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0000000 The New Normal: Al-Inclusive User-Centered
Design Process
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Al is like nothing we’ ve ever done before. It demands a new level of rapid, flexible, user-centered
thinking and rapid adjustment—a new process that continuously up-levels the three pillars of Al-driven
designs: user interface, Al model, and data. In this chapter, | review the new process and present a handy

new design process diagram you can refer to in your own work with your team.

In the Beginning [
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Many years ago, UX professionals used linear process diagrams to make clients more comfortable
with the messy UX design process. Thus, early UX process diagrams like the one in Figure 17.1 show

neat value progression from definition to ideation, prototyping, testing, and release.
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Neat idea. Too bad that" s more or less complete bullshit.
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If we are honest with ourselves, the “ real” UX process is messy. It is like the convoluted line

neatly” captured by the diagram in Figure 17.2: It starts with Idea and Money, UX People Do Stulff,

and Design follows.
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Of course, unless you’ re a designer, that“ creative mess” in the middle can be seriously
intimidating. So we tend to make simpler versions of “ the mess” such as this diagram (Figure 17.3)
describing the cyclical nature of one of my favorite UX design techniques: RITE (Rapid Iterative Testing

and Evaluation), which I will discuss in Chapter 19, “ RITE, The Cornerstone of Your Al Research.”
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However, more and more, these types of diagrams do not seem to capture the reality of designing
Al-driven products and features. The problem is that they all represent a way of thinking about UX work
that harkens back to the industrial age where “ idea people” were separated from * implementation
people” and from customers. Until recently, even on agile teams, UX had the luxury of focusing on the
UX and leaving implementation to developers. Additionally, technologies like cloud computing have
insulated us from caring about how something runs on the back end, as long as there was a way to
implement the functionality, and cost remained somewhat reasonable. UXers mostly had the luxury of
focusing on the design and leaving the implementation to the developers. (For more on this see Dr.

Mike Oren’ s perspective, “ Designing Al Experiences: Challenges, Strategies, and the Evolving Role

of UX Designers,” at the end of this chapter.)
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Figure 17.1 An example of an early linear UX process diagram
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Figure 17.2 The“ Real” (TM) UX design process: It starts with Idea and Money, UX People Do

Stuff, and Design follows
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With the arrival of Al, this process is now flipped on its head. And it’ s not just designers who are

confused—many business people are also getting their monkeys in a bunch.

User 1
Present
findings
User 2
RITE PROCESS
User 6 User 3
User 5 User 4
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Figure 17.3 The cyclical nature of the RITE process
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Source: https://www.slideshare.net/usableinterface/rapid-testing-ct-uxpa-slideshare
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The Monkey or the Pedestal?
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The Al product has a lot in common with training a monkey to stand on a pedestal and recite

Shakespeare. But which do you do first? Train the monkey, or build a pedestal?
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Dr. Astro Teller, in the fashion of all consultants, feeds us a neat little

easy-to-remember-yet-seemingly-profound line: “ Tackle the monkey first” (1).
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Well, I hate to tell you, but in the real world, it’” s a little more complicated than that. To start with,
in the new normal, the Ul is the pedestal, the monkey is the Al, and the Shakespeare is of course, the
data. So which do you do first? The UI? The Al? Or the data? Neither one.
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You have to do all of them together. The new Al-involved process is a continuous iteration of Ul,

Al, and data, in combination, aimed toward rapid product release.
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A New Way of User-Centered Thinking
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The new Al-inclusive user-centered process is shown in Figure 17.4.
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Figure 17.4 The new Al-inclusive user-centered design process iterates between the three pillars: Ul,
Al, and data
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The process is kicked off with an idea generated through a combination of Strategic Objectives and
Market/Competitive Analysis. The idea is then prototyped in a quick cross-functional brainstorming

session conducted as part of the project kick-off.

guoobobbtoooooobbuodooouobbbbouooooobbbogo
boboobbodgooobbobobboddd RITE
oo uooooouoono Al oo™ o

Once the idea is documented and funded, it enters the core of this“ new normal” process: a
rapid iterative problem definition and solution development cycle. This cycle is similar to that of

traditional RITE but with one important difference: It adds a periodic Al model “ spike.”
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What the Heck Is a Spike?
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“ Spike” in agile parlance is a quick, rough, proof-of-concept project designed to produce a piece
of working code demonstrating that some desirable idea is feasible. The important part of the spike is
that it is super-lightweight and rough, almost the opposite of production code. In the case of Al, such a
spike is best accomplished using a simple Python notebook setup for a very bare-bones I/0
“ experience.” It isthe most basic proof of concept of an Al-driven system aimed at answering the
simple question: Does this particular model produce the desired outcome? The purpose is to quickly

nail down the problem definition and provide a*“ proof of concept” solution.
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What Is the Role of Data?
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The other part of the cycle is data. Data is used to train and validate the Al model.
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“ Al” isactually made up of two interconnected parts: Al model and data. The two are closely

intertwined and, for the purposes of UX design, can be thought of as a single system.
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The core of the process works like this: As we iterate the UX design starting with the initial idea, we
find new requirements for the Al model. When the Al model is iterated via a spike, it requires new
data—data that might have important parts missing or have detrimental biases (more on this later in Part
4) or legal ownership constraints, which in turn affects the viability of the Al model, which in turn affects
the availability of some aspect of UX desired by customers, requiring a design workaround and a cycle of

new/modified ideas, which leads to re-spiking of the Al model, and so on.
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Where Is the Customer in All This?
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The customer is in the center, where they always belonged. The whole process is centered around
rapid iterative testing with the customer. If anything, using this process, customer feedback is brought

much more forward in the development process.
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Why Is This Change Necessary?
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While the customer is still at the center of the process, with the advent of Al, it has become
necessary to include technology in design solution iterations. That’ s because, for the first time in many

years, the tech is not 100 percent figured out.
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In the early days of paper prototype testing, we had to use the “* Wizard of Oz” user testing
approach: The moderator asks the evaluator to “ click” the button in the paper prototype and the
assistant then actsasa“ character behind the curtain,” presenting the next page of the output as
though itwas*“ generated by the system.” “ Wizard of Oz” was the method of choice used before
InVision and Figma prototyping became the norm to make the paper prototype feel interactive and

more realistic.
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Well, those good old days are back again!
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Al output is highly interactive, highly dependent on user input, and really tedious to mock up.
Figma prototypes end up being pale imitations of the real thing and highly limited to superficial things
like button labels, layout, etc. The real * meat” of the Al-driven project—the Al output itself—ends

up mostly untested.
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To make the user evaluation as realistic as possible, the output of the Al must be experienced
“ live” asanactual Al output. Fortunately, building an Al model with a realistic output is exactly what
we do as part of the spike. It makes absolutely no sense in an agile, highly dynamic environment to then
take this real Al output and do a bunch of mockups in Figma. Instead, we can save massive amounts of
time and effort during user research and get more precise and realistic insights by using a rough paper
mockup plus a Python notebook running the actual Al to accurately tell the entire product story to the

customer.
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Here’ s how you do this kind of research in practice:
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00000000000 Walk your customer/evaluator through your simple paper or Figma
prototype so they can understand the use case and experience how the Ul works. Make careful
note of anything that is confusing and brainstorm with the customer about what can be improved

in your Ul design.
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0000000000000 O0DODODOO0OO0O0OONow that they understand the use
case and see the Ul, have your customer brainstorm the questions they would normally ask the
Al-driven product in this situation—what would they want the Al to tell them? What type of
interaction would they want to have? (Recall our discussion about Restating, Talk-Back,

Suggestions, and Guardrails in Chapter 9, “ LLM Design Patterns.” )
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basic* spiked” Al model in a Python notebook to try to answer the evaluator’ s questions to
see how your model responds and what needs to be improved. Ask the customer to imagine that
the output of your simple Python notebook Al is now a part of the UIl. How does it look? What
can be improved? How long should the answer be? Should there be a short answer, followed by a
“ more information” link? If you have a chart as part of the Al output, how does it fit in the UI?
Do you have the appropriate buttons, tools, and suggestions for next steps in the customer’ s

workflow?
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nally, look at the data and discuss it together with your evaluator. What data is missing from your
simple model? How can you get it? Might the customer have some ideas or some insightful

comments about sharing their data for training purposes?
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The combination of a paper prototype and a Python notebook is a kind of modern “ Wizard of
Oz” user testing approach, where the output is actually provided by the green face bathed in fire—(the
Al) and the moderator is the wizard introducing the Al to the audience (the customer/evaluator). If you
are building a product that is guided in large part by Al, | recommend doing it this way. Why? Because it
is the most efficient way to get clear, detailed, and accurate feedback that tells us what to improve next.

And efficiency and clarity matter. A lot.
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How Does This Affect the Role of UX?
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The role of UX has always been threefold:



-00000000000000O0O0OO0O0ORemove the barriers for customers (usability

testing of existing products).
-0 0000000000 Innovate and perform competitive analysis.

-00o0o0oo0o0ooooooooo® oOoOdr OActasthe” glue” bringing together

customers, business, and technology.
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I suspect many of those responsibilities will remain alive and well in the coming years. However, it is
the UX role of being the glue (see Figure 17.5) tying together customers, business, and technology that

will become increasingly more important with the inclusion of Al into the process.
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That’ s because this new technology is unknown and often unpredictable. This new Al-inclusive
UX process is a testament to the need to research the Al technology itself, which has now become such

an integral part of the experience.
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The other aspects that will gain prominence in the “ Al new normal” are UX-driven efficiencies
and cost savings, which are driven by rapid prototyping, just-in-time customer feedback, and

accelerated lean decision-making.
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The changes in UX roles will be summarized in the next chapter.
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Figure 17.5Inthe“ newnormal,” the* glue” aspect of UX—Dbringing together customers,

business, and technology—uwill be most important.
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Does This Mean | Have to Learn About Al So That | Can Ask My
Data Science Teammates Good Questions?
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Yes. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 should get you started. Should you want to dig deeper, Google, Amazon,

and Microsoft all have fantastic free courses on Al.
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Final Handoff to Dev
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The final step of the diagram is the handoff to development. This is an important demarcation
because it is new. In the past, production development used to happen concurrently with design efforts.

The new Al-inclusive process diagram separates the exploratory “ spike” development from the



production efforts to secure and scale the system for production-level performance. From the UX
perspective, not much changes there, other than making production handoff an explicit step, separate
from the customer-centered iterative nature of the “ core” of the process. The final handoff materials
should have more UX guidance for developers, like specific sizes of the input fields, values in the
drop-downs, default values, default sorts, and so forth. Also, it is smart to include in this final handoff
any additional specifications for corner cases discovered during the user testing or core team discussions.
The basic guideline is that during the final handoff, the UXers should now think of the development
team as their customer and provide everything to make the implementation of the design as smooth as

possible.
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The other change is the feedback from the production department back into the core process, both
in terms of customer feedback, Al model feedback, and newly generated data. It is a reminder, right

there in the diagram, that:
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The Al-driven products are never actually “ done.” Al-driven products are not
programmed—they are trained, and the GA release is but a first step: these new systems start to learn
rapidly from user input and feedback immediately after they are released [ And the pace of learning is

only accelerating.
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Many More Changes to Come
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So there you have it: the Al-inclusive user-centered process! If you are building the monkey on a
pedestal reciting Shakespeare, the first iteration of your Al product is going to look pretty crappy.
Perhaps a stuffed monkey toy, slowly reciting the alphabet, that the UX team is sizing up for a pedestal by
rapidly sketching some possible pedestal designs on paper. And then UX goes to customers and tries to
figure out if this crazy combo of a monkey Al model plus a paper sketch of a pedestal would somehow
work to solve their needs! (Is there any wonder that 85 percent of Al-driven projects go sideways?)
However, if you recognize this process as the new normal and, as a team, persist in periodically revisiting
and rapidly adjusting each of the three aspects, Ul, Al, and data, together with continuous customer

feedback, you might just have a chance. Because this monkey you are building is learning—and fast.
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The truth is that Al is like nothing we’ ve seen before. We are just beginning to explore the
possibilities and requirements we face in the new normal. Continuous rapid adjustment process that
revolves around the user in aloop running between the Ul mockup, Al model, and data will be the key

to successfully leading Al-driven projects with UX.
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PERSPECTIVE: DESIGNING Al EXPERIENCES: CHALLENGES,
STRATEGIES, AND THE EVOLVING ROLE OF UX
DESIGNERS

goodododgod
By Dr. Mike Oren

gobobobbbudggoguobbobbodoooonoboobbuooooooobooo
Joddoubbbgdogouoobbuooooobbouoooobobobbuooo
gooobobbbodgoooobbooooooobbboooooooobbbd

Our world is currently inundated with calls for Al integration in our experiences without clear plans
and often only a surface-level understanding of the technology. While a lot of large tech companies have
an advantage in terms of resources and earlier head starts in their explorations, the reality is that

companies are still trying to figure out the ideal experience in a rapidly changing environment.
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Up until the last decade, UX designers had to work closely with engineers and other experts in the
medium they were designing for. At the dawn of the Internet, many designers learned HTML or worked
closely with developers to experiment and learn what was possible with the medium as print began its
slow march to extinction. We then saw a similar upheaval in our profession when the iPhone and other

smartphones first came out. We were all clueless about how to design for those experiences. Although



smartphones weren’ tas disruptive to our profession as the Internet, they can provide a more recent

model for those worried about the future of design.
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With the dawn of Al, we’ re seeing another disruption to our field that could ultimately be as
disruptive to interaction design in the long run as the Internet was to print, but we’ ve gotten better at
pivoting with a wider set of adaptation techniques. This time around, instead of focusing on a specific
visual interface or how to handle different gestures, we need to think more about what’ s going on
behind the scenes. And that means working not just with engineers but also with data scientists and the

raw data itself.
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Let’ stalk about something everyone has probably heard about: hallucinations in Al models.
Despite the phrase and how they’ re often portrayed in nontechnical articles, hallucinations aren’ t the
computer making things up. They’ re actually the algorithm taking a less likely path of connection. For
generative Al algorithms, which use a network of probabilistic weighted connections, this kind of
“ creativity” isafeature, not a bug. So, when the computer gives us something that seems nonsensical,
it" sjusttaking a path less traveled. That’ sgreat if you’ re looking for inspiration but not so great if
you’ re looking for a precise answer. It’ simportant to understand these limitations as we design

experiences.
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As a designer, you have the ability to help control the level of hallucinations that the people you
design for experience. By working with data scientists or engineers, you can actually manipulate the level
of randomness that the algorithm is choosing to accept as it makes the choices within the network of
options available to it. You may also help increase the strengths of more factual nodes in the network by
giving it more training datasets with the information present. This begins to introduce more aspects of
service design into UX practice, with the designer now designing both the front end and the back end as
well. This may even include working with the team to identify what models might need to be mixed
together to deliver the intended experience rather than relying only on a large language model (LLM).
It" s this mixing of models that will ultimately help us reach that differentiation and personalization that

has long been the dream of experiences that can truly adapt to the needs of the individual.
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As designers, we have the ability to make informed choices on the front end that can help guide the
end consumer to the inputs that will more likely have results that they’ re expecting. For that, you can
use Mad Libs and provide follow-up prompts (if it s more of a chat interface or some new concept that
has yet to be invented) in order to help fine-tune and reduce the chances that your algorithm is going to

select paths that don’ t align with the human intent and goals.
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One potential solution that” s currently underutilized, despite its simplicity, is simply setting clear
expectations for the humans you design for regarding the expectations of what they can get from the Al.
A lot of this challenge comes from our marketing teams wanting to puff up Al’ s capabilities. Generated
content at this point is unlikely to be 100 percent perfect, so you absolutely need the human in the loop

to review, verify, and edit. Otherwise, you set the person up for disappointment. Nobody wants to



disappoint the people we design for, so be sure to clarify if Al is really creating or just helping to draft.
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Often, when working with Al, the problems and solutions are not well understood or
commoditized, so as designers, we need to make sure we understand what problems Al is trying to solve.
A lot of the difficult challenges within Al design right now are about aligning the use cases with the
capabilities and the expectations of what people believe it can or should do. If there’ stoo much of a
gap between those two places, then we either need to target a set of users who are okay with those
limitations, create design interventions to help guide people, invest more heavily in improving the
algorithms if we’ re building them ourselves, or wait to introduce the experience until it can deliver on
expectations. That' swhereit’ simportant for us, as designers, to explore different patterns within the
context that we’ re trying to solve for, although we’ Il probably get it wrong the first couple of times we
work within this space. For example, it'" s becoming clearer that just a free input box where a person can
type anything isn’ tsuch a great solution for a lot of use cases because people are really bad at describing
what they want or need. And Al is very bad at pulling out the underlying context of those needs—Lucy
Suchman’ s book, Plans and Situated Actions: The Problem of Human-Machine Communication
(1987, Cambridge University Press) still holds up some 38 years later. Another important aspect of your
Al design practice is having to think about the ethical implications for your work to make sure that

you’ re doing your best to do no harm.
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As the design role continues to evolve in the face of Al, one thing is for sure: For best user

outcomes, it is critical for designers to get involved early and stay involved throughout the Al project.
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