of sources. So far, 

we’ve discussed methods for collecting qualitative data, such as user 

interviews. But quantitative data – such as click tests, analytics, and 

A/B tests – is just as important. 

Since this is a guidebook on collaboration in design, we won’t go in- 

to the details of how to do conduct quantitative tests; but if you’re 

interested in learning more, download our free Guide to Usability 

Testing.

Source: “Google Analytics 2.0.” Panayotis Vryonis. Creative Commons.

Combined with proper team communication, quantitative research 

and data can save a failing project or fix a critical mistake. This is 

exactly what happened to Venmo, a money-exchanging app with a 

http://www.uxpin.com/guide-to-usability-testing.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
http://www.uxpin.com/guide-to-usability-testing.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
https://www.flickr.com/photos/vrypan/490057546/in/photolist-6p2bEJ-KiF33-dtQgWh-9mBT1m-4GJBq4-7cDQve-dJtVBe-79ypGD-6QpGf-6ZY5Yw-oFkwGR-6qPE89-dL8cys-bzb3W2-6z4dEy-auWWsG-cDW4QQ-6qPE85-dHQYKe-6qPE8f-d6tQ61-f7CZb-d9KiHk-bF8sxv-4x4Nqc-3Hntzr-hypjha-fY431-3d8R4F-7VHMbN-6rkp13-KiS6p-7ce74s-7gZWJV-anE1e5-7VGH8N-67Ztys-afzcGE-67Vhjt-7oA1J8-gSjdj-7UMJRn-7HubKU-7HqfLn-oXy8QF-7HqfKD-7HubHL-6oWvgn-67VhBn-67VhA4
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
http://blog.venmo.com/hf2t3h4x98p5e13z82pl8j66ngcmry/2014/8/27/data-driven-design
http://blog.venmo.com/hf2t3h4x98p5e13z82pl8j66ngcmry/2014/8/27/data-driven-design
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curious problem. While they used data to fix a critical design error, 

their collaborative approach certainly applies to the pre-kickoff phase. 

Monitoring the customer service feed (research data in itself), the 

support team noticed an increase in users accidentally paying when 

they wanted to charge. They immediately notified the product team, 

who then collaborated with the data team to interpret the metrics. 

By diving into business analytics in Looker, the teams pinpointed 

the start of the trouble to a recent interface update. Within a month, 

the product team released a revamped interface (v. 6.2), and the 

data team then confirmed that error reports sharply declined. 

The moral of the story is that, by treating data as a collaborative tool 

rather than an elixir, product teams can iterate more quickly and 

more accurately – regardless of whether they’re planning features 

or fixing them. 

Like Venmo demonstrated, share the results with the entire team. 

Don’t keep the insights to yourself. Everyone on the team benefits 

from the fruits of your research, whether you think it’s in their 

department or not. 

Here at UXPin, whenever we’re doing our quarterly collaborative 

“planning sessions,” we’re preparing data (raw and interpreted 

decks) to help the whole team understand the full context of new 

feature ideas. That’s an essential step in the design process. The team 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CC8QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.looker.com%2F&ei=21cKVcK8Fsm68gWPm4GwAg&usg=AFQjCNFRhqSafu84IseXmcYwl8TSAoP9tQ
http://uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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is composed of individuals each making critical decisions within 

their fields, and each choice should be as well-informed as possible. 

We also draw our data from different sources. We look at Kissmetrics 

(user behaviour), our own database (financials and business data), 

Desk.com (customer service data) and qualitative data (customer 

interviews). We’ve found this triangulation of the data types gives 

us a wide blanket of understanding, with the fewest blind spots. 

Affinity Diagrams: The KJ Technique 

User interviews and stakeholder interviews provide enough feed-

back to get started. An analytics review and data analysis helps to 

validate these initial findings. 

After qualitative and quantitative analysis, you probably have a 

rough idea of what features to build and design. But how can you 

prioritize them efficiently? 

In the 60s, Japanese ethnogeography professor Jiro Kawakita creat-

ed the Affinity Diagram, also known as the KJ Method or KJ Tech-

nique, in order to organize and analyze large groups of data. As a 

team activity, creating an affinity diagram ensures everyone under-

stands the correct feature prioritization. 
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Source: “Affinity Diagramming 2.” d_jan. Creative Commons.

While companies commonly personalize the technique with their 

own modifications, we’ve found Jared Spool’s version to be the most 

efficient (we now use it as much as possible for clarifying priorities). 

Here’s a quick summary: 

• Focus the activity around a singular goal or question – Basically, 

you must first agree on what issue you’d like the affinity diagram 

to help with. In the context of pre-design planning, this could be 

what elements you’d like the product to have. 

• Write ideas on sticky notes – Write down each idea on a sticky 

note or index card. These should remain simple and not go into 

too much detail. Continuing the example of product elements, 

these ideas could be features you’d like to implement, stylistic 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/31068346@N05/8390778506/in/photolist-9zpcuP-nS686T-nS5jrx-dMsW8U-dMsW7W-4hPHYo-qTh3ox-9h4xYw-NZtZR-4tuyMg-5Tav89-ns6BAF-rca4d-Au43a-axLNoJ-axLPqw-axJ72F-axJ7fr-Au1gS-5izPpD-8BvqHG-8BsiCV-rc9Xq-rc9R1-axJ8yZ-axLPBL-axJ9HK-axJ9dv-axLQTN-axLNyC-axLR57-axJ8nF-axLNLA-axJ9yR-axLRqJ-axLQbY-axLPNJ-axJ816-6M61cR-aqvaB2-ngneVA-7Ctv2h-7Ctv4A-7Ctv6h-7CpFfr-npUf4W-nPdnY8-nMo84m-nuWTbk-nPdnRe
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.uie.com/articles/kj_technique/


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 43

choices, or issues from user research that need to be addressed. 

Afterwards, place the cards on a wall. 

• Sort the cards into groups – Look for similarities in the cards 

and sort them into groups. The most important part of this step is 

that no one talks during it. The silence while sorting will ensure 

that the cards are organized into groups organically, and that no 

one person dominates the process. 

• Name each group – Give each group a title to properly categorize 

them. Now you know which department each idea falls under. 

• Vote on the most important elements in the groups – Option-

ally, you may want to start prioritizing ideas while you have ev-

eryone together. Within each category, democratically decide the 

priority list for each element. If you’re conducting a large affinity 

diagram, feel free to toss out the least important categories. If 

you’ve decided that “Improving Collaboration” is an important 

group, then now is when you’d decide if “Make comments edit-

able” or “Auto-email daily project summaries” is more important. 

The affinity diagram is a tried-and-true method of organization for 

helping you and your team make sense of the wealth of data avail-

able to you. In a way, it is one of the greatest gestures of collabora-

tion, as everyone comes together to suggest the project’s priorities. 
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Of course, this exercise is meant to help capture as many insights as 

possible, not to command the product direction. In order to avoid 

product design by committee, we still advise letting the product 

team to make the final call. The KJ method simply ensures they 

leverage other teams’ expertise for better informed decisions. 

To learn more about running a KJ workshop for UX purposes, we 

highly recommend Jared Spool’s insightful piece based on his ex-

perience. 

Takeaway

Collaboration begins well before the design process. 

Incorporating teamwork right from the start will build team unity 

throughout the entire process – and you’ll be glad its there when 

you come to the trouble points along the process. Get your team’s 

input before user interviews, and stakeholder meetings, and share 

your findings with everyone what the data is analyzed. Involving 

everyone in a prioritization activity like creating affinity diagrams 

also gives everyone a voice for better informed products. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.uie.com%2Farticles%2Fkj_technique%2F&ei=tuMVVbmrE4z7oQSf5oHgDQ&usg=AFQjCNFpFtiIlB-K6eAsT0HH6zxXjyyx1A&bvm=bv.89381419,d.cGU
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.uie.com%2Farticles%2Fkj_technique%2F&ei=tuMVVbmrE4z7oQSf5oHgDQ&usg=AFQjCNFpFtiIlB-K6eAsT0HH6zxXjyyx1A&bvm=bv.89381419,d.cGU


Kickoff meetings set the precedent for the entire project. Kickoffs 

aren’t just about generating ideas – they’re also about setting ex-

pectations and minimizing surprises later on. 

But without the right collaboration, time fillers for people to feel 

like everything is safe. Aside from introducing new people to one 

another, this is where you determine how you and your teammates 

will interact throughout the project, and they provide the opportu-

nity to size up each other’s strengths and weaknesses. 

Source: “Meeting pictures.” Achim Hepp. Creative Commons.

Clear the Air Without Stating the Obvious

Collaborative Design Kickoffs

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
https://twitter.com/home?status=Check%20out%20this%20free%20collaborative%20UX%20design%20e-book%20from%20%40uxpin:%20bit.ly/1IFY0lF
https://plus.google.com/share?url=bit.ly/1IFY0lF
https://www.flickr.com/photos/achimh/2668072394/in/photolist-54LyYb-xUNpG-8A1d6k-53mqEV-53cLYc-53h1Cj-9GEfNA-53dLLf-53cMsr-53sPtC-53cMyX-53h1Tb-53h2qm-53cMde-53sPbL-54Lz7q-53cMkc-53mqHP-53kep4-53cLJr-53ZDSd-53ms6R-53oAAa-53ozRV-53sNSy-54LysW-54Lyof-53sPkm-53qrkB-53BXvH-53mssD-54EjXP-53Eax9-53oAst-53h1mq-53ZDYw-54LyAL-54JDg3-54Ek98-54Gmiz-53cMLV-54Gmr4-53h2BE-e3uKA3-e3uD9q-e3uCkJ-e3oXg8-e3oWnT-e3uDZb-ofyuw
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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In this piece, we discuss the details of what makes a successful kick-

off meeting. We’ll explain the philosophy behind them, explain how 

to conduct helpful design studios to get your creative juices flowing, 

and discuss kickoff activities and templates to get you started. 

Practical Philosophy for Kickoff Meetings 

The kickoff meeting is more than just a business meeting for solid-

ifying goals. Don’t forget about the relationship-building. This is an 

opportunity for the different members to get to know each other, to 

interact, to mingle – sometimes for the first time. Fortifying these 

bonds early on will make collaboration easier throughout the rest 

of the process. 

All the key players gather in the same room (sometimes via tele-

conference) and unite under the same goal. Treat the kickoff as a 

special meeting where everyone feels energized as the team sets 

the initial course for the best possible product.

At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work. In reality, kickoff meetings 

can feel like a drag as certain people try to talk over each other or 

push their own agendas. 

tweet this

Without the right collaboration, kickoff meetings are
just expensive people discussing obvious things.
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Source: “Kickoff.” Bart Everson. Creative Commons. 

Successful kickoff meetings don’t just happen, they require effort. 

The moderator must work to contain the bigger personalities from 

dominating and draw out the shyer personalities who would other-

wise remain silent. There is a balance that must be struck between 

a casual, open environment, and a focused and productive one. The 

meeting can’t just be reading through documentation, although that 

is a necessary part of it as well. 

Treat documentation as tools that create context for the kickoff 

activities. Review the documentation to get people in the right di-

rection, then dive into the activities and let the ideas flow. This is 

exactly what Amazon does, since they actually make their product 

manager write a mock product press release for discussion during 

the kickoff and beyond. 

As discussed in the Web UI Best Practices, more traditional docu-

ments include early drafts of data analysis, personas, product re-

quirement documents (PRD), functional spec documents (FSD), Lean/

Business canvases, and notes from your interviews. You may also 

want to include any sources of inspiration, such as rough sketches 

or mood boards. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/editor/5710978038/in/photolist-9GEfNA-53dLLf-53cMsr-53sPtC-53cMyX-53h1Tb-53h2qm-53cMde-53sPbL-54Lz7q-53cMkc-53mqHP-53kep4-53cLJr-53ZDSd-53ms6R-53oAAa-53ozRV-53sNSy-54LysW-54Lyof-53sPkm-53qrkB-53BXvH-53mssD-54EjXP-53Eax9-53oAst-53h1mq-53ZDYw-54LyAL-54JDg3-54Ek98-54Gmiz-53cMLV-54Gmr4-53h2BE-e3uKA3-e3uD9q-e3uCkJ-e3oXg8-e3oWnT-e3uDZb-ofyuw-mJs34D-aif2sF-mJs1mR-ofxnu-ofxLU-ofyGo
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.quora.com/What-is-Amazons-approach-to-product-development-and-product-management
http://www.uxpin.com/web-ui-design-best-practices.html/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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Because it’s important to keep the documentation and design to-

gether, we actually provide free templates (like business canvases) 

in UXPin for quick access. 

The VIP Guest List

As for who to invite, the size and range depends on what the key 

decision-makers are comfortable with. For the following list of es-

sential attendees, use your best judgment in determining the level 

of seniority for each: 

• Product lead – usually the product manager. This person may 

also dictate the requirements based on feedback from the rest 

of the team. 

• Designers – UX, UI, interaction and visual designers. 

• Developers – technology experts (someone who can interpret 

and provide feedback on technical requirements). 

●	

• Data analyst – someone who knows product metrics and can 

ground the discussion in quantitative evidence.

• User researcher – whomever is in charge of customer devel-

opment and persona analysis (usually a usability analyst or UX 

researcher, but could also just be the designer). 

http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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While these are the essential members, we advise that you invite 

as many relevant people as possible. This means copywriters and 

even marketing operations, not just the higher-ups. Remember that 

you always want to address concerns as early as possible, and you 

never know who might uncover the fatal flaw. 

Source: “CEO Tiare – Board Meeting.” tiarescott. Creative Commons. 

From our time working at larger companies before UXPin, we rec-

ommend doing the kickoff in person. It’s easier to pick up on body 

language, and visual communication is much easier. But that’s not 

always an option, so if you must kick off the project remotely, you 

may need to make some allowances. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/tiarescott/69821930/in/photolist-7aRCo-6zxfv8-7aHSeg-7aJSK9-4XuBed-9PXE5h-9PUMre-6jGHkv-7aHRG4-9PXo8i-kdaKZM-9PUMw4-8uFCYV-ieeRaB-2Q7oxQ-GpwSJ-9PXqrP-9Q1fn7-pRonHa-9PXEc9-9PXEbb-9PWxgK-9PZppW-9PXnAZ-9PZSmb-9Q1fA7-9swxoC-e3b3XQ-e3b47b-6zxdXz-6zxbA8-65E4ds-9PXSsG-9cvWcf-7aJTc3-3mZXUC-9PXoec-a9W8K3-7aF5w4-amwUR9-9Q1fsS-7aHSfP-6zxbH2-6zBoXY-9Q1fwu-65E5w9-65zMPR-9cvVeo-7aF5Et-9PXoyr
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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For more information on how to prepare for remote kickoffs, read 

the article Designing with Remote Teams, written by Agile product 

designer and expert Jeff Gothelf. 

Kickoff Meeting Process 

The length of the meeting depends on the amount of talking points 

and activities you have planned, but you should aim at around 

2-3 hours, give or take. This provides ample time to flesh out ideas, 

without testing people’s patience and concentration. 

Because this is a business meeting with a lot riding on it, “winging it” 

is not really a viable option. We recommend creating a solid agenda 

beforehand, one that covers all the key points that should be cov-

ered. This will keep the meeting focused and productive, and you 

can always make changes in the moment if the situation calls for it. 

In general, your meetings should follow this structure: 

1. Review initial project roadmap – Like we touched on in the be-

ginning, a good ice-breaker is to review all the previously distrib-

uted documentation and discuss what works and what doesn’t. 

This will also plant the seeds for defining a more concrete project 

tweet this

For kickoff meetings, invite all relevant people.
You never know who may uncover a fatal flaw.

http://www.jeffgothelf.com/blog/designing-with-remote-teams/#sthash.pDDABquj.dpbs
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roadmap later in collaborative tools like Asana, Trello, Conflu-

ence or Aha!. 

2. Discussion – Having a list of discussion questions ready before-

hand will ensure you don’t accidentally forget a topic, but you 

should always open it up to the floor for new insights. To set a 

tone of honesty, we suggest opening with a tough question about 

the product’s purpose. (We list some more topics below.)

3. Assess risks – With the more meatier topics already out of the 

way, it’s time to move on to the project’s threats and how to 

minimize them. If anyone at the table has any fears or concerns, 

they should mention them for creative problem-solving. This is 

a perfect example of why collaboration is important – diverse 

mindsets and expertise direct attention to problems that may 

surface in more dangerous times later. 

4. Conduct ideation exercises – These can range from ways to help 

people concentrate to artistic tasks to explore concepts. Some 

companies stray away from these types of activities because they 

prefer to stick to more formal practices, but we recommend them 

as a means to generate ideas. We’ll discuss these in detail in the 

remainder of the chapter. 

5. Create a basic timeline – Remember to thoroughly investigate 

logistics, and consider any potential limitations inherent in the 

tools or processes. Just remember the plan should be rough, as 

https://asana.com/
https://trello.com/
https://www.atlassian.com/software/confluence
https://www.atlassian.com/software/confluence
https://www.aha.io/
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it will likely change as you test your designs and course-correct 

for the market. 

Source: “The 7Ps Canvas.” Romain Vignes. Creative Commons. 

One of the most important phases here is step 3, the discussion 

phase. This is where all the important stakeholders weigh in with 

their expertise (and of course, opinions). As such an important 

phase, we’ve listed some common discussion points here, to help 

inspire you to think of your own: 

• End Goals (KPIs) – the project’s objectives

• Priorities – agree on a prioritized list of the end goals 

• Review Target Users – explain the results of your research so far, 

including typical behaviors, workflows, pain points, and frustrations

https://www.flickr.com/photos/rvignes/15712301173/in/photolist-pWrDJn-dJb6yU-bsiU8n-bsiV8V-8ZVHuf-8ZSA62-8ZSQSv-oaRLzj-8ZSRsp-8ZVX9G-r9dVmi-8ZStSr-8ZVW6s-bdnhnM-hKpQ8h-9sEXfw-hKpddk-fEh2p-988kNb-ehSLCJ-9gHicF-bsiUpa-bsiTT6-bsiUhz-bsiU3V-bsiTZx-egfWjq-sL1XC-9CoHAu-5R1Vrh-8Myqg9-9nZaQe-9nZbbM-99To1U-99QfEX-99QduZ-99QfoX-99TpBb-99TqcJ-99Qf1r-99Qder-99TpnU-99TnEu-985f6k-ecYw8f-9gHhZ4-aPUkZH-988j3f-dtW5hF-8My5zD
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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• Information Architecture – for digital products, this refers to 

how the product will be organized (e.g., navigation) 

• Content – a basic approach to content, including layout, themes, 

and tones

• Aesthetics – general creative approach, including atmosphere 

and any inspiration (refer back to any sketches or mood boards) 

Feel free to amend or add activities or talking points to suit your 

needs. This is just one agenda that’s proven useful, but it’s by no 

means the only way to conduct a kickoff meeting. 

Design Studios

Like we discussed before, the real magic of kickoff meetings lies in 

the collaborative design activities. Once you’ve finished discussing 

the details, you can dive into the design studio. 

The design studio is a workshop in which team members generate 

as many ideas as possible through sketching. The goal is to channel 

and drum up everyone’s latent creativity, while at the same time 

bringing the team closer together. 

The activity itself also provides additional benefits of strengthening 

the bonds through mutual complimenting and criticism. It helps 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.uie.com%2Farticles%2Fdesign_studio_workshop%2F&ei=XSEWVcPjGtL8oASA-YKoAg&usg=AFQjCNH2xC29STzIfP2Y-Un7eBEaX0MFuw&bvm=bv.89381419,d.cGU


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 54

dictate early on how to properly give and receive feedback from 

each other for the rest of the project. 

Source: “A List Apart big meeting, 30 January 2015.” Jeffrey Zeldman. Creative Commons. 

These are the team-building advantages, but perhaps one of the 

greatest strengths of a design studio is the practical approach to 

problem solving. 

The differences between divergent and convergent thinking are 

well-documented, but in case you’re unfamiliar, we’ll briefly explain. 

• Divergent thinking – In group dynamics, divergent thinking is 

everyone thinking individually. This is what happens when you 

pose a question to the group and everyone tries to think of solu-

tions on their own. Divergent thinking works well for idea gen-

eration and new approaches to problems. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/zeldman/16225849549/in/photolist-qHPHLH-qHHDG3-pYETwK-8LTb5G-4Tse1V-oJvPMG-qVirLM-dgZcgm-pYEUdp-bAvcGJ-rrCDEy-bnA45X-aAvpnV-4NLhpS-4pe6ev-75gDP3-4NLhqw-poXTgm-poXST7-73Jfpg-3hTSf6-8EUV3t-eWjnw-8EY5vC-3it7Md-3huyMP-7QX8AR-6hm3u8-5ni3co-dvCd8o-5whWV7-4JXP6w-4ExNoM-oJyJzF-pFrzaw-5cLQKU-73BLZm-qVirWX-5SWBz1-6u9udZ-5ujqmL-2RuTQs-bBJQ36-62Yv2h-a5FMNo-bC8HsA-bC8Hr9-5ujqmN-7zikbs-bCUJed
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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• Convergent thinking – The opposite of divergent thinking, this 

happens when people improve upon existing ideas, or combine 

different aspects of their own ideas. Convergent thinking works 

well for taking the ideas created in divergent thinking, and mak-

ing them better until they become workable. 

Source: “Divergent Thinking vs Convergent Thinking.” visualpun.ch. Creative Commons. 

The perfect meeting involves a good mix of divergent and conver-

gent thinking, as both as necessary. But that’s not always how it 

works out. 

One of the greatest threats to kickoff meeting discussion is con-

firmation bias. Because solutions are not easy to come by, group 

mentality leads people to latch on the first reasonable solution they 

develop. In discussing this singular solution more and more, their 

attachment to it grows and they become less likely to either address 

its flaws or invent an even better solution. The balance is thrown 

off in favor of convergent thinking too early, and often the best 

possible choices remain forever undeveloped.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/visualpunch/5620179687/in/photolist-k9DgCp-4AzZ6y-8KZhsH-63KGHV-9yCTBM-7QbF6f-nEWw6c-yEHfm-noij5J-noit6B
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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But design studios counter this confirmation bias by propelling di-

vergent thinking. Everyone is tasked with coming up with ideas in 

a way that ensures no one idea is chosen prematurely. Due to the 

nature of group mentality, divergent thinking is naturally slighted 

– a design studio simply evens the scales a little bit. 

Design studios are not exclusive to kickoff meetings, and in fact 

can be conducted at any time during the design process when the 

team finds itself stuck. The activity was actually popular among 

industrial design and architecture, but has since been modified to 

suit digital design. 

The mechanics of design studios vary, and really the term “design 

studio” represents a type of activity, rather than a specific set of 

directions. In general, though, they tend to follow similar paths. 

We’ll explain a basic design studio process, and give some examples 

variants: 

1. Distribute art supplies – Of course, everyone needs sketching 

materials before you start. If you’re opting for everyone pre-

senting more than one idea, take this time to divide your paper 

into segments, for example, six equal boxes for six screenshot 

proposals. You can also print out this helpful template. 

2. Pose a specific task – While this can be broad, a specific and de-

tailed task will yield specific and detailed solutions. Consider the 

different outcomes if you tell your team, “design a homepage,” or, 

http://www.highcontextculture.com/wordpress/wp-content/assets/DesignStudio-8-up.pdf
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“design a home page navigation menu that promotes the product 

page, and include a separate login/signup link.” 

3. Set a time limit and required number of concepts – This en-

courages a quantity of ideas and prevents people from obsessing 

over artistic finesse. Try 1-2 minutes per concept to start out, with 

at least 3 concepts per person. 

4. Present and give feedback – This is where different companies 

tend to vary. One popular option is to pair people up so they can 

give feedback on each other. Another is to present all ideas to 

the entire group. Again, set a time limit to keep the meeting from 

dragging on. 

5. Repeat the process again – Depending on which variation you 

are going with, you’ll repeat the process again under a certain 

stipulation. Some methods will have people now working togeth-

er in pairs. Others involve people working individually, but on 

the condition that they incorporate someone else’s idea. 

6. Repeat the process yet again – If you’re going with the group 

variation suggested by Kevin Hoffman, you will repeat the entire 

process again and again, combining groups instead of individu-

als. Pairs become groups of four, then groups of eight. If you’re 

sticking with individuals, repeat the process one more time, but 

with only a single concept and a longer time limit. At this phase, 

after hearing and incorporating everyone else’s ideas, you should 

http://alistapart.com/article/kick-ass-kickoff-meetings


Building the Foundation for Collaborative UX Design 58

focus on quality over quantity.

7. Present to everyone – At this point, the sketches should increase 

in fidelity, and the ideas more focused. Critique as an entire 

group and go from there. 

Remember that this process isn’t necessarily about finding a solu-

tion. It’s more about generating ideas, inspiring creativity, and 

team-building. If an idea or sketch actually grows into a real solu-

tion during the session, all the better. 

Source: “Design Studio.” LindsayT.... Creative Commons. 

To capture all the possibilities, make sure you photograph the 

sketches and upload them to a shared folder. For example, in UX-

Pin, you can upload the sketches into your project (along with any 

other documents like personas and requirements docs) to serve as 

references for your team when wireframing and prototyping. 

tweet this
For sketching exercises, focus people on the idea instead of the execution.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/honeyroastd/7019531925/in/photolist-bGhWhv-c5JNvW-c5JPih-c5JNPY-c5JMoh-c5JP9j-c5JNYY-c5JNEG-c5JPHG-c5JLE9-c5JMbs-c5JPrQ-c5JMKh-c5JPZy-c5JQco-c5JLYq-c5JLNu-c5JQns-c5JQwu-nXq1Fq-nXeps8-7LZzH1-5ng8Rd-5ng6od-zi88-3935FE-brd5F8-brd5CK-5ng2HQ-5ng417-5ndGan-5nbRdF-5nbL2a-5nbPF6-brcUtX-axyVFm-axyWqf-axwe72-axweVz-axyWj1-axwebH-axwenZ-axwf5p-axwfai-axweQZ-nXeoTn-hcj3yx-axwdGn-axwdAD-poqMjY
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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One setback you should be aware of before you start: you’ll prob-

ably encounter some resistance. Firstly, someone is bound to com-

plain about having to sketch. “I’m not a designer,” “No one will 

understand my ideas,” etc. You can try to ease these fears as best 

you can by reminding them that it’s not about the visual, it’s about 

the idea. The sketches are supposed to be rough (even ugly) because 

they’re timed. 

Source: “Ideation sketching.” visualpun.ch. Creative Commons. 

Another obstacle is disrespectful feedback, which is why it’s also 

important to emphasize maintaining a respectful environment. It 

might be worthwhile to discuss with the group some of the criticism 

principles we explained in the first chapter. Make sure the people 

involved respond to the idea and not the execution. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/visualpunch/10306535683/in/photolist-i1daaY-gzC6QR-7eXZrW-7eU4s4-7eU6EV-5UxV4a-oD7Fer-gGKFZ6-8eGLdM-dHLKPt-AKC4i-fURUXT-fVfDah-2mnaga-7eU2W6-8kydPK-nhk28H-pbzJCk-dWiiHW-evEp9e-9GEmGw-513nb-m17gSd-6jESvn-6jK97h-7bhDka-gzB9Zu-5A7rpn-gCa8yC-o3qoTb-5A7rjD-oCdxWY-gC8VbA-gh6GpM-65k64x-7hvNZy-7eY13q-7hrPa6-7hrRvD-7hvLNL-7hrQqF-7hvMbw-7hrS7D-4vCsUP-wFaMK-7eU5m6-7eXWtC-7eU5Rr-7eXYG1-7eU3dV
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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To see how Hubspot adapted the design studio technique described 

by Google Ventures, check out this post from former Hubspot UX 

Director Joshua Porter. 

For more kickoff activities and advice, we highly recommend check-

ing out designer Kevin Hoffman’s site Good Kickoff Meetings. Con-

cise and practical, the site is one of the best resources we’ve found. 

To name a few, the priority card sort, feasibility plot, and 20-second 

gut test are all worth exploring. 

Kickoff Meeting Templates

Starting a kickoff meeting from scratch can be a difficult responsi-

bility, especially if it’s your first time. Below are a few resources to 

help get you started. 

• Six Revisions Web Development Worksheet – This 7-page packet 

allows you to fill in the relevant sections for web design, from 

technical requirements, to member responsibilities, to stylistic 

decisions. 

• Pivotal Labs Product Definition Exercise – This short and sim-

ple card poses 6 questions to help you further define the param-

eters of your product. 

https://www.gv.com/lib/a-tip-for-effective-meetings-alwaysbecapturing
http://goodkickoffmeetings.com/
http://goodkickoffmeetings.com/2010/04/prioritization-card-sort/
http://goodkickoffmeetings.com/2010/04/priority-feasibility-plot/
http://goodkickoffmeetings.com/2010/04/the-20-second-gut-test/
http://goodkickoffmeetings.com/2010/04/the-20-second-gut-test/
http://cdn.sixrevisions.com/0348-13_web_development_kickoff_meeting_template.pdf
http://pivotallabs.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/pivotal_labs_product_definition_exercise.pdf
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• Questions to Ask at a Kickoff Meeting – This downloadable 

Word document from Usability.gov provides several pages of 

questions to pose to the group, organized by category. 

These templates are just to help you along – try fleshing them out 

with your own ideas and adapt as needed for your company. 

Takeaway 

It’s always hard to get VIPs in the same place at the same time, so 

make the most out of this opportunity by coming in prepared. Know 

beforehand what you want to get out of the meeting, and invite 

everyone whose presence you think would benefit the project. Fol-

low the agenda based on your needs, and we recommend using the 

design studio to further your goals. 

Like first impressions, you only get one chance to have a good kick-

off meeting. 

Make it count. 

http://www.usability.gov/how-to-and-tools/resources/templates/questions-ask-kick-meetings.html


http://www.uxpin.com/?utm_source=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201%20ebook&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Design%20Collaboration%20Enterprise%201
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