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What are prototypes?

Prototypes are examples, demonstrations or explorations of what new 
products or interfaces may look like upon completion. 

Prototypes in UX are usually screen-based, and give an idea of what the 
system will actually look like and how it will function.



Why prototype?

Prototyping allows you to refine your idea multiple times before creating the 
final product.

You can test your prototypes out with actual (potential) users to assess how 
usable and desirable the product will be.

Some ideas don’t translate well to the real world - prototyping your ideas gives 
you an idea of feasibility.



Why prototype?

Evaluation and feedback are central to interaction design.

Stakeholders can see, hold, interact with a prototype more easily than a 
document or a drawing.

It encourages reflection: very important aspect of design.

Prototypes answer questions, and support designers in choosing between 
alternatives.

Prototyping can be quick, cheap and easy.



“Fidelity”

Prototypes can take many forms and can be classified into three different 
‘fidelities’ - Low, Medium and High.

Low fidelity: Simple and inexpensive, show the overall idea and primary 
functions. Doesn’t have to ‘work’ - just convey an idea. 

Medium fidelity: Undertaking limited interactions or tasks should be possible. 
Shows interaction and navigation possibilities. 

High fidelity: The ‘final step’ before product development. Should display 
(almost) full functionality, should convey the full experience of the final product. 



Prototypes

Horizontal: Horizontal prototypes are most often used during the early stages 
of analysis. They give a broad view of the application including sample screens, 
menus, buttons, pop-ups and sample reports that reflect the current 
requirements. While the screens are superficially interactive, buttons and 
features will have little or no processing behind them. 

Vertical: Vertical prototypes are used in the later stages of analysis and design 
to drill down and elaborate on specific features or functions. Vertical prototypes 
are more technical in nature, connect to databases with real data, interface with 
existing sub-systems, and reflect the nearly-exact functioning of key features.

https://www.modernanalyst.com/Careers/InterviewQuestions/tabid/128/ID/5252/What-is-the-difference-between-horizontal-and-vertical-prototyping.aspx
https://www.modernanalyst.com/Careers/InterviewQuestions/tabid/128/ID/5252/What-is-the-difference-between-horizontal-and-vertical-prototyping.aspx


What to prototype

Anything!

Any ideas you have for applications, websites, services, interactions, products…

The main functions of your idea are the most important things to prototype. For 
example, for a shopping application the “view -> select size/quantity -> add to 
bag -> checkout” function is key, so should be one of the first functions and 
interactions you consider in your prototype.



Types of Prototypes

Prototypes can be anything, including (but not limited to):

- A series of screen sketches
- A storyboard
- A video
- A physical object
- An arduino with sensors
- A screen-based interaction
- A cardboard mockup
- A coded software system
- ……… 



Sketching

Sketching can be used for exploring different designs in a quick and effective 
way.

Sketching can be used as a design exploration, or as a ‘reflexive conversation’ 
with yourself, but it is a key part of prototyping.

Sketching -> Drawing.

Using paper-based sketches for initial ideation or as a low fidelity prototype for 
your first round of user testing is recommended.



https://uxknowledgebase.com/sketching-e32af57baf10


Storyboards

Storyboards are sequential illustrations that represent the key shots of a story in 
a visual format. Storyboarding in UX Design plays an important role as a tool to 
visually explore the user’s experience with a product. 

Storyboards use the key action or interaction points to tell the step-by-step 
story of a product / service / interaction (etc.). 

They should also be used in conjunction with video prototypes.





Card-based prototypes

Card based prototypes are usually used to replicate computer screens.

Using index cards (3”x5”), each card represents one screen.



Mobile Applications

Using a screen template (iPhone, Android), use your drawings to map out 
where each button is and how each function would be completed by a user.



Wizard of Oz

Wizard of Oz requires an end user to test your prototype, and a human “wizard” 
to perform tasks that simulates the behavior of the completed product upon 
development.

Named after the Wizard of Oz in the story (who generates an ominous, magical 
appearance from behind a curtain), you are mimicking some aspects of your 
product for the sake of prototyping it, allowing you to save time and resources.

Your end user should not be aware that the functions and outputs are being 
manipulated by a human. 

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/prototyping-learn-eight-common-methods-and-best-practices


“Quick-and-Dirty”

This prototyping method uses all available materials to illustrate shapes or 
interactions very quickly.

This includes pens, markers, paper, card, sellotape, pipe cleaners, playdough.. 
Anything!

The aim is to do it as quickly as possible so that you don’t waste time on ideas 
that won’t work. 



Physical Prototypes

This refers to any prototype that is not screen-based. 

You would use physical objects and technologies to demonstrate your ideas.

You may want to use arduinos, sensors, lights, cardboard, wood, (etc.), and may 
require the use of 3D printers, laser cutters, soldering irons, etc.

A physical prototype will be built in the ‘real world’, as opposed to existing in a 
virtual space.



Video Prototypes

Video prototypes should be used in conjunction with any of the 
aforementioned prototyping techniques.

The reason you would use a video prototype is to give context to your 
prototype, for example a sensor based system “installed” in the home.

Video prototypes also allow you to use computer-generated content and 
effects to enhance your prototype in order to convey the context of use and 
how it would operate. Video prototypes allow you to use “smoke-and-mirrors” 
to showcase how the prototype would work if it were developed.



Critical Design

Critical Design aims to challenge assumptions and conceptions about 
everyday life.

It aims to spark debate, and get people talking to one another, and to 
challenge (or reconsider) their own thoughts.

Critical design can often be dark or deal with dark themes but not just for the 
sake of it.

It is an important design and reflection space, a place where the future can be 
debated and discussed before it happens so that the most desirable futures 
can be aimed for and the least desirable avoided.



Speculative Design

Speculative Design is “…something that creates a story world, has something 
being prototyped within that story world, does so in order to create a discursive 
space…”

All of these related approaches use design in order to explore and critique 
future possibilities. Critique is not necessarily negative; it can also be a gentle 
refusal, a turning away from what exists, a longing, wishful thinking, a desire.



Example

When We All Live to 150 by Jaemin Paik

“How would family life change if we all lived to one-hundred and fifty or 
beyond?” 

With up to six generations living together and the possibility of huge age gaps 
between siblings, the traditional model of the family would change 
dramatically, perhaps even becoming financially unsustainable due to the 
burden of its large membership. 





Design Fiction

Design fiction is a type of speculative design (which itself is a relative of critical 
design). 

Design fiction is about meaning and culture, about adding to what life could be, 
challenging what it is, and providing alternatives that loosen the ties reality has 
on our ability to dream.

Ultimately, it is a catalyst for social dreaming.



Your Assignment

You will create a medium fidelity prototype that aligns with the principles of 
Universal Design.

You will have to use at least 3 design methods to explore your prototype, and 
show evidence of these in your submission.

You will submit a zipped file on Sulis (one per group) showcasing the prototype 
and the evidence of exploration/evolution.

If you have a physical prototype and/or physical copies of your evidence, I will 
accept a labelled folder/prototype.



Your Assignment Grading

Total 30%

- Design Idea: 5% 
- Recognition of, and adherence to, Universal Design principles: 5% 
- Appropriate choice of prototype and quality of prototype: 10% 
- Design methods and evidence of design evolution: 10%


