Brainstorming Is Not Enough

Brainstorming can be pure pleasure. With a good creative team, new ideas can
keep rolling in like waves to a shore, one right after the other, offering endless
variations on a theme. Being in the creative flow and having so many ideas wash
over you can be invigorating. But like waves dissipating on the beach, the energy
of simple ideas—even excellent ideas—usually gets lost after the brainstorm is
over. There’s a problem in the process of invention: Designers lack an efficient
method for capturing and communicating the power of their best ideas.

In this chapter, 1 hope to solve that problem by showing you how to create
what I call a “conceptual design.” The process t describe can help you develop your
idea to the point where you can actually envision it becoming a reality.

The process of creating a conceptual design is simple and quick. In less
than three hours, you can develop a first draft, ready for sharing with your target
users, colleagues or boss.

Conceptual Designs Let You Share and Improve Your Idea

Sharing ideas early and often is one key to success for designers of end-user prod-
ucts and services. Sharing with target users gives you feedback to help you
improve your concept. Sharing with colleagues helps to ensure that everyone on
the team has a similar vision. Sharing with your boss enables you to enlist her sup-
port and feedback early-and if she hates the concept, to turn your attention to
something with more potential for your organization.

I've been developing the format for conceptual designs since 1996, when [
worked at Interval Research. Since then I've taken the method with me to my pro-
fessional work, inventing new products and services at Sun Microsystems, Casio
Research, and for a variety of clients. 've also taught the method to about 150
students over the past seven years at Stanford University. Over this time I've
improved the format, distilling the formula down to the essential parts in the right
sequence, and have created a series of slides as a template for conceptual design.

Like most conceptual designs, these slides share lots of information in a
logical sequence. What you don’t see at first is how much the framework for con-
ceptual designs help to identify what designers needed to do to make their con-
cept understandable. By the end of this chapter, 1 hope you will recognize the role
that conceptual designs can play in your own work.




Elements of a Conceptual Design
The standard conceptual design has twelve parts:
1. title page
2. overview
3. user description
4. storyboard of user experience
5. prototype
6. features/functionality
7. justifications for design (theoretical and practical)
8. results of user testing
9. shortcomings of design
10. expansion—what else is possible
11. next steps in design process

12. summary

As l've evolved the formula for conceptual designs over the years, l've
modified elements along the way. As the formula stands now, these twelve ele-
ments serve most purposes, though at times teams may need to add some ele-
ments to describe market landscape or revenue models.

Over the years, I've also found that it's simplest to create conceptual
designs in PowerPoint or other types of presentation software. Word processing
programs aren't as effective because they don’t have powerful visual capabilities.
I've created a template (available at -~ ) tohelp youdevelop
your conceptual designs. With this template in hand, you won’t have to think
about the order of ideas or formatting issues. Instead, you can stay focused on the
particulars of your user group, concept and audience.

The easiest way to demonstrate how this template works is to show an
example. In the pages that follow, you'll find my template next to a student team’s
final concept, each slide side-by-side. I'll provide explanations along the way, but
you should also note how the students worked from the template to create their
deliverable. This two-person team spent 10 hours on this project, start to finish.

1. THE TITLE PAGE

[Concept Name Here] Art Smart
A conceptual caplology design by
A conceptusl captoagy design by Kara Blond and Joste Chou

{names of designers go here]

Design Challenge Design Chalienge

To desin s mcb-'e pivcne Hpptication that atemats to
motis g1z or Infiuence usess.

o imit, 17 hours
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In the conceptual design formula, the title page launches the concept quickly
and clearly. The concept name and creators are listed prominently, and the
graphic generates visual interest. Both of these elements set expectations about
what's to come.

Because the template in this example is geared toward design challenges,
the title page includes a summary of the design brief and the project time limit. In
a corporate setting, designers should instead say what they are trying to accom-
plish with their concept (for example, “Project Goal: To win back our market share
in the digital camera space”) and list how much time they’ve invested in the proj-
ect so far. Explicitly stating the goal and time investment helps the design team
and executives decide whether it's worthwhile to continue the project.

2. THE OVERVIEW

[Name of project here] Art Smart
Persuasive Purpose Persuasive Purpose
To [pul design challenge summary here] — To inctease selifficacy by

convincing hesilant
Myseurm vistors 1o see
Industrial Design hemsatves as capable of
understanding, crealing
and critiquing artwork

{Put 2 ¥isual image of your concept nere] - To persuade lhem lo return
10 the Museum of A

-
l Industrial Design -~

[E=ttomimgest

The overview restates the project name and expands on the purpose. It's worth
repeating these elements, since the concept may be new to your audience. The
most important element on this slide is the visual of the industrial design,
whether it’s a physical device or an interface. Getting this visual into people’s
heads early helps them start thinking about your concept in concrete ways.

Note that at the bottom of each slide there is a footer that contains infor-
mation about the project, date, designers, and so on. if someone arrives at the
presentation late, these elements help orient the latecomer to the concept. Also,
in many corporate settings presenters hand out paper slides for participants to
take away. These pages can easily become separated down the road, so it's good
practice to put all this information on each slide.




3. THE USER DESCRIPTION
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User Description User Description

Local tourists who feel obligated to visit art
museums but do not feel engaged or invested in the
experience

+ [Info about your target user, perhaps with
visual.]

They are likely...
« Ages 15-50
+ Cell phone owners

+ Comfortable using
technology
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The user description should not be overlooked, although it sometimes is, when
designers assume that everyone knows the target user. In fact, those who are new
to your concept may not know the target user unless you define the user for them.

At this point in your design process you may not have much information
about your target user, but you can put something down on this slide, ideally
including photos of people to help your listener envision the target user. If the
project expands, this area in the conceptual design will expand dramatically as
you gain more understanding about your target audience.

4. THE STORYBOARD OF USER EXPERIENCE

' [Storyboard title here] Storyboard: BJ in New York “
9. ] A o TR B g

Note: The team created four more pages of prototype materiai, which is not shown here.

The most effective way to share your concept is to tell a story about how a partic-
ular user would experience what you propose. Of all the slides in a conceptual
design, the storyboard slide has the potential to communicate best—and to win
people over. If you have time to share only one slide from your conceptual design,
this is the one to share.

Of course, executives will want to see hard numbers to make a business
decision, but I've found they can’t easily say no to a good story. In the early stages
of design, you don’t have time to round up all the market data or technical



requirements, but you should take the time to invent a story and create some
visuals. When you show a storyboard to executives and decision-makers, they will
understand your idea quickly. And if your story is compelling, you buy yourself
more time to round up the data that management will need down the road.

Storyboards are also a great way to share a concept with target users.
Showing a storyboard slide starts a productive discussion in focus groups and
interviews. A storyboard can give you the same type of high-level feedback as a
rapid prototype.

Storyboarding is also an effective strategy for cross-cultural innovation.
During the three years 1 worked with Japanese executives who had marginal
English abilities, | found that sharing storyboards was key to making my concepts
clear. Carefully scripted pictures can overcome language barriers.

5. THE PROTOTYPE

[P e e

Prototype of [concept name} Prototype of Art Smart

Kiosks near the museum

* [Show prototype, if you have ane. A mack-up entrance explain Art Smart.

with limited functionality is good, a picture is

good. ] Each visitor's i ekcome 1o
experience will be Art Smart © .
accessible at their Usa your keyp:
pecsonal web B e your o2

gallery after the
museum visit.

Dial  whon dose,

Visitors dial #64 as
instructed, and then see
the screen at right, -

I define “prototype” broadly. A prototype can be a visual that suggests functional-
ity, as the example above illustrates. It can be photographs of a paper prototype.

Or it can be a rapid digital prototype created in just a few minutes. In these con-
ceptual designs, the level of prototype depends on how much time you have given
the project. Even if you have just three hours to produce the conceptual design,
you can at least sketch a prototype. Often a sketch at this early stage is superior
to something that appears to be high resolution, since a sketch will evoke com-
ments about the overall concept, while a high-resolutions version can distract
users or executives who might focus on pixel-level details.

When sharing a new concept, some people jump right into presenting the
prototype before they establish the project purpose, the target user and the con-
text of use (shown in the storyboard). Rushing to show the prototype is a mis-
take. Without knowing the other elements, your audience won't be able to think
accurately about your concept or how to evaluate your prototype. They'll make
guesses about the purpose, the user and the context of use, which you don't
want them to do.




[n my year-long stint as a VC just before the dot-com crash, I listened tg
dozens of presentations where entrepreneurs proudly showed off their prototypeg
while my team and I sat in the dark, scratching our heads. Sormetimes we had [jt-
tle idea what the entrepreneurs were showing us. It was frustrating. I eventi;-
ally learned to stop the entrepreneurs so they didn't waste everyone's time; |
would ask them to back up and tell us a story about someone using their innova-
tion, whether it was another company using their video compression technology
or an end-user wearing a new type of fitness device.

6. FEATURES/FUNCTIONALITY

T
Features/Functionatity Features/Functionality
» [What does this do? Qutiine the features and « Visitor comes to museum and uses his/her
functions.] own cell phone (free minutes are co-sponsored

by museum and phone company)

» Dia) number to access museum system

- “Phone guide” helps visitors through exhibit

« Visitor makes choices about what to see

» Visitors can hear nairalive about artwork,
critique artwork as memo, save activities to
their gallery and access the gallery online

« Online gallery is accessible two weeks

This features/functionality slide gives you an opportunity to outline details of the
concept, including those that the storyboard and prototype could not convey. At
this point your audience understands the big picture and should be ready to deal
with more details. But don’t include everything on this slide. One of the hardest
things about creating a conceptual design knows what to include in your concept
and what to exclude. The temptation is to include lots of features and functional-
ity. Don't do it!

To help myself and others resist the temptation to overload the fea-
tures/functionality slide, 1 ended up adding a new slide toward the end of the tem-
plate (#10—What Eise is Possible). This is where you can put ideas you really like
but which don’t fit into the streamlined vision. (More on slide #10 later.)

In an industry setting, after the sections on the prototype and the fea-
tures/functionality, you'll eventually want to include an overview of technical
requirements or a systems diagram. When | work on industry projects, | farm this
part out to engineers.
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7. JUSTIFICATIONS FOR DESIGN

. - I e
| . . . . . . |
. Theoretical Justifications Theoretical Justifications |
| » [Outiine why you made the choices you did} Persuasive Strategies [
| + Personahization — with your personal web gallery & |
customized tous I
| « Pregiving - of the ftee cell minutes; promise of the i
| website ]

| + Self-feeling Positive  olfers a chance to be creative,
| gives encouraging feedback \
+ Improve self-efficacy by: [

Seople lister to me' tm part of ar art carimundy )

something 'm already comfonatie with | [uts

e ir 2 seceplive mood
+ Intrinsic molivation through curiosity, chaice and

recognition |

The justification section allows you to explain the rationale behind your design
decisions. In the example above, the designers justified their concept by drawing
on academic theories of persuasion and compliance, which was fitting for a proj-
ect in my persuasive technology class.

But in an industry setting you've got to be more practical, since people who
control the purse strings are rarely impressed by academic theories. While theo-
retical underpinnings might strengthen your case in the corporate world, execu-
tives want to see practical types of justification, such as the value proposition; mar-
ket size, timing, and positioning; and the fit with company goals, risk profile and
competencies. If you understand a company's market and goals, these bullet points
are fairly easy to outline in a few minutes. In my experience, the real benefit of this
slide is to start a discussion—both inside the innovation team and with decision-
makers—about whether or not it makes sense to pursue a concept further.

8. USER TESTING

_ — -
Results of User Testing Results of User Testing
« [User research results here, if any. It's great to s AVL2T

include photos.] ~ His phone has a small display - coukd be a problem

— “I'd definitely be more ikely (0 recommend it [the museumy.”
~ “I'mnot a big fan of museurns, but { think 1'd have fun with this.”
- Worries that cell number would be given to telemarketers

~ Woukin use ant manipulation toolbetter for kids

Ken, 32

~ Wouid use the product

- Technology is flexible and adaptive to his schedule

- Persuades hin to upgrade his ceilutar phone

- Long using hours might run cut of the battery power

~ Cellutas reception quality might be a issue fof Indoor Usage
~ Worries about cell phone radiation exposure
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I'm always pleased when designers manage to complete some user studies as part
of a 10-hour project. It's true that having just a handful of studies may not reveal
much (though at times it does), but [ think it’s good discipline to perform some.




I include this slide in the standard ternplate to make a point: user studies
are impartant. In reality, this slide often ends up empty, and with good reason. 1t
takes time to prepare materials and conduct user studies. If your time is lirnited,
you won't be able to fill this slide with substantive results or user feedback. But
don't leave this slide blank (or worse, just delete it). In my own work, when { don't
have results to share, I use this slide to outline a rough plan for conducting future
studies with users. This takes only a few minutes and shows you're serious about
moving ahead with the project.

S. SHORTCOMINGS

Shortcomings of Design

+ [Outtine weaknesses in your design} Not every visitor has a cell phone

to join the sponsorship
During weekend, the signai traffic may be too
busy for the network to run etfectively

+ Limited accessible time for personal gallery

« Reception may be fuzzy in museum

» May be too complicated for average user

+ Difficuit to convince wireless service providers

i Shortcomings of Design
|

While all the other elements in the conceptual design formula point out the posi-
tives, this section on shortcomings points out the probiems, both in the concept
and the wark done so far. Beginning designers find this step counterintuitive. But
in an industry setting, it's vital to make weaknesses clear. And it doesn’t hurt.
Really.

Paradoxically, the positive elements in your conceptual design become
maore positive when you point out key shortcomings; when you include shortcom-
ings, the concept you're proposing will seem more realistic and less like hype. You
also build your own credibility by showing an awareness of why your concept may
not work.

if you do not point out the shortcomings of your design to executives, they
will do it for you. In fact, this is {ikely to be an executive's first response: outlining
all the reasons why your idea won't work. When you point out the weaknesses
before executives have a chance, you focus the subsequent discussion on the
overall project, not just the problems.

When sharing shortcomings with target users, they will agree with some
of your points, but they sometimes may argue back, saying that certain things
aren’t really weaknesses. For example, the first shortcoming listed for the
ArtSmart concept is that not everyone has a mobile phone. If you share this short-
coming with users, you may hear them saying you’re wrong: pretty much everyone
has a mobile phone these days—or they will—so this isn't really a shortcoming.




Sharing shortcomings with your target audience is a way to figure out if users per-
ceive the same shortcomings or not—a helpful perspective.

10. EXPANSION-WHAT ELSE IS POSSIBLE

I —_ 1 . S
Expansion - What else is possible? : | Expansion - What else is possible? %
« Museum visitors' chat room ‘
{expand herel + Use phone to vote for favorite artwork |
. . C_olor star system for recogyizing return l
visitors (shows up on website}

’ = Allows return users to access old critiquesiart |

= After two weeks, website displays a link to the
’ niuseum calendar ‘
| |
| |

» Other features and interactions
— [expand here)

|
]‘ + Other form factors or 1D possibitities

+ Based on Art Smart choices, phone alerts you
to museum events of particular interest to you

The section on expansion allows you to capture and share a wide range of ideas you
had for the concept. Of course, not every form factor or feature can go into a single
concept; you've got to make decisions about what ideas to cut. But some of these
ideas may be good, and cutting them can be painful; some of the ideas may be part
of “Plan B” or a future project. For these reasons I've found it important to include a
section on “what else is possible” in the standard conceptual design template.

When an innovation team reaches a sticking point about what to include
and what to cut, being able to put someone’s pet idea into this slide (rather than
making it a key feature) helps the work move forward.

When sharing a conceptual design with executives, you might find that
they love an idea you've listed in the expansion section. In the more typical case,
showing executives “what else is possible” lets them see you have considered and
ruled out competing alternatives.

Sharing the expansion points with users allows them to give you quick
feedback about ideas you're cutting from the project. You may find that one of the
ideas on the chopping block is actually the secret sauce for your entire concept.

11. THE NEXT STEPS IN THE DESIGN PROCESS

Next Steps in Design Process Next Steps in Design Process

» [Outline what you'd do next if you were to Build rapid prototype of Art Smart
continue working on this project.) - User test in a museum with our target
audience (Is the phone is distracting? Other
major concerns?)

» Get programmers to consider feasibility of

technology

{terate

« Focus groups with different target users

Build more technicat prototype

Usability and learner studies
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The last new piece of information in a conceptual design is a list of next steps in
the design process.

in an industry setting, the section on “next steps” gives the innovation
team a chance to discuss and identify what they should do next. This keeps people
coordinated around a plan, even if the plan is tentative and outlined in just a few
bullet points. As the conceptual design becomes more fully developed, this section
will start looking more like a project plan, with a work schedule and deliverables.

I've found that many students are unrealistic (or naive) about what their
next steps would be. Even now, after the dot-com crash, some student teams still
list the same next step: “get funding.” This gives me a chance to help them under-
stand what steps would come after the first draft of a conceptual design—and it’s

not fundraising.

12. THE SUMMARY

I T T S,

[You may want a summary slide]

The Mobile Body Politic

A tonceplual caplobgy design by £
Sara Jasper, Dave Wang. and Kevin Wise

Design C

nge

Note: This team did not include a summary slide.

The final section in a conceptual design can take on different forms, The default
mode is to provide a summary of the project. Or you can simply cut the summary
and focus your conclusion around the “next steps,” as discussed in the previous
section. Either approach works.

When presenting a conceptual design to decision-makers in an industry
setting, I almost always use the summary section for action items: “This is what |
want from you now.” 1 typically list bullet points asking for immediate feedback,
for support (including money or talent resources), and for a decision about the
next deliverables and deadlines. I like to discuss and decide right on the spot, not
in some future meeting. This keeps a project moving.

if decision makers decide to kill the project, it doesn’t hurt so bad, because
you have not spent weeks or months putting your heart and soul into the concept;
you've invested only a handful of hours. And if the decision-makers like your con-
cept, you can move forward with confidence and with some preliminary feedback.
Getting tearn and executive feedback early boosts your efficiency and, in all likeli-
hood, your work satisfaction.




What Comes after the First Conceptual Design?
After you've created the first version of a conceptual design, you can build on it to
develop expanded versions.

You can complete the first draft of a conceptual design in about 3 hours.
Once you have the first draft, you can continue to expand the document as the
project moves forward. For example, in one innovation project about digital imag-
ing my team expanded and refined our conceptual design for over 6 months. At
that point many other parts of the organization were involved. They started cre-
ating their own documents (such as technical requirements or spreadsheets with
revenue models), but the central artifact of the project was still in the conceptual
design format. We eventually had about 70 pages of content. When we had a pres-
entation to give, we would select the pieces we needed for our audience and pur-
pose—one set of slides for a meeting with a potential strategic partner, for exam-
ple, and another set for a meeting with technical people inside the company. No
matter what audience or purpose, we almost always included user descriptions
and storyboards as part of the mix.

As you start to use the conceptual design format, you'll find it’s both easy
and powerful. A few words of warning, though: First, unless you have a compelling
reason, don’t change the order of the ideas in a conceptual design. I've created and
evaluated over 300 conceptual designs, and I've found that when people change
the order of the ideas, they usually weaken their document.

Next, depending on the breadth of your job, you may need to add slides to
the conceptual design that deal with business or technical issues. This won't be
true for all designers and innovators, but I've found that “blue sky” ideas don’t go
far in most companies without something more concrete behind them.

Another caution: Realize that when you present a conceptual design, most
people will assume you're farther down the development path than you really are;
the conceptual design framework creates the illusion of lots of work. That’s one
reason 1 like to include the time investment on the title page. If your listeners
guess you've invested 180 hours into the project, they will expect excellent
answers to tough questions. When they know you've invested only eight hours,
they’ll have different expectations.

Finally, I want to ask for your help. As you use this method and find ways to
improve it, I invite you to share your innovations with me so | can update and refine
the template (again, the template is freely available at ).
The template as it stands now incorporates insights from dozens of people. I hope
to continually improve this approach to design research. By soliciting ongoing feed-
back, incorporating the best ideas, and sharing the conceptual design template
widely, I believe we can increase the quality, efficiency and enjoyment of our work
as innovators and designers.




