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Designers today produce
more than logos and cereal
boxes; they create situations
that stimulate the mind and
body over time.
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ACT1

Action

At a conference in New Orleans, a young designer asked me what
I was working on. He looked gravely concerned when I told him I
was writing a book about storytelling. “Have you heard about the
mantle of bullshit?” No, I hadn’t.

“Stefan Sagmeister,” he explained, “gave an interview saying
that storytelling is bullshit. You should see it.”

In the interview, Sagmeister denounces a designer who creates
roller coasters for theme parks and calls himself a storyteller.
According to Sagmeister, storytelling is a “mantle of bullshit” that
designers use to load up their work with glamour and prestige.

A roller coaster designer doesn’t tell stories—he designs roller
coasters, and that should be interesting enough on its own.

Yet roller coasters do share a pattern with many stories. The
ride starts out on level ground and builds toward a climax. As the
cart climbs slowly up the track, it stores energy that will be released
in a whooshing drop after the passengers reach the highest point.
The energy released by the roller coaster is not only physical but
emotional, heard in the ecstatic screams of riders.

Roller coaster designers work to amplify the emotional intensity
of the ride, drawing out suspense toward the zenith. In his book
Sonic Boom, Joel Beckerman writes about a roller coaster designer
who inserted a silent pause just before the apex. The unexpected
quiet makes riders worry. Is something wrong? Did the machine
break? Is something terrible about to happen?

Filmmakers generate suspense with similar techniques, pausing
the action before the villain jumps out of the closet. The following
pages explore some of the patterns that underlie stories, including
the rising and falling energy of the narrative arc and the circular
return of the hero’s journey.
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Designers sometimes think of a building, chair, or poster
as a static artifact. Yet we experience each of these things over
time. A hospital or airport is a sequence of physical spaces
(entry halls, receiving zones, passageways, and seating areas).
The rooms in a building change from open to compressed, light
to dark, warm to cool, soft to hard, to support different uses.
Some activities are quick and intense, while others are slow
and relaxed. Architecture isn’t “frozen music” because it isn’t
frozen. Time never stands still.

A poster or an illustration is temporal, too. Eyes wander
across its surface, darting from detail to detail to build a whole
picture, focusing on some areas and leaving others in the
background. A book compresses time and space between two
covers. A book has a fixed sequence of pages, yet users can
enter—and exit—from any point they choose.

In a novel or movie, the order of events doesn’t always
match the order in which the audience encounters them. The
dastardly deed in a murder mystery often occurs early in the
story. Someone has been murdered but we don’t know why.
(Later we will learn that Bob killed Aunt Mary in order to inherit
her rent-controlled apartment.) To write a mystery, the author
has to work out the underlying structure (sometimes called the
“plot”) and then reveal that structure bit by bit (the “story”). The
story entices readers with clues and false leads. By the end, the
author has shone light into the dark corners of the plot, bringing
its secret architecture into view.

Designers plan structures, too. The client’s brief for a
building or website explains what functions the project will
fulfill. A shoe store might need retail space, office space, a
stockroom, and a loading dock. A website for the same store
might need a product database, e-commerce tools, user
accounts, and FAQs. Architects and designers plan the layout of
these physical and virtual places as well as plan different paths
people could take through them. UX designers use diagrams
and site maps to chart the structure of an app or website, and
they create user flows to predict potential journeys.
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One of the most famous tales in Western literature is
Oedipus Rex. An oracle tells the king of Thebes that his own
son will eventually kill him, so the king wounds his newborn
child (Oedipus) and abandons him outdoors to die. (What
could possibly go wrong?) A kindly shepherd rescues the baby,
who grows up to slay the king in a fit of road rage on his way
to destroy the evil Sphinx, a monster blocking the entrance to
the city of Thebes. Oedipus defeats the Sphinx and is declared
king—an honor that involves marrying the queen. Alas, the
queen is Oedipus’s mother. When the royal couple discover
what they have done, she hangs herself, and he pokes out his
eyes. End of story.

Aristotle used Oedipus Rex as a universal template for
storytelling. The essence of drama, he wrote, is action.
Characters, scenery, and moral lessons exist for just one
purpose: to underscore the main action of the story. In an
effective narrative, the main action must attain sufficient
“magnitude,” culminating in dastardly deeds or profound
discoveries. The chicken can’t just cross the road; she needs a
compelling reason to do so (reunite with egg; serve paternity
papers to rooster), and she needs to overcome obstacles along
the way (roadkill, left-turning cyclist, zealous traffic cop).

Stories ask questions and delay the answers. The main
action of any dramatic tale can be phrased as a question (“Will
Oedipus escape his fate?” “Will the chicken deep-fry the rooster
for his crimes?”). Finding out the answer yields a satisfying
ending that completes the action and makes the story whole.

CRISIS CLIMAX

(RESOLUTION)
RISING /\
ACTION

FALLING ACTION

(DENOUEMENT)
EXPOSITION

of Chicago Press, 2011).

LOOKS LIKE A ROLLER COASTER In the words of
Jack Hart, “A true narrative arc sweeps forward
across time, pushing ahead with constant motion.
It looks like a wave about to break, a pregnant
package of stored energy.” Illustration adapted
from Jack Hart, Storycraft: The Complete Guide to
Writing Narrative Nonfiction (Chicago: University
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BEGINNING MIDDLE END

The Sphinx blocking the gates of Thebes asks every traveler
ariddle. She destroys anyone who cannot answer. Here’s the
riddle: “What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs during
the day, and three legs at night?” The answer, replies Oedipus, is
a human being. He crawls as a baby, walks upright as an adult,
and carries a cane in old age. The riddle of the Sphinx divides
human life into three parts: beginning, middle, end.

Action drives stories, and it also drives the design process.
Design makes things happen in the world. The word “action”
is at the heart of “interaction.” “Design” is a verb as well as a
noun. At the start of the creative process, designers ask what a
product or service can do for people—and what people can do
with it. What actions does a product enable? A calendar doesn’t
just list events. It’s a tool for mapping one of life’s most precious
resources. A photo album isn’t just a place to store pictures. It’s
a way to edit and share personal histories.

Like an absorbing story, a well-designed product, place, or
image unfolds over time. It helps us create memories and forge
connections. It contains characters, goals, conflicts, and vivid,
sensory settings. In a crowd-funding pitch for a theft-resistant
bicycle, dramatic camera angles and suspenseful music turn
the bike and its riders into crime-fighting heroes. In a shop
selling sultry dresses and eccentric housewares, soft light and
the scent of nutmeg convey spicy domesticity. Every pie chart,
retail space, food package, and hospital room expresses values
through language and light, color and shape. We touch design
with our minds and bodies. Sound, texture, taste, and smell
prompt our actions and fuel our memories.
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DESIGN IS STORYTELLING

In 1863, the German playwright and novelist
Gustav Freytag created the r (i C

He divided dramatic works into five parts:
exposition, rising action, climax, falling action,
and conclusion or denouement. Freytag’s
up-and-down pattern is often visualized as a
pyramid, placing the climax at the highest point
in the action. This useful diagram is also known
as Freytag’s pyramid or Freytag’s triangle.

CLIMAX

RISING
ACTION

FALLING
ACTION

EXPOSITION DENOUEMENT
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CLIMAX
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THREE LITTLE PIGS Each scene in a story is a smaller arc or
pyramid that contributes to the larger shape of the narrative. In Journey: Storymapping Products That
the story of “The Three Little Pigs,” the first two pigs build flimsy People Love (Brooklyn, NY: Rosenfeld
houses with straw and sticks, and the last pig builds a sturdy Media, 2016).

house with bricks. Each of the houses brings us closer to the

final showdown, when the wolf climbs down the chiminey of the

brick house and falls into the soup pot. The pigs eat the wolf for

dinner and live happily ever after. Wolf illustration by Chanut is

Industries.

READ MORE Donna Lichaw, The User’s
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Narrative Arc

ups anp powns Surging from high to low and back again gives
stories their satisfying sense of completion. Complex narratives
contain stories within stories and conflicts within conflicts.

A narrative begins with an inciting incident or a call
to action. Cinderella gets her call to action when the
king invites every maiden in the land to the royal ball.
If Cinderella went straight to the ball, met the prince,
and got married, there would be no story. If the three
little pigs all built safe, sturdy houses with affordable
mortgage payments in a wolf-free community, there
would be no conflict and no problems to solve.

A full-blown novel or film breaks down into
dozens of smaller scenes and beats. Nearly every
shot in a movie is driven by a goal or intention. In
a well-crafted sentence, the verb pulls the subject
forward. In a product design, every user action—
from logging in to sharing content—is a smaller
scene in a larger narrative.

Design decisions support users’ goals and
intentions. Does a certain color, font, or texture
inspire emotions or trigger a response? Does a
product’s visual and verbal language underscore its
use? Are the required steps clear and engaging?

Many experiences that people enjoy conform to
the pattern of beginning/middle/end. Eating a falafi
sandwich starts with anticipation. The appetite is
stoked by the sight and smell of fried chickpeas
swaddled in bread, sauce, and vegetables. The
experience peaks as the process of eating finally
begins. At last, a heavy gut says, “Stop! It’s over!”
Having sex follows a similar path, reaching a brilliar
high point before drifting into mellow satisfaction.
Untying a beautifully wrapped gift or popping open
a bag of chips signals the beginning of a story. The
rustle of paper and the smell of salty snacks fuel
our desire.

The design of anything from step-by-step
instructions to an enticing headline or an onscreen
menu can initiate a dramatic arc that moves from
low to high, desire to satisfaction. A gentle beep or
a reassuring click tells users an action is complete.
Designers use the rising and falling arc of narrative
emphasize large and small actions.

APPLYING THE
NARRATIVE ARC T0
PRODUCT DESIGN

The Magical WolfCam
and the Big Bad Wolf

Pig installs a
Magical WolfCam.

Pig is constantly
pestered and
harassed by Wolf.

Wolf shows up
huffing and
puffing in Pig’s
driveway.

The WolfCam
blasts a magical
sound.

h The magical sound
turns Wolf into a

tiny mouse.

Pig is forever free of
wolves. But now, he
has a mouse problem.

ACT 1 Action

F00D AND SEX—
PLEASURE CYCLES

FOOD PLEASURE CYCLE

see,

smell,
salivate

chew,
swallow,
taste fullness

PLEASURE

WANTING LIKING LEARNING/
GATIETY

SEX PLEASURE CYCLE

PLEASURE

refraction

WANTING LIKING LEARNING/
SATIETY

PLEASURE SCIENCE Brain activity rises, peaks, and falls during a good meal
or a sexual encounter. This pattern resembles the rising and falling action
in a story. Charts adapted from Morten L. Kringelbach, Alan Stein, and

Tim J. Hartevelt, “The functional neuroanatomy of food pleasure cycles,”
Physiology and Behavior 106 (2012): 307-316; and J.R. Georgiadis and M.

L. Kringelbach, “The human sexual response cycle: Brain imaging evidence
linking sex to other pleasures,” Progress in Neurobiology 98 (2012): 49-81.

25
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DESIGN IS STORYTELLING

TOOL

Hero’s Journey

The circular pattern of the hero’s journey
occurs in tales across history, from Homer’s
Odyssey to Star Wars and Mad Max: Fury
Road. A call to adventure draws the hero
away from ordinary life. Aided by a mentor, a
sidekick, or a wise guide, the hero crosses the
threshold into the unknown. In The Wizard
of Oz, Dorothy searches for a better existence
in the Emerald City. She finds a magic pair

of shoes, attracts a band of helpers, battles
villains, and ultimately finds what she is
looking for back in the place she started. She
goes home to Kansas with new knowledge.

ROUND AND ROUND Joseph Campbell traced the hero’s journ
in his famous book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, publishe
in 1949. He applied the concept of the circular path to
numerous examples from world literature. The hero’s journey
typically includes a call to adventure, the aid of a helper, and
descent into a strange new place—often a “green world” suc
as an Edenic garden or Emerald City. Illustration by

Chris Fodge.

ACT 1 Action
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DESIGN IS STORYTELLING

ENTER THE LABYRINTH With its affordable meals and daycare services,
an IKEA store can keep an entire family busy for hours. Some
shoppers love the store so much, they come and spend the night

in the bedding department.

Yet despite the big blue store’s popular products
and remarkable amenities, sometimes an IKEA
store feels like a maze, designed to trap and
confuse hapless shoppers. A hero on a quest for a
desk chair must endure a gauntlet of living room
vignettes and kitchen scenarios before finding

the office section. An IKEA store is not, however,
amaze. It’s a labyrinth! A maze is a puzzle with
hidden turns and dead ends where a wanderer
could be lost forever. A labyrinth is a fixed path,
designed to carry a person along a controlled
journey with a clear beginning and end. Labyrinths
have existed in Catholic churches since the Middle
Ages. They were invented for meditative purposes,
allowing a worshipper to walk in prayer for a

great distance within a small space. A labyrinth

is designed to be disorienting, but because it
provides a single route, the wanderer will never be
truly lost.

MAZE Puzzle designed to confuse

Architect Alan Penn explains that an IKEA stor
establishes a guided route that visitors are more
or less compelled to follow. After passing througt
the portal of the Entrance Lobby, shoppers ascen
into the Showroom, where miniature rooms entic:
them to imagine their own homes transformed int
compact paradises of modern efficiency. The herc
takes notes along the way, collecting locations
for items that must be retrieved downstairs in the
Warehouse Area. Before reaching the Warehouse,
however, the hero must pass through the vast
Market Hall, stocked with ready-to-grab kitchen
wares and bed linens. At this point, shoppers find
themselves suddenly free to put away their tiny
pencils and fill their carts with merchandise in a fi
of grab-and-go consumption.

o

A

LABYRINTH Long, guided path

Ordinary World
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Hero’s Journey

GuIDED PATH A ViSit to a mall or supermarket can be as a harrowing
as the road to Oz. Shopping malls are common triggers for
anxiety and panic attacks. Even a normal visit can leave a traveler
burdened with credit card debt and dubious treasures.

Going to the mall with companions can ease
the trauma, unless one is escorted by a bored
boyfriend or a pack of angry toddlers instead of
atin man and a cowardly lion.

In the typical American grocery store, fresh
food occupies the edge of the store (meat, dairy,
produce, bakery, and prepared foods). Food
activist Michael Pollan warns the intrepid traveler
to stay at the green edge of the store as much as
possible. However, to find a package of quinoa or
gummy bears, you will have to venture deep inside
what grocery executives call the center store,
stocked with shelf after shelf of brightly colored
cans, bags, and boxes.

Exhibition designers also grapple with guiding
visitors along a path. In their pioneering work
“Fundamentals of Exhibition Design” (1939),
Bauhaus veterans Herbert Bayer and Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy explain how to create a guided
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path through a series of galleries. At the time,
museums typically were designed as boxy rooms
connected by symmetrical doorways. Although
plans designed with this traditional central axis
seem calm and orderly, Bayer and Moholy-Nagy
found—surprisingly—that halls with asymmetric:
openings actually move people along in a more
controlled way.

Bayer and Moholy-Nagy advocated a
multisensory, multimedia approach to exhibition
design, employing graphic arrows, phonographic
recordings, and mechanized “moving carpets”
to move people through space. Today, curators
and exhibition designers continue to use signage,
lighting, sound, barriers, and distinctive
landmarks to compel visitors to follow a linear
narrative. At the end of the labyrinth, they will
often find a gift shop.

ODYSSEY OF THE SUPERMARKET The healthier food in a
supermarket is concentrated around the edges of the store,
while processed foods dominate the center. Many fresh foods
require refrigeration and access to kitchen areas, which make
it economical for stores to keep those goods in the outer zone
Illustration by Jennifer Tobias.

READ MORE Herbert Bayer and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy,
“Fundamentals of Exhibition Design,” The New York Public
Library Digital Collections, 1939-12-1940-01; Alan Penn, “The
Complexity of the Elementary Interface: Shopping Space,”
University College London; Michael Pollan, Food Rules: An
Eater’s Manual (New York: Penguin Books, 20009); Michael
Powell, “All Lost in the Supermarket,” Limn, Issue Four: Food
Infrastructures (May 2014). http://limn.it/all-lost-in-the-
supermarket/; accessed June 12, 2016.
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EXHIBITION
JOURNEY

SYMMETRY VS. ASYMMETRY Classical _
museum buildings feature halls that
lead into each other with symmetrically / i i A
placed doorways. Although the floor plan B /
looks orderly, visitors don’t know where o I
to go first when they enter a new gallery. .
Asymmetrical openings allow curators to Sl L\ 4 /
control the narrative. S e R

0DD-SHAPED ROOMS Exhibition designers
use barriers and wall graphics to move
visitors through an assortment of odd
rooms.

ONE PATH, ONE STORY Curators and
lesigners can sometimes produce a
inified experience by creating a simple
and unambigous path. This may not be
Ihe most satisfying experience for visitors.




FAST FOOD DRAMA SCHOOL
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CHIPOTLE

MAPPING A SERVICE Any product or service has a plot. Designers
ask, “What is the desired action? How does the user complete
the action?” People go to a restaurant not just for the food, but
for a satisfying experience. At Chipotle, guests participate in a
drama. The process is active and transparent. At McDonald’s,

uuuuuu S S1unYIELLING

seo

MCDONALD'S

customers wait in line to order and then wait in line again to pic
up food. Food is prepared in the background by servers who
don’t communicate directly with customers. A palpable sense o
passive waiting clouds the experience.

TOoOL Action

Hero’s Journey
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nesTAURANT As THEATER Designing a fast-food business involves more
than figuring out what food to serve. It requires architecture,
Interiors, logos, packaging, menus, social media strategies, and
wiys to move customers in and out of the store.

\ visit to a fast-food restaurant is an adventure in
(lesign and branding. The intrepid hero seeking
tintenance waits in line, orders a dish, and pays
the bill. Sound, materials, and graphics add
ilmosphere and build dramatic tension. The store
layout supplies a consistent pattern of action.

Al the burrito-bowl purveyor Chipotle,
ustomers participate in constructing the meal. As
they select beans, cheese, and four kinds of salsa
(o fill their cardboard vessels, they take part in an
ittive drama. Price lists and calorie counts build
cimotional tension. The process is transparent
rather than hidden, allowing them to witness the
fuod they are about to eat while absorbing the

ound, sight, and smell of meat sizzling in the
hiackyround. By the time they reach the register,
their food is ready to go. Chips, drinks, and
fuacamole complicate the final reckoning.

Ior contrast, imagine a trip to McDonald’s.
Lustomers wait in line, tell the cashier what they

i, pay their bill, and then wait again. They
iy not be sure where to wait—there’s no clearly
ldinated spot, just a huddled mass of other
titomers with hunger in their hearts and receipts
[ their hands. They never interact with the people
hoprepare their food—these employees are
ity in the middle ground or hidden away in
1 iochanized netherworld. This disconnected
neither empowers customers to serve
henelves nor involves them in a satisfying

action. The McDonald’s user flow is convenient for
McDonald’s but not especially pleasing to patrons,
while the flow at Chipotle is fun and engaging.
Dozens of restaurants in the “fast casual”
market segment—from the salad chain Chopt
to the Korean diner Korilla—have embraced a
transparent and engaging process similar to
Chipotle’s. Some restaurants have concierges to
help customers through the process, keeping the
line moving while keeping the process interesting.
Meanwhile, as these more personal fast-food
experiences become popular, customers are also
seeking radically impersonal services—choosing
to order online and pick up food or have it
delivered with as little human contact as possible.
Services like Seamless and Deliveroo cater to this
ATM model of food service, while delivery-only
restaurants have become another business model.
Every brand tells a story about a business,
product, service, or place. Chipotle’s Mexican-
themed interiors underscore the adventure of
ordering food. Room dividers and trash kiosks
made from corrugated metal suggest low-cost
construction in a Mexican village. In many Chipotle
outlets, loud music, hard surfaces, and narrow
stools encourage people to eat quickly or carry
their food out the door. Whereas soft chairs and
WiFi in a coffee shop encourage longer visits—and
a second cup of joe—Chipotle has little to gain
from slowing down the pace.

Where must we go, we who wander this wasteland,
n search of our better selves? v mwax: FURY ROAD, GEORGE MILLER, DIRECTOR
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Storyboard

Telling stories with a sequence of images is an
invaluable skill not only for filmmakers, comic
book artists, and graphic novelists, but for any
designer working with time and interactivity.
The purpose of a storyboard is to explain
action with a concise series of pictures. To
construct a storyboard, designers plan the arc
of a narrative and decide how to summarize
the story in a limited number of frames.

How does the story begin and end? What is
the setting? Where are the story’s points of
greatest intensity? Do characters or other
objects walk, run, or roll into the scene—or do
they magically appear in a blast of confetti?
Storyboards for animations or videos indicate
camera movements in addition to plot points.

Illustration by Hayelin Choi
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DESIGNING A saTIsFvING sTory There is a famous joke that is funny
because it refuses to be funny: “Why did the chicken cross the road?
To get to the other side.” We expect a punch line, but all we getisa
mundane activity lacking any compelling motivation or outcome.

In a satisyfing narrative, the main action is
signficant or noteworthy, yielding a transformation
or shift in the world of the story. The character can
change, or she can change the people or events
around her. By solving an important problem, the
character sees herself in a new way.

A satisfying story includes conflict and
suspense. Questions create uncertainty, making
readers curious. The story is the process of
answering the question and resolving the
uncertainty. If the answer comes too easily, the
story is dull. Stories thrive on obstacles, delays,
and moments of revelation. A story is a winding
path, not a straight and efficient line.

Like stories, many jokes function by flipping our
understanding of an initial situation. The set up
puts a picture in our minds; the punch line shatters
that picture. Woody Allen recounts this joke in his
movie Annie Hall: “A guy walks into a psychiatrist’s
office and says, hey doc, my brother’s crazy! He
thinks he’s a chicken. Then the doc says, why
don’t you turn him in? Then the guy says, | would
but I need the eggs.” The punch line changes the
premise implied in the set up.

Storyboards are tools for planning the
transformative action of a story. In a few simple
frames, a good storyboard expresses a progression
from beginning to middle to end. It conveys an
intriguing path and a signifcant change. It indicates
necessary details and the point of view of each
scene (near or far, first person or third person).
Learning to tell a story in six frames is a good way
to master the essential elements of narrative form.

READ MORE Uri Shulevitz, Writing with Pictures:
How to Write and fllustrate Children’s Books (New
York: Watson-Guptill, 1985).

Ingredients of a Story

ARc The action has a beginning, middle, and end.

CHANGE The action transforms a character or situation.

THEME The action conveys a greater purpose or meaning.

COHERENCE The action builds on concrete, relevant details.

PLAUSIBILTY The action is believable, following its own rules.

Here’s the beginning of a story: “Chicken steps
into the road, and a truck approaches from the
distance.” What happens next?

1. MAGIC CHICKEN In this version of the story, a magic balloon
lifts Chicken to safety. The magic balloon is a cheap way to sol
the story’s central problem. Using it requires no skill or ingenu
from our hero (or from the storyteller). It’s also implausible.
An inflated blob of latex wouldn’t move quickly enough to save
Chicken from a speeding truck. Even fantasy tales should mes}
with our basic expectations about physics.

2. DEAD CHICKEN The truck hits Chicken. End of story. This
turn of events—dramatic as it is—fails to quench our thirst for
meaning. The dead bird is not only a defeated protagonist but
also a passive one. She hasn’t completed the story’s action,
and she hasn’t controlled her own destiny. Furthermore, she is
carrying around a useless and redundant fish. This “red herring
adds neither action nor meaning to the narrative.

3. TOUGH CHICKEN This is the best version of the story. Here,
Chicken is an active character, shaping the course of events.
At the beginning, she appears to be a solitary, oblivious bird
adrift in a dangerous world. When she halts traffic and guides t
baby chicks to safety, she becomes a player on a bigger stage
and contributes to the social good. The action yields a greater
purpose or theme, altering our initial assumptions.

Illustrations by Jennifer Tobias
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DESIGN IS STORYTELLING

THINKING wWiTH sTorvBoARDS Designers use storyboards to communicate
their ideas to clients and collaborators. Designers also use narrative
illustrations to think through a problem, sketch ideas, and empathize
with users as they confront everyday challenges.

Storyboards are a crucial tool in the human-
centered practice of industrial designer Mengyan
Li. She starts her design process by searching for
“problems and opportunities” that involve users
in personal situations. To brainstorm product
concepts for cyclists, Li imagined situations where
people get frustrated trying to bring their bikes
ona car or bus trip. Li says, “Storytelling is the
most effective tool to make audiences enjoy a
presentation, make them patient and curious to
accept an idea, help them better understand an
instruction, and keep them awake in lectures.
People love cute stuff.” Her storyboards convey the
emotional quality of a user’s experience.

In addition to creating illustrations of people
interacting with a product in a physical context,
designers produce storyboards to plan the actior
that take place on a digital screen when a produc
is being used. The storyboards created by user
experience designers range from simple, black-
and-white wireframes to fully developed flats,
which represent a product’s visual language in
rich detail. Wireframes or flats often follow the
sequence of a user’s journey, from an “inciting
incident” or call to action (the event that triggers
engaging with the product) through a series of
steps required to successfully achieve a goal or
complete an action.
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Let’s Plant!
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Did you do what

Nour willflower is ready
you wanted yourself to do?

1o be planted!

( Plant

| probably shouldn’t...” Plant seed and

tence “Iwill________
because I want___."

, or happi-
McGonigal)

WILLFLOWER %

sprout for 10 seconds

while doing a calming,

simple exercise.

Foot-in-the-door (FITD) is a Variable re
folart plantinga  ——— Users fills in the sen- a 1 ecogniz

Ask if user achieved goal.
"

Nice! You are one step
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WILLELOWER

You've successfully sprouted
your willflower!

. Congratulations!
here! Your willpower is stronger!

watch it > Encourage user to a\{oid
the impulse for 10 min-
utes. Countdown starts.
Close app.

You'll get it next time. It

closer to your goal. Plant
your Willflower. The flower
blooms when planted.

gets easier. You can still
plant your Willflower, but
it will not bloom.

PLOT, CHARACTER, AND SETTING These poignant and appealing
storyboards depict frustrating situations for cyclists. Each

story brings us into a scene infused with real emotional
consequences. A cyclist going to work can’t get on the bus

because there isn’t enough room for her bike. Three friends
enjoying a ride in the country meet another friend in a car. The
driver wants to take everyone to the lake—but the car’s trunk
is too small for all the bikes. Illustrations by Mengyan Li.

P

uucT pPROTOTYPE Willflower is a product designed to help
ple strengthen their willpower by taking brief, cons‘!dered
vhen facing a temptation, such as ordering a sl{ce of
i peeking impulsively at Facebook. To develop Willflower,

Variable

think
er. B

ontrol, and
McGonigal)

101 Louisa Liu researched the psychology of impulse
10l and she evaluated existing apps. Each time users seek
trenpthen their willpower with the product, they plant a
iIllower™ in their garden. If the user avoids temptation for ten
the flower blooms. The beautiful and varied flowers
(epeat visits. Liu's sequence of flats reflects her user
inap, which is annotated with insights from her research.
iype designed and illustrated by Louisa Liu.

Tag trigger. Optional body/
stress/sleep check-in.

“Poor diet, negative emotions,
chronic pain and illness, stressful
physical environments, lack of

sleer stress reduce
willpower.” (Kelly McGonigal)
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Rule of Threes

Three is a magic number. Groups of three
appear in life, literature, and product
marketing: three wishes, three pigs, three
smartphone plans. A simple task has three
€asy steps, and a story has three basic

parts: beginning, middle, end. Writers and
comedians use the rule of threes to create
lists whose last item is unexpected, as in
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” or
“sex, drugs, and rock 'n roll.” In each of these
phrases, the last element breaks the pattern
set in motion by the first two. Designers use
three-part structures to construct stories and
interactions that surprise and satisfy.
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MATTRESS

FOR BREAKFAST

Casper

= 7= ! THE PERFECT
=, N MATTRESS
“ )\\ FOR GETTING
) YOUR FREAK ON
f\\ 7 B | LT AN || | “supwar-
= W 3 X
G = B
? "z N \\
(T NIR
J\\\\\:,‘ NER

Casper

THE PERFECT
MATTRESS
FOR FINDING
YOUR CENTER

rrrrrrr WITH CODE “SUBWAY"

) 0 >/// (==
g @w)\\\\ \u\\\\%

Casper

THE PERFECT
MATTRESS
FOR FACING

YOUR DEMONS

{1n 1 -PANEL STORIES This illustrated subway campaign features

Iy encounters with Casper, a mail-order mattress. Each story
i~ hiilt around a familiar phrase, such as “breakfast in bed” or

your demons.” The story unfolds in three simple drawings.

the hinal frame reveals a twist or surprise that makes the story

iy, Campaign designed by Red Antler. Illustrations by Tomi Um.




Rule of Threes

DLCIaIN 10 O IURT IELLING

OnE, Two, three Next time you see a three-step guide to downloading
anapp or activating a product, look closer to find out if the number
really matches up with the process. The seductive power of three

olten masks a longer set of tasks.

Breaking down a process into three basic steps
tells users that an action is easy to learn and
quick to complete: “Ready, set, g0.” A three-

step sequence—annotated with big numbers or
graphic icons—depicts a narrative arc that ramps
up quickly and yields a satisfying conclusion. Four
steps can also feel compact and accessible, but
more than four suggests a process that demands a
bigger commitment.

Consider a recipe for scrambled eggs. Ifyou
start by explaining how to crack an egg, and
gradually build up to finding a pan and turning on
the stove, you will soon be telling a very long tale
indeed. If you make a few assumptions, however,
about what people might reasonably know about
<itchens and eggs, you could easily create a three-
step algorithm for the novice egg-scrambler.
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ZGINNING MIDDLE END

'ESKTOP DRAMA The simple interaction of deleting computer
les employs animation and sound to grant the user magical
relings of power and dominion in a world of fictional folders

nd virtual trashcans. Describing an action in three steps makes
follow a simple story arc. Designer Andrew Peters imagined
ternative endings to the familiar story of tossing desktop files
1to a trashcan.

It’s not so easy to bake a soufflé or build a
space ship. Designers sometimes merge smaller
tasks into bigger ones to put users at ease. That’s
okay, as long as you don’t cause confusion about
what the task requires.

In addition to depicting a basic story arc,
threes can be powerful memory aids. Writers
know this when they construct a punchy list that
ends with a bang (“the butcher, the baker, the
candlestick maker”). Information designers break
down phone numbers and credit card numbers
into chunks of three or four to make them easier
to remember. Many screenplays are structured in
three acts, and many restaurant meals have three
courses. Apps and websites often offer users three
choices at key points of engagement, such as
“Enroll,” “Log In,” and “Ask Me Later.”
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{HIEE STEPS, THREE CHOICES It takes courage to buy stuff.
opicting a process in three steps makes it look pa‘inless, and
inany digital forms offer just three options. According to sqme
i oarch studies, people who are faced with too many choices
iy be less inclined to make any decision at all. “The Tyranny
ol ( hoice,” The Economist, December 16, 2010, http://www.
«ronomist.com/node/17723028; accessed July 29, 2017.

CHOICE ARCHITECTURE Designing the conditions in which
individuals make decisions is called choice architecture. Users
tend to choose defaults, such as pre-checked boxes. Thus .
designers and other choice architects should carefully co.nS|der
what defaults to present. Richard Thaler, Cass R. Sunstein, and
Sean Pratt, Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth,
and Happiness (London: Penguin Books, 2009).





