
15 Steps to Designing the Right Product for the Right People  

by David Parmelee 

Summary 
 
Designing the right product for you needs to begin by understanding your business.  That 
helps consultants or designers understand why you really need a product, and it also lessens 
the risk that you will not achieve your objectives for the project. 

User research methods help us understand who your target audience needs to be and what 
your users really need.  Competitive analysis shows us how well existing products are 
meeting their needs.  These measures provide a solid foundation for product-level decisions, 
like which platform to pick or whether or not to do a redesign, while also increasing the 
likelihood that your product will do well in your market. 

Treat the design work after this as iterative.  It only makes sense to design and build 
features that meet your users’ needs, are technically feasible, and create value for your 
business.  To minimize design and development rework, design should begin at a low fidelity 
(sketches and wireframes) and increase fidelity later to include colors, fonts, and 
interactions.  Usability studies at the end of each iteration help your product stay on the 
right path before the cost of rework becomes prohibitive. 

So that development will go more smoothly, work with a strategy consultant or designer who 
understands your developers’ needs and will support development instead of “throwing 
deliverables over the fence”.  After launch, continue to run usability studies and fine-tune 
your product.  Feedback from these studies removes guesswork from planning your future 
releases and ensures that your product will keep helping your users for the long term. 

Process 
 
How do you design the right product for the right people?  Work backwards.  Instead of asking 
for a list of set-in-stone requirements and just building them, or getting a list of still 
indefinite requirements and trying to build from that, ask questions like these: 

First, who are the right people? 

Then, what is the right product? 

Then, how do we design this product? 

The right people are not you unless you are working on a tool that is specifically for you and 
your team.  (Even then, you should still design it for people who are not you!  One day, new 
hires might join your company or your project.  Or you might be working somewhere else.) 
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This process will help you first learn more about how your project will address business 
needs, find out who the right people are, determine what the right product is, design that 
product for the right people, and make sure that product stays in good working order for the 
long haul. 

1. Understand the business needs that made your project necessary in the first place: No 
project exists just to give its team something to do.  By talking with stakeholders to 
understand how the project fits into their business, you’ll start to understand how you can 
use this project to help them make more money or help them save money - and get a solid 
return on their investment (ROI) either way. 

2. Understand your product’s current and potential users: Do this in any environment that 
you can, ideally where they are.  This can also be done through a range of remote-friendly 
methods, like user interviews and surveys.  From this, you’ll understand how your users 
behave and be able to determine their goals and pain points.  Do an in-depth cluster 
analysis to group your users most effectively into personas, and compare each persona 
against the others to help determine which one(s) are your most effective design targets. 

3. Decide the platform: Make a decision about what device(s) and platform(s) are the targets 
for your design.  Your decision of “iOS or Android?”, “responsive site or separate sites for 
desktop and mobile?”, “laptops or tablets?”, and so on, goes here.  By now, you can 
supplement analytics data with the knowledge you have gained about your target audience.  
While you’ll be constrained by your team’s own skills too, this step should be a conscious 
choice, not a blind assumption. 

4. Evaluate your product and competitors’: Analyze how easy it is for your personas (not 
you) to meet their needs with your existing product and/or your competitors’ equivalent 
products.  If there is a good fit for your product in its market, your users are meeting their 
current needs in some way.  Use usability studies where possible to get data that is from 
your users, so that later steps won’t rely too much on subjective opinions.  Quantitative 
benchmark studies tell you how fast your users can complete their tasks; qualitative think-
aloud studies tell you what they’re thinking as they complete their tasks.  Keep these two 
kinds of studies separate for the best results. 

5. Evaluate visual design and information architecture: Evaluate your product’s visual 
design, if your scope of work includes that, and the way that information is structured 
within its UI, if your product is large or is known to have difficult navigation.  A visual 
design review would focus on the overall structure of pages (e.g. whether or not it follows 
a proper grid system, whether or not it is cluttered), its color scheme, its typography, and 
parts of its accessibility.  Improving your product’s information architecture would involve 
evaluating its metadata and content, using tree tests to see how easily your users can find 
information, and using card sorting tests to find out from your participants which structure 
makes the most sense.  It may also involve examining labels for information and evaluating 
its search facility if it has one.  This can happen in parallel with step 4 above. 

6. Decide overall project direction: If you have an existing product, make a decision about 
whether to fit improvements into its current design, redesign the product, or split it.  Many 
teams just do a redesign because “that’s what we do every x months”, when they don’t 
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actually need one.  But by now, you know quite a bit about your users, your existing design, 
and your competitive landscape.  That gives you great information for a more strategic 
decision here, and it lets you do the design iterations in the next steps with a better idea 
of your constraints. 

7. Have a (re)design kickoff with stakeholders: Kick off the new design or redesign effort by 
presenting your findings from steps 1-6 and conducting an initial design workshop.  To 
minimize rework later, present a visual inventory of existing finished products (in your 
domain and/or others’) and UI elements to stakeholders to get a feel for their design sense.  
This workshop can also include concept maps to help you focus on the most important ideas 
in your product, initial ideation and sketching across the team, and several techniques for 
prioritizing features. 

8. Create wireframes with the most suitable design ideas: Create a list of UX and UI design 
ideas based on what you know about business needs, persona goals and pain points, and 
design inspiration.  Down-select these ideas based on their match to persona goals and 
business needs and their feasibility for implementation.  Fit the selected ideas into user 
flows, sketch them out, and create wireframes from the sketches.  The wireframes only 
need to have enough interactivity to be the equivalent of a clickable prototype. 

9. Review and test the wireframes: Review the wireframe with stakeholders to avoid 
surprises later, and (more importantly) test the wireframe with users who represent the 
primary and secondary personas as well as possible.  The studies could take many forms: 
five-second tests, click tests, preference tests, question tests, navigation tests, and/or 
think-aloud studies that take users through their scenarios for accomplishing their end 
goals. 

10.Iterate as necessary: Repeat steps 8 and 9 as necessary for more design iterations.   

11.Add fidelity and interactions: As we become more confident that the design for your 
product is on the right path, increase the prototype’s fidelity by incorporating visual design 
(first building off of style tiles and element collages, and using the visual inventory from 
step 4) and more sophisticated interactions.  These additional iterations can stay in the 
prototype from the earlier steps or be done using a development version of the product. 

12.Translate the design into code: As the product’s interactivity and visual design become 
more concrete, perform (or in a strategy consultant’s case, support) development so that it 
can become a live product.  The development step can take on many forms.  In working 
with WordPress websites, it could involve laying out pages using a highly customizable 
theme (with its own layout editor, such as Enfold or Conversion on ThemeForest) and 
supplementing that with custom CSS to match the needed design.  In custom web apps or 
mobile apps, it could involve ongoing reviews of a development version as features are 
completed.  This support step also involves QA and device testing (which can be 
outsourced) and additional usability testing on the product in development. 

13. Launch: When development is complete, the product is able to go live.  Deployment 
processes vary significantly across technology stacks and organizations.  In short, the UX 
work should not go away here, although that happens in many projects.  UX people can 
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help make sure things go smoothly on the front end.  Once the product is live, they can 
watch users use it in their real environments.  

14. Monitor the live product: When the site is live, examine its analytics and continue to run 
usability studies.  Analytics data by itself - whether it measures pageviews, bounce rates, 
conversion rates, or effective folds, and whether it involves heatmaps or eye tracking - is 
good at telling us the what but not the why behind user behavior.  For more actionable 
results, supplement analytics data with the personas from step 2.  Other good tests to 
perform on a live site include A/B tests, usability benchmark studies (if a benchmark was 
set earlier), think-aloud studies, ongoing evaluations versus competing products, and user 
surveys. 

15. Guide your product roadmap: Use the data from analytics and post-launch usability 
studies to inform maintenance decisions and future releases.  This ongoing data can turn 
personas into a living document as we learn more about the people who are really using the 
product.  In that sense, personas for a new design move from being abstract to being 
concrete and can become quite useful for your product’s roadmap. 

Next steps  

Thanks for taking the time to read this quick guide.  It described the process I use in my user 
research and design strategy engagements.  If you have questions about it, buy UX for 
Development Shops.  Chapters 3 and 5 go into each step in more detail.  

If you’d like me (and, if needed, developers and/or visual designers I can recommend) to do 
all the work for you, you just need to ask.  This is what I make my living doing. 

Find out how to work with me by reaching out at http://thrillandcreate.com. 
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