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Study: MUSE/Disciplined Brainstorming
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In this chapter, I will use a fictional app, MUSE, to demonstrate a practical application of the
powerful “ bookending” design brainstorming method that should be an essential tool in the toolbelt

of any designer working on UX for Al projects.
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This method originates from Leah Buley’ s excellent book, The User Experience Team of One (1).
In her book, Leah described a method called “ disciplined brainstorming.” Bookending is an

extension of her original methodology adapted for UX design work on Al.
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The purpose of the method is simple, yet profound: to quickly brainstorm various practical design
approaches—alone if necessary, but much better as part of a small, focused tiger team. Bookending
refers to a particular brainstorming approach: taking an idea along a given design direction or theme, as

far as it can comfortably go, and then sketching out your solution at the “ bookend.”
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Then you stop. Pivot. Pick a different direction or theme and pursue the new approach in the same

way, like a cat might bat a fluffy toy: light touches only, no claws, always keep it moving.
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It helps to think of a given design direction as a row of books of a particular category, and your idea
would be like a new book fitted at the very end of the row, extending the theme just a tad further—hence

the term bookend.
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Let’ ssee how this works in practice.
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Pretend you are designing a new Al assistant writing app called MUSE (which is short, naturally for
“ Machine-Underpinned Sidekick Engrosser” ) because, let’ s face it, we all need a little help writing.

From time to time.
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Design Idea #1
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The first design direction might be to use a side-panel Copilot, which | covered previously in
Chapter 7,* UX Best Practices for SaaS Copilot Design.”  This design might take the form of an Al
assistant that “ lives” in the side panel of a Word document. Working within the side panel, the user
might be presented with some initial ideas, type in some new prompts, get Al responses, and have a
button to insert the response into their document. Voila ! We have our first design direction! Let’ s
sketch it (see Figure 16.1).
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Figure 16.1 MUSE Design Idea #1, inspired by side-panel Copilot
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How do you know when you’ ve taken the idea“ as far as it goes” ? This is highly subjective and
depends on the audience, but in any brainstorming discussion, even one you are having with yourself,
there comes a point where you are no longer covering new ground. You find every suggestion re-tracing
the ground already covered or collapsing to the idea you have already drawn. As Antoine de
Saint-Exupé ry so eloquently said, the idea is perfect, “ not when there is nothing more to add, but
when there is nothing more to take away.” In the earlier example, if you are suggesting things like
moving the panel left to right or to the bottom of the screen, or starting to pick button colors and button
text, it" stime to move on. This is what the bookending technique is all about—it deliberately avoids
anchoring on a single idea by having a graceful exit to a different design direction, like jumping to

another shelf of books to start over.
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Design Idea #2
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Now for the second direction, you might pick a different popular Al design pattern like the one
used by the GitHub Copilot. In this design paradigm, the user places Al prompts directly in the
program’ s text, using comments. Al looks for comments, interprets the request, and then inserts the
output directly below the comment. That seems like an interesting and different design direction from
our previous idea: Instead of the side panel (that we left moving all around the screen [0 ahem), we can
embed the Al directly into our writing editor for a much more natural interaction. This design (see
Figure 16.2) also fits beautifully into how people normally write, often leaving themselves little

“ to-do” reminders that can serve as a prompt for Al.



A TALE e/ Tws CiTiEs
FrLE gedit Viev TaseerT TorMAT Goly

e n  paatie r | T

S D | e

//wp:. Te AV UP%/N,}J; For A GPERT .‘*.‘-E-&‘f"'* NaJ&e L

WA S ) 2o ¢ } / BT Ives TME ANEET ".-y/ T/re
r - I / e ~ f 5 /
(T WwP5 e A GE ;7L Wi s DafT, |71 Wr TIE HGE ;/‘,-’ oo/ -
HNVESS,

0 16.2MUSE O 0O 0O 0O #20 0 0O O O GitHub Copilot
Figure 16.2 MUSE Design Idea #2, inspired by GitHub Copilot
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A variation of this idea might help customers deal with writer’ s block. When the writer pauses in
the act of typing, the Al can read the text that is already on the screen and predict what comes next.

Wait, did we just find yet another design direction?
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Design Idea #3

O00000000DO0DOO0DOO0DOoouUIDODOo0DO 16300
Let’ ssketch how that new“ writer’ s block autosuggest UI” might look (Figure 16.3).
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This design direction has the huge advantage of learning directly from the previous pieces and
fine-tuning the suggestions with ML techniques based on which particular Al suggestions this specific

user would pick at a particular page in the narrative.
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For example, Greg’ s handy writing assistant might suggest a Russian fable to reference, but
Daria’ s assistant might judge that a fable would be distracting and unnecessary and suggest a moral
reference or a real-life example instead. Imagine an assistant Al that genuinely understands you, like the
Al in the movie Her (2). (LLM, you complete me!) Of course, when we are starting to plan our potential
anthropomorphized Al personalities, we know we’ ve now taken this idea to the mattresses (ahem, to

the bookend), so it’ s time, once again, to move on.
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Figure 16.3 MUSE Design Idea #3 starts suggesting when user pauses typing
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Design Idea #4
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Now one thing we have not covered yet is a dedicated Ul for Al, like ChatGPT. If you start your
thinking in this design direction, you will quickly realize that you might need to have a few simple

writing prompts to start (see Figure 16.4).
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ChatGPT and Google Notebook have both recently introduced canvas features where you can
write out the entire book (see Chapter 12, Modern Information Architecture for Al-First
Applications” ). However, we can add a twist on the canvas design pattern by borrowing an idea from
Scrivener—breaking up a large novel into a bunch of short snippets. Our MUSE LLM might help write
the snippets and provide the Ul to help organize and manage them. But before we pivot to this new
design direction, is there anything else to be gained from looking along the row of books labeled

“ ChatGPT” ? No? All right, then.
googooo

Time to pivot!
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Design Idea #5
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Figure 16.5 shows how Scrivener (a specialized tool for writers of big important novels) manages

cards with “ snippets” (short pieces of text and dialogue that the writer later assembles into a complete
narrative using the Scrivener interface).
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Figure 16.4 MUSE Design Idea #4 provides ideas even before the user starts typing
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You can see in Figure 16.6 that the Ul cleverly positions each “ story” asa card in the deck that
together becomes a book. It just so happens that this is a perfect paradigm to combine with an Al writing
assistant for larger projects. We can have the user write an Al prompt as a title on each card; then, Al can
write the output inside the card and give auto suggestions for improvements right below as buttons or

tags, kind of like Grammarly GO.
0odooodoooooooood 1e700
Let’ s give this design a shot now (see Figure 16.7).
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When you’ re ready to assemble your ghost-in-the-machine-written masterpiece, the Al can
make additional suggestions to the story’ s overall flow, creating new cards that fill the holes in the
narrative. We can make those Al suggestion cards purple. Why? Because we can! And now, as you can

see, we are down to the colors again, soit’ s time to pivot [
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But Wait, Did You Catch That?
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That last idea, #5, is actually something original and novel—and might even be patentable! We
created it by taking a bunch of ideas from the existing products and reformatting them to take advantage
of Al' sstrengths, like filling in a short snippet to continue the next step of the story—something

modern LLMs excel at.
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Figure 16.6 Grammarly GO offers a long list of initial suggestions and makes it easy for users to
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This is the power of the bookending and disciplined brainstorming method. We’ ve only needed
to sketch four designs before we stumbled upon something novel and interesting. | hope that you use
this method in your own design work and reap the satisfaction and benefits of leveraging your

imagination designing novel UX for Al-driven products.
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What will your next great design idea be, | wonder?
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Design Exercise: Create Your Novel Designs Using Bookending
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Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to try out the bookending/disciplined
brainstorming method to come up with some novel and interesting designs for your own Al-driven

project, just in time for the RITE user testing I will describe in the next few chapters.
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Here are some ideas to get started:
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[ Consider what similar products and interfaces can be used to inspire your designs. Is the

problem solved in several different ways?

- 0000000000000 0000000——000 Facebook
0000000000000 OOoBrainstorm about how various brands would handle the

problem—how would Apple, Facebook, and Amazon solve this problem?
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0 40 O Think about mythical characters solving the same problem. Here’ smy* goto” set,
but feel free to pick your own: Ironman and Jarvis, aliens from the distant galaxies, Al from

Hyperion (3), Star Trek technology, Star Wars robots, Steampunk, and Bob from Bobiverse (4).
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product and Ul modalities different from the usual web and mobile. What if your product was a
toy dog? A kiosk? A wearable device? A command line? (Thanks to Luke Wroblewski (5) for that

idea; it got me past a sticking point so many times—it’ s genius!)
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n tgetstuck. Sketch ideas quickly and keep them coming (remember, you are a cat lightly
batting a fluffy toy of an idea—keep it moving in new and creative ways, keep playing, keep

inventing!)
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00000000000 O Speed up your brainstorming by recycling parts of the paper
prototype. Use sticky notes for modals and flyout panels as demonstrated in the case study in this
chapter. When you get stuck and start thinking about colors and labels, snap a photo of your

prototype with your phone and move on to the next bookend.
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Bookending brainstorming is both much easier and much more challenging than it sounds. As in so
much of UX and Aikido, this stuff is sophisticated, but not complicated. After all, to achieve something
new, you don’ t have to reinvent the wheel—you just need to apply it in a slightly different way or to a

different problem. The key, of course, is practice, so let’ s do this!
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Design Exercise Example: Novel Design Ideas for Life Clock
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I have a confession to make: Throughout this book, we’ ve been using the Bookending method to
create various exercises. We’  ve simply been using the various design patterns we’ ve been introducing
throughout the book to seed our thinking and then going from there (Copilot, Search, DOI Sort, “ Eye
Meat,” Forecasting, Shape Anomaly, etc.). If you need some inspiration, review the design exercise
examples for Chapters 7— 14 to see the various designs for the Life Clock/Life Copilot that we’ ve been

coming up with using the design patterns described in each chapter as inspiration.
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Unfortunately, none of this stuff works unless you do it. I can show you all the wonders of the UX
for Al design universe, but unless you put pencil to paper none of this will make any difference in your
life. So please, do yourself a favor: pick up a pencil right now and see how many designs you can come
up with in 10 minutes. The record currently stands at 12 designs in 10 minutes at our UXLx workshop in

Lisbon in 2024. Think you can beat that? Give ita try!
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