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SKETCHES ARE…
• quick, freehand drawings

• can include labels or captions

• don’t need to be pretty

• goal:
– for communication

– for brainstorming
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try to communicate ideas 
with as few lines (as little 
“ink”) as possible!



WHY 
SKETCHgetting the design right

– generate an idea

Graphs on the next few slides were modified from images found in the Sept. 2009 Wikipedia entry: hill climbing
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WHY SKETCH?

getting the design right
– generate an idea 

– iterate and develop it
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but is it the best idea?
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WHY SKETCH?

getting the design right
– generate an idea 

– iterate and develop it

The problem
– other better solutions may be available in different ideas

– local vs. global maxima (local hill climbing) 

– often results from fixating on a single idea
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WHY SKETCHES?

getting the design right
– generate an idea

– iterate and develop it

getting the right design
– generate many ideas and variations

– reflect and choose

– then iterate and develop  your choice

Bill Buxton coined the expression ‘Getting the Design Right vs. Getting the Right Design’
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EXPLORATION OF 
A SINGLE IDEA

Slide contributed by Bill Buxton



EXPLORATION 
OF 
ALTERNATIVES

… a designer that pitched three ideas would probably be fired. I'd say 5 is an 
entry point for an early formal review (distilled from 100's) … if you are pushing 
one you will be found out, and also fired …  it is about open mindedness, humility, 
discovery, and learning. If you aren't authentically dedicated to that approach 
you are just doing it wrong! Alistair Hamilton

VP Design
Symbol Technologies

Slide contributed by Bill Buxton



THE ATTRIBUTES 
OF SKETCHES

quick
– to make

timely
– provided when needed

disposable
– investment in the concept, not the execution

plentiful
– they make sense in a collection or series of 

ideas

clear vocabulary
– rendering & style indicates it’s a sketch, not an 

implementation 

constrained resolution
– no higher than required to capture its 

concept

consistency with state
– refinement of rendering matches the 

actual state of development of the 
concept 

suggest & explore rather than confirm
– value lies in suggesting and 

provoking what could be i.e., they are 
the catalyst to conversation and 
interaction

a catalyst 
– evokes conversations and discussion

Concepts from Bill Buxton’s Book Sketching User Experiences (2007) Morgan Kaufmann













https://vimeo.com/28443920

Watch this video at home

https://vimeo.com/28443920


SKETCHING
Workshop
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GETTING STARTED: SOME BEST PRACTICES

imitate sketching styles you like

add date, time (+context)

sketching with fast, long strokes

keep mistakes

analog before digital

3D is not necessary (most of the time)



SKETCHING 
PRACTICE 
ACTIVITY (20 
MINS)

• sketch a number of different things 

• DO NOT put your name on your sketches

– One page per sketch

• we will then tape these sketches up together, 
explore them, and discuss
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BUT: “I CAN’T DRAW…”



SOME PRINCIPLES FOR 
SKETCHING

• use as few lines as you can

• communicate the essence of the idea

• details only if they are important

• choose the detail you put in deliberately

• one piece of paper per sketch!!!!!
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SKETCHING
Principles

• Use as few lines as you can

• Communicate the essence of 
the idea

• Details only if they are 
important

• Choose the detail you put in 
deliberately

• One piece of paper per 
sketch!!!!!

Exercise

Sketch a 
cellphone 
(30s)
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SKETCHING
Principles

• Use as few lines as you can

• Communicate the essence of 
the idea

• Details only if they are 
important

• Choose the detail you put in 
deliberately

• One piece of paper per 
sketch!!!!!

Exercise

Paris (30s)

24



Introduction to HCI – Ecole 
Centrale 2014

Petra Isenberg 25

End123456789101112131415161718192021222324252627282930



SKETCHING
Principles

• Use as few lines as you can

• Communicate the essence of 
the idea

• Details only if they are 
important

• Choose the detail you put in 
deliberately

• One piece of paper per 
sketch!!!!!

Exercise

Computer
(30s)
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SKETCHING
Principles

• Use as few lines as you can

• Communicate the essence of 
the idea

• Details only if they are 
important

• Choose the detail you put in 
deliberately

• One piece of paper per 
sketch!!!!!

Exercise

Gas station 
(30s)
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DISCUSSION (10-15 MINS)

• post up your sketches
• what worked well? 
• what didn’t work well? 
• what things were important to communicate the idea?
• what wasn’t important to communicate the idea?

• Note: DO NOT “defend” your sketch (better yet: don’t identify it is 
yours). Remember that your peers are the “users” of your sketch. If 
they find something incomprehensible, this is telling you something.
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SKETCHING DATA



FIND A PARTNER
Form groups of 2



SKETCH THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN TWO NUMBERS  (10 MINUTES)

75 37
(there are at least 45 different ways)



http://www.scribblelive.com/blog/2012/07/27/45-ways-to-communicate-two-quantities/



SKETCH THIS DATASET (20 MINUTES)



END OF PART 1



GENERAL ADVICE
Get to know your data first

• what attributes are included? How do the attributes 
relate to each other?

• what are the types of attributes included?

• can I derive new attributes from the existing 
attributes?

• what questions does the data trigger in you? Write 
them down



THE 5 DESIGN SHEET 
METHODOLOGY

http://fds.design

http://fds.design/


STAGE 1
• Consider the task 

– if you have a client – meet them
– try to understand the tasks

• Understand the data
– meaning of attributes
– types of attributes
– static/dynamic properties
– range & distribution

• Start to come up with possible 
questions the vis should 
answer



STAGE 2
Brainstorm
• Generate (mini) ideas, sketch 
• Filter: remove ideas that are too 

similar
• Categorize: put similar ideas 

together
• Combine & Refine: organize 

mini-ideas into bigger solutions
• Question: question your 

solutions



STAGE 3

Create 3 alternative designs which contain:

• layout of the design

• focus: show the key vis techniques

• operations: how do people use your vis?

• discussion: advantages & disadvantages

• meta-info: your name, title, date, sheet number, 
task 



STAGE 4

Consider the created designs

• reflect (go back to your tasks & data)

• discuss with client / end users (if you can)



STAGE 5

Refine and merge ideas into final design



EXAMPLES



SHEET 1: IDEATION



SHEET 2, 3, 4



SHEET 5



FINAL IMPLEMENTATION
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