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CHAPTER 3Storyboarding for Al Projects
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From ancient Egypt (see Figure 3.1) to modern-day advertising and comics, Words + Picture = Greater
Impact.
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In Al projects, we use storyboarding to effectively tell our story, ensure it is viable and will deliver the
projected benefit, and communicate the nascent project’s UX vision to users and stakeholders.
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Why Bother with a Storyboard?
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You might be tempted to say, “Why do | need a storyboard in the first place? Can't | just have a list of
requirements?”
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Let me tell you a short story about the “Mental Health Assistant” app, which will help demonstrate the
storyboard’s immediate utility for your next Al-driven project.
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Much has been made recently about LLM’s seeming helpfulness in the mental health field (1). However,
many questions remain, including the central question: How far should the LLM service be pushed in this
highly delicate arena that relies heavily on empathy and understanding of the experience of a fellow human
being? Imagine the following use case:
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While this may seem somewhat viable written out, look at a visual storyboard for this use case sketched
using sticky notes, shown in Figure 3.2.
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Looking at the storyboard, does that seem like a viable product? Would you trust your kid’s mental health to

this app? Probably not. Because this storyboard fails to connect the dots on how the benefit of “feeling better”
would be delivered.
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A storyboard is essential for analyzing Al-driven use cases because it makes any gaps, inconsistencies, or
nonsense in your story stand out much more than a simple written statement.
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Now let's try a different twist on the Mental Health Assistant use case:
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Figure 3.3 shows a visual storyboard for this use case sketched using sticky notes. It is immediately apparent
that this use case is more realistic and will likely resonate with customers.

ZEAEE "EERARER ) N T KEARER ) ZBENEE c BERRBAR—FEERYET - B
BERTUEFEEYREREN - HEEBBA - AEHNERE - BRYUESNKEMKN - FHIE -
BERBRIUAZ—EETERZAHEN LLM 2R -

Most people understand the gulf that exists between deep clinical depression and mild social anxiety.
Depression is a disease—it requires serious attention. A depressed person may need to have medication to
help with their symptoms. With deep depression, the consequences of getting the treatment wrong may be
catastrophic. Depression treatment is not the ideal case to be wholly entrusted to nascent LLMs.
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On the other hand, mild social anxiety that needs a bit of encouragement and a gentle reminder about the
personal goal of being more open to romance (perhaps set by the users themselves) is a much more realistic
use case for Al. In this case, LLM interaction can have lots of upside, but any downside we can imagine
would be considerably less severe. (We will discuss assigning value to Al-driven outcomes in Chapter 5,
“Value Matrix—Al Accuracy is Bullshit. Here’s What UX Must Do About It.” See more about the ethical use of
Al in Part 4, “Bias and Ethics.”)
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Many Al projects don’t succeed because they fail to frame the problem correctly, resulting in a lack of
demand for their product or service. If you cannot tell a compelling story, you don’t have a chance.
Storyboards can help you solve this problem even before you invest time and effort into your design.
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For the remainder of this chapter, we will focus on best practices of using a storyboard to tell a compelling
story for your Al-driven use case.
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How to Create a Storyboard
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Creating a storyboard for your Al project is meant to be simple. However, like many other “simple” things, a
storyboard, while not complicated, is actually fairly sophisticated. | dedicated Part 2 of my fourth book, The $1
Prototype: A Modern Approach to Mobile UX Design and Rapid Innovation (2), to explain the process in detail
and give many fine examples from real-life applications. For this chapter, | will quickly review the material in
my $1 Prototype book and focus on the specific adjustments you need to make to your storyboards to make
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them work best for Al projects.
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A typical storyboard is made up of six components:
« #1735 ( Establishing shot )

« Establishing shot

« Y ( Things )

 Things

« A% ( People)

* People

- lElR1E ( Faces)

* Faces

 #15 ( Transitions )

* Transitions

45 ( Conclusion )

» Conclusion
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Let’s review each of these components.

#2155 ( Establishing Shot )
Establishing Shot
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The establishing shot is your opening slide—the way you set the scene and place the protagonist and the
reader into the environment where the story happens. It's always worth spending just a bit more time on this
first panel.
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If you get stuck while drawing your storyboard, my advice is to focus on the establishing shot and spend as
much time as you need to immerse yourself in the situation. You will naturally move on to the next panel
when you are ready.
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In our “Mental Health Assistant” storyboard, we open the story at the Coffee Nerd café, shown in Figure 3.4.



B 3.5 hER Y ESARMSRENAF (ZICHPOHE - ERABRTHARE L - URAREN—
ERIEERNL ) -

A few more examples of different opening shots (a busy downtown corner, on the steps of a large bank, and
a relaxing walk in a park) are shown in Figure 3.5.
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Things
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Things include inanimate objects in your storyboard: buildings, furniture, gadgets, etc. Things are not hard to

draw—if you can draw a box and a circle, you can draw almost any gadget known to humankind (see Figure
3.6).
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Take a moment to practice and see if you can draw a computer and a phone. (If you really want a challenge,
try drawing a bicycle—it's harder than it looks!)

A4 ( People)



People
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People are important. People and their actions are what make the storyboard go. However, they are kind of a
pain to draw for most folks, even if you've been specially trained in figure drawing.
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That is why | highly recommend drawing stick-figure people. It's easy and fast, and it doesn’t interfere with
the meaning in any way. In fact, it often makes it easier for the reader to mentally place themselves into the
action. Quality is a double-edged sword. My own drawings tend to be quite basic, but therein lies the
redeeming lack of quality—they are clearly a work in progress, and minute differences are noticed less. Thus,
the reader is more focused on the story itself. To put it another way, the quality of the drawing must match the
level of certainty of the project. We are far from being certain this app is worth doing at all at this point, so
lower quality is actually preferred because it focuses the mind on the story the drawing represents and not on
the drawing itself.
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If you want to get fancier when drawing people, try the box or starfish variations shown in Figure 3.7.
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Starfish, in particular, are easy and fun to draw and have become a perennial favorite of sketch note artists
working live with large poster boards. When drawing in starfish style, keep your hand loose and make broad,
sweeping strokes. Add the head at the very end. With a bit of practice, you should be able to duplicate a
variety of dynamic business-relevant poses. Whatever style you choose comes down to personal preference.
Any embellishments are strictly optional; if you prefer to “stick” to basic stick figures, they work just fine.
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After people, one of the hardest things to draw is facial expressions. One pro tip from Ken Cheng’s book, See
What | Mean? (3) that | use all the time is to add eyebrows to your stick-figure drawings of faces. Eyebrows
help quickly and easily distinguish between subtle variations of expressions, such as surprise-good versus
surprise-bad and satisfied versus indifferent (see Figure 3.8).
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Transitions
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In his seminal book, Making Comics, Scott McCloud recognized six types of transitions. In the UX for Al
storyboards, we are mainly concerned with the following four types:

« BERIFNE ( Action-to-Action ) : E—EF L EEENFRNZIR

« Action-to-Action: Shows the same subject in a series of actions

« FA2EIERS ( Subject-to-Subject ) : E—SRPEEREAREHREYH

« Subject-to-Subject: A series of changing subjects within a scene
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« Scene-to-Scene: Transitions across significant distances in time and/or space
« E58F| Al ( Subject-to-Al) : X881 Al BEHWEIES

 Subject-to-Al: When the subject is interacting with an Al
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Each type of transition introduces a particular effect in your story, which | will demonstrate using the “Mental
Health Assistant” storyboard we discussed previously (see Figure 3.3).
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The Action-to-Action transition shown in Figure 3.9 is your basic everyday bread-and-butter default. In the
“Mental Health Assistant” storyboard discussed previously, we can consider the transition from the
establishing shot to the young man drinking coffee a typical “Action-to-Action” transition.
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Another example of this type of transition might be when the young man finally gets the courage to introduce
himself to the young woman, as shown in Figure 3.10.
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In both cases, the “action” part of the transition is the action taken by the protagonist to advance the story.
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Subject-to-Subject transition is when the camera pans between two faces. In this case, if you had a panel of
a young man sitting alone drinking coffee and one of the young woman drinking coffee at a different table,
this might be considered a Subject-to-Subject transition, as shown in Figure 3.11.
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| omitted the panel of the woman sitting alone from the original storyboard because it did not add much to the
story. Keep the story brief and to the point—4—6 panels are ideal.
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Scene-to-Scene transitions are useful when events occur “later,” in parallel, or in another place. For example,
in our storyboard, we can easily imagine that the young couple going into the sunset with a heart balloon in
hand happened a short while later: after all, coffee shops do not usually sell heart-shaped balloons (see
Figure 3.12).
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Scene-to-Scene transitions are the only legitimate use of captions in UX storyboards. Any other use of
captions is a cop-out, as narration yanks the reader out of the story. Make the effort to use actions, facial
expressions, and dialogue to move the story forward.

FI‘I“@?U Al BEERIEEN—ERFKBERN - HRIEE Al BHERMNDEPHIR - RO/ LUE Al
BRI SEES—E " Eie, - & TOEEREE ) HEE - TAEMR A

E’\J TR, (Al - BEFH EEEZERCBENREMER ) ZBETIR - 2R EET Al

B (RE313) -

Subject-to-Al is a special case of the Subject-to-Subject transition that comes into play specifically in creating
storyboards for Al-driven projects. You can think of Al simply as another “subject” in the story. In the “Mental
Health Assistant” storyboard, the transition between the face of the protagonist and the “face” of Al (in this
case, a vague suggestion of a customized checklist on his cell phone) provides a typical example of a
Subject-to-Al transition (see Figure 3.13).
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Literature, movies, and popular culture provide numerous and versatile examples of Al-driven subjects,
ranging anywhere from giant planet-sized Al (Matrioshka Brain (4)) to humanoid robots (Terminator) to
Al-driven spaceships and habitats (HAL-9000, Star Trek’s computer) to disembodied Als that live in the
alternate dimensions (the Hyperion Cantos books by Dan Simmons, Ghost in a Shell anime). For your
storyboard, pick whatever Al representation feels most appropriate for your project. Personally, | prefer to
imagine my Al representations in the style of the Lost in Space Jupiter 2's B-9 environmental control robot
famous for its (his?) profound grasp of the obvious: “Danger, Will Robinson, Danger!” (see Figure 3.14).
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The beauty of the “Danger Will Robinson, Danger” Robot as an Al mental model for your designs is that it
pretty much applies to most manifestations of our modern state of consumer Al products. Figure 3.15 shows
the same storyboard featuring Amazon Alexa.
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Note the use of the establishing shot of the tentacle monster to set the scene and the effective use of
eyebrows to communicate what Will is feeling in each panel.
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Did you notice? | shamelessly reused our sticky notes to create a different storyboard! Yes, that is precisely
why we do this with sticky notes. No, there are no prizes for redrawing the whole thing for the 15th time. Or
for free-handing your drawings. | use coins and office junk to draw circles and a ruler (or a pack of sticky
notes in a pinch) to draw straight lines. As a designer, you owe it to your team to be efficient with your time
and other people’s money.
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For more nerdy UX fun, | highly recommend the book Make It So: Interaction Design Lessons from Science
Fiction, by Nathan Shedroff and Christopher Noessel (5). (Chris was also kind enough to provide an
awesome perspective on Al ethics, which you can enjoy in Chapter 22, “Al Ethics.”)

D iEAS R ( Conclusion )
Storyboard Conclusion
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Arguably, the most important panel is the last one: the Conclusion. The conclusion is where the hero/heroine
rides into the sunset with the girl (or a couch) of their dreams. The conclusion is also where the projected
benefit of the Al-driven solution is revealed so the reader can evaluate if the story “holds together” and is
likely to produce the desired outcome. Recall the initial incarnation of the “Mental Health Assistant” app
earlier in the chapter and how that “I feel so much better!” outcome (a maniacal happy grin) did not follow
from the rest of the story (see Figure 3.16).
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In contrast, in our later version of the “Mental Health Assistant” story, the “payoff’ of two people finding a
romantic connection after striking up a casual conversation in a coffee shop fits in well with a standard
modern liberal democratic Western narrative of how a heterosexual couple is supposed to hit it off (see
Figure 3.17).
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Note that this familiar scenario might look quite foreign to people from other cultures, as Sapiens by Yuval

Noah Harari points out so eloquently (6). In your storyboard, consider the culture and people you are
designing for.
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One of my favorite examples showcasing the importance of dialing the appropriate “Natural Bang” in the
Conclusion panel is a storyboard | once made for an online bill pay company. The product manager insisted
that the Conclusion panel show the protagonist “overjoyed beyond measure and dancing a jig” after he paid
his bills online.
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I told him that it's much more realistic that the hero of our story is “simply satisfied with how our online service
reduced the hassle of bill paying,” so “now he has time to go outside and play frisbee with his dog"—a much
more realistic scenario. The rest of the team approved of my version. To my utter astonishment, the ad for
the new bill pay service featured the protagonist smiling and nodding at the computer, with the camera next




showing him outside throwing a frisbee to his dog.
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For your Conclusion panel, focus on making the magnitude of the payoff look realistic. Focus on the feeling
and have the reader interpret the extent of the monetary value provided by the solution. This makes your
storyboard an ideal conversation starter for stakeholder conversations, user research, and occasionally even
marketing and sales materials!
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Storyboarding for Al
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In addition to the specialized Subject-to-Al transitions, the most significant change to drawing Al storyboards
is the increased focus on the “what” and “why” of the story and the intentional omission of much of the
interface detail. Now that Al is actively integrated into various everyday objects, multiple implementation
options are widely available to UX designers, involving a combination of smart gadgets, smart everyday
objects (such as cars), Al agents, etc. Avoid being too prescriptive early in your project to maintain your
team’s creativity.
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It's important to be brief and omit extra panels or anything that might limit the team’s imagination when
creating Al-driven use case storyboards. Use abstract representations whenever possible, but also ensure
that your story hangs together well. It's a balance.
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Consider a simple Al-driven product case study: “Answer Phone While Driving.” First, let’s review how a
typical experience might look today (see Figure 3.18).
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In this “current experience” storyboard:
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 The protagonist is driving the car, and listening to music. (Maybe “The Final Countdown"? That's a fine
song. Very apropos.)
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« Suddenly, a phone call comes in on his watch, indicated by those two tiny buttons.

« EREP—E/NEE - thSIERAEE LB - BREREFE -
« To hit one of these tiny buttons, he has to take his eyes off the road and look at his watch.
s RERMES T -
» Which leads to a disaster.
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Instead, let us now reimagine how this experience might look if Tony Stark (a.k.a. Iron Man) were to design it

“Al-first.” In our revised story, our Al-driven wearable would act more like Jarvis, the Al in the Ironman suit,
and not like a thoughtless distracting toy (see Figure 3.19).
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In the new version of the same story:
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 The protagonist is driving a car with both hands on the wheel (and eyes on the road!).

« TAWEI—ERE - (FTREEAMRER—RAMEANERASHTEANIRRRE - BEE
ZE A I0E - )
» The protagonist receives an incoming phone call. (Note the abstract representation of that, as we don’t

know precisely how an incoming phone call will be indicated to the user, but it should be in some
non-distracting way.)
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* The protagonist responds using natural language: “Sorry, | can't talk—I'm driving. I'm in traffic, and it's

raining! I'll call you back.” (Note that there are no other prompts or Al invocations—the protagonist is
simply talking naturally.) Again, hands are firmly on the wheel and eyes on the road.

c EWBERTATREENN  BREZEZE - BIRGEHETS -

» The Conclusion panel shows the protagonist calling the person back after presumably arriving safely at
their destination.

SRR Al
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The new Al-driven product storyboard is brief. It leaves some things (like how the phone call is
communicated) to the reader’s imagination and further research. However, it also provides a tangible solution
to a real problem—distracted driving—using a better UX design and existing Al capabilities, such as
voice-to-text.

BAR - EELLHRNSE  ERE2ATERERMNMRN ; EREWA—HHE/NS | FLBEER
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Note that in the revised story, the Conclusion slide does not reveal a grand revelation or glorious
accomplishment; it simply describes the everyday act of arriving safely at your destination. This is realistic
and works well when juxtaposed with the original storyboard, which showcases a tragic outcome.

o
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Pen or pencil? Throughout the chapter, we've given you several examples of each. | advise that unless you
are really excellent at drawing, there is not much to gain by forgoing the eraser. Unless maybe you are
allergic to rubber or graphite. Or have a serious masochistic streak. (Then again, I've written six books, so
who am | to judge others for being suckers for punishment ...)

I EEE
Final Thoughts

c AEBEAHEADEANENR - BEM AR L —ERER Al &S ZERNEFHNE -
* Not everyone can be a great artist. But anyone can tell a great story about an Al-driven product.
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« For best results, balance abstractions and realism to tell a compelling story by showing minimal
Al-driven interface in your storyboard.

 MRMEAREE - SLEEE "9, EFRE (PINSEM - F5 - WREE ) - XERAZTZHH
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« If you are having trouble drawing people, focus on drawing things (e.g., computers, phones, bicycles) in
a realistic way. Stick-figure people will do just fine—just remember to add the eyebrows!

« 7€ ChatGPT 2 Midjourney
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 Until ChatGPT or Midjourney can create a complete storyboard in one shot, the juice is not worth the
squeeze; get used to drawing your storyboards with pencil and sticky notes.
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« Even after generative Al develops a reliable way to draw a complete storyboard based on a prompt, you
should continue investing 2—3 minutes to draw one yourself. Why? Drawing is an exercise by humans
and for humans. Drawing is heeded to free our imagination, and research shows that it helps us make
sense of the problems we're solving (7). Drawing also helps us feel connected to the rest of the universe.
| call it the “Mind—Drawing Connection.” The creative power of first-person drawing is real and should
never be discarded; that is perhaps the most important part of the exercise.



cBREENE  EXENROEE—B o BERRAMALEERRVEER - 5EE " REECXER)\E
3 REFOK (MEENBIEEE ! ) K2 - B2 UX
Et B ERENIEENREZ— - ( FEENEM - @ e )

« Above all, have fun with your storyboards—it's one of the few times in your adult life you get paid (and
add value!) by pretending you are eight years old all over again. And that is just one of the things that
makes UX design such a cool profession. (Take that, circus clowns!)

RETARE EHIRBCNE
Design Exercise: Create Your Own Storyboard
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Finally, it's your turn! | hope you are excited. You get to practice drawing your very own storyboard for a
mobile or wearable app. In this book, we will be using as an example a happy little use case inspired by The
Death Clock (www.death-clock.org (8)). In a fit of unwarranted optimism and boundless creativity, we will call
our app “Life Clock.” Essentially, it's an Al-driven tracker that predicts when you'll die and how various
actions you perform daily (like eating healthy, exercising, sleeping well, talking to other humans, etc.) can
add (or subtract) minutes to your life to encourage you to make good choices in order to live a long and
fulfilling life.

PREL - Bk—ERBI - SREEER G EERR, - ( MRIRFEEERIE Al ERERIGT A - 7UE
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So pick a use case, grab your pencil, and some square sticky notes. (If you need inspiration to come up with
good Al-driven use cases, ask ChatGPT.) Start by asking, “Where am |?” and put your pencil to paper to
draw your Establishing Shot panel. Continue drawing from there. Aim for 4—6 panels total. Be sure to include
some Subject-to-Al transitions and conclude your story with a “Natural Bang,” giving the reader the
appropriate feel for the app’s benefit in your Conclusion panel. Give yourself 10 minutes to complete the
exercise.
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NOTE

MRIRFBEER - TIASELUNF - EIRTHECHRFTREBZA] - ABREAT—F -

If you need inspiration, consider the following example. Do not proceed to the next chapter until you have
completed your own design exercise.

niRMESA . Death Clock

Storyboarding Exercise Example: Death Clock
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You should end up with a storyboard similar to the one in Figure 3.20 but covering a different use case,
depending on what you choose to design. In this storyboard:

« tEE1E Al University fFUEBERIYE -

* The story begins at the Al University Cafeteria.
c BEREEZRY) - TERBROEE -

« Students are grabbing food from the counter and moving toward the checkout line.

s BMNEBE THRE, N TRINES  ZEIEBAR -

« Our protagonist is vacillating between choosing a pizza or a fish and asparagus plate.

s = HTIEM " Life Clock ; App - FEES I E
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< He pulls out his trusty “Life Clock” app on his phone and somehow gets the app to “see” the food (not
clear how but that’s the action implied).

« App BIFISRIRARTE - RINEBEBREEMMWEMREZMOE ( AR 22 LR O ESRA R
MR -

» The app verdict is clear: The fish and asparagus dish adds two minutes to his life clock (while making
for an entertaining bathroom visit later).
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 The protagonist is happy with his choice. Given how hale and hearty he looks and the outstanding
choices on his lunch tray, it's no wonder he quickly catches the eye of a potential love interest (yes, there
is a theme to this chapter, damn it!). Maybe she also picked fish and asparagus, so for the next five
hours, their urine will smell exactly alike (9).
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