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Ah, the creative brief. At once the bane of the designer’s tortured existence and a North Star
to guide teams along the path to delivering something great. During my years running a small
design studio, | used briefs to help plan projects and to keep clients honest during the design
process. As | started working in-house, focused on improving existing functionality over
developing entirely new websites, | noticed that the briefs | had been creating were not
working in this new context, so | stopped using them.

But soon, | started noticing that my teams were suffering. We would go through seemingly
infinite rounds of iteration and have to rush production, leading to sub-par experiences.
Designers were having trouble getting their teams and stakeholders on board with the work
they were trying to do, and designs were compromised as a result. | needed a way to help us
bring focus and clarity back to the work so we could move design through more effectively.

Enter the magical short-form creative brief, made famous by Jared Spool. Containing only a
few short sections and no more than a page or two long, the brief helps center teams around
a concise, brief vision for what they are trying to create.

The Brief, in Brief

The original structure of the brief, as Spool describes, consists of no more than a sentence or
two for each of several sections:

1. Project Objective: the basic goal of the feature they were trying to develop.

2. Key Personas: one to two personas from a master list of product personas, only
including details that were relevant to the design.

3. Key Scenarios: up to three short scenarios based on research findings, structured as
a demo or usability task, e.g., “[persona] is talking to a passenger whose flight is
delayed and they need to figure out if there’s a new flight they can get the passenger
on today.”

4. Key Principles: one to two key principles, chosen from a list of previously created
principles, that were most important to consider in the design process.

When | began to adopt this approach a few years ago, | found that it was really helpful for
teams, but they felt there were pieces missing. Some teams needed help streamlining the
design problem; others tried to focus on too many goals. Most felt that certain key information
was missing from the brief, for example, technical constraints or key stakeholders who will
have an impact on the design. | also observed that, when working with digital marketing
teams that were accustomed to agency settings, the term creative brief evoked a focus on
branding and visual design, which ran counter to the team’s goals. As the structure of the brief
continued to evolve over different projects and different teams, | started to refer to them as
experience briefs, which helped the teams focus more on the end-to-end experience we were
creating.
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Optimizing for Different Teams

Done well, a solid brief is no more than a page and a half of printed text and can be
completed within the course of a 1-hour project kickoff. The key to doing it well is that it is
done alongside stakeholders and the team, preferably during the kickoff meeting. | like to treat
the brief as a structured interview. My role is to listen, to facilitate conversation, and to
reframe what | heard as the content of the brief, which | write in front of the team. After the
meeting, | flesh out the writing, refine a few things, and send it out to the team for review. The
final brief serves as a touchstone in every future meeting.

Creating the brief in real-time requires a certain amount of thinking on your feet, but the
benefit is twofold. First, it creates transparency within the team and shows that you are
actively listening. Second, it prevents anyone from arguing that doing a brief “slows down the
process” since it is happening during a meeting that you would be having anyway.

Refining the Design Problem

As | began this process with my teams, the first thing | noticed was that keeping the design
problem/objective to two to three sentences was difficult. In many cases, people needed to be
coaxed into defining the problem in more specific terms than “this is awful and we need to
redesign it.” Some teams also felt that the one-paragraph design problem did not include
enough information to be useful. Our first adaptation to the brief was to expand the design
problem up to a maximum of two paragraphs and to add a subsection for goals and
constraints that needed to be considered. Figure 1 shows an example

16-01 Careers Page Enhancements

Design Problem

[Company] hires and recruits job talent in a variety of positions for offices across the world. The careers
portal that currently exists is focused largely on visual content that represents employee life, but with very
few actual job descriptions, doesn't adequately show this breadth of jobs available. Usability issues also
exist within the job search and application process, for example:

» |ob categories are based on internal department structures, .e.g. IT or Corporate Services, rather than
categories that would make sense to candidates, such as job role;

» While jobs can be filtered by location, it's not immediately apparent where our offices are located, or
how many jobs are available in locations outside of Cambridge.

» The process of applying for a job provides opportunities for confusion and task abandonment due to a
lack of information, such as job location, and poor organization of form fields.

Goal
Create an improved experience that:

1. Focuses first and foremost on what candidates want to do: find a job that applies to them.

2. Highlights the culture and benefits that employees can expect, and makes them want to work here.
3. Allows HR to dynamically promote certain types of jobs or office locations based on current hiring

priorities.

Constraints/Business Requirements

s All job descriptions come from an internal application. This impacts the formatting of content that

comes into the Drupal website.

¢ The job application form is a custom Drupal form that will have to be changed manually.



Figure 1. The first part of our experience brief for the redesign of a careers portal.

The next adaptation was focused on the personas and scenarios. While some teams already
had design personas, other teams were more focused on marketing segments and resisted
the persona concept. Additionally, it was often the case that people would come up with
infinite scenarios that needed to be considered and had to be prioritized. We landed on a
hybrid approach to both problems. For personas, we focused on action-oriented “characters”
based on our research, and we used job stories as a framework to capture user goals (see
Figure 2). For key principles, we left the process untouched. The team had a set of existing
principles | had worked to help them create; from those, we chose the one to two principles
that made the most sense.

Key Personas

+ Seasoned candidate: professional with several years of experience, looking for her next opportunity
Wants to rapidly assess whether work is interesting/challenging enough, and if the company wil
provide the benefits and culture she's looking for

+ Young professional: recently graduated, looking for a place to get his foot in the door that will provide
him with stable benefits, interesting work and a lot of opportunity for growth.

Key Scenarios

1. When | am looking for a new position, | expect to be able to find positions by job title (UX, Developer,
etc) so | can more easily find something that suits my specific skills and interests,

2. When I'm looking for a new position, | expect to be able to find positions in a specific geographic
ocation so | can find jobs that are close to where | livefwant to move to.,

3. When | decide a description isn't the right fit for me, | want to quickly see other positions that might be
a good fit for me so | can continue my search without feeling like I've lost my place.

Key Principles

Figure 2. The second part of our experience brief for the redesign of a careers portal.

Once we had the standard brief in place, we found that teams needed a place to capture
information that came up during the design process, e.g., links to research notes or meeting
notes. For this, we added a “supporting information” section toward the end that made it easy
for teams to capture this information.

The Expanded Brief

These days, our briefs are still two pages or less, but we have expanded it a bit and brought
some more structure to the format. The following is a rough framework of the process:

1. Design Problem: a one to two paragraph description of the problem we are trying to
solve, and why it is important to the business.
1. Goals: a set of clearly defined goals for this design.
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2. Considerations/Constraints: a quick synopsis of any dependencies, business
constraints, etc., that we should pay attention to during the process.

2. Key Personas: One to two personas that are most relevant to the problem we are

solving.

Key Scenarios: Three to five job stories to show the possible scenarios to design for.

Key Principles: One to three design principles, taken from our list.

5. Supporting Information: Any information that is not covered by the above sections. In
practice, this may include meeting notes, links to competitive analysis, or key insights
from research. Some specific examples include the following:

1. Milestones and Deliverables (optional): For larger projects, this section can be
used to indicate the general scope of work and key milestones along the way.

2. Key Stakeholders (optional): This is especially useful in enterprise contexts,
where people who feel left out of the process can end up derailing the design.
Use this to make sure that designers are reaching out to these key stakeholders
at points throughout the design review process.

W

Here'’s a fleshed-out example from a project | did to redesign a career portal.

Pre-Work to Speed Up the Process

In order to realize the true time-saving power of the experience brief, it helps to have a couple
of things squared away up front. Having a set of clear personas and design principles for your
product gives you the opportunity to speed up these sections of the brief; instead of guessing
which personas or principles apply to this project, you can revisit the whole set with your team
and decide which ones to include.

Personas

A solid set of personas (which | like to think of as characters, to borrow Indi Young'’s term) not
only helps speed up the brief-writing process, but it also helps to align the team on a common
set of users. Conduct a Character Sheet Workshop with your team to map out the different
types of people your product serves. When creating personas, think not just about
demographics and user roles, but also consider the person’s context within your problem
space.

Design Principles

If your product or team does not have a clear set of design principles, now is the time to
create them. While it is common for teams to come up with abstract design principles, such as
“Clean” or “Intuitive,” | have found in practice that design principles work best as directives
from our users to the team. “Make it easy to figure out what | have to do next” is more
powerful/useful than “Intuitive,” particularly in an enterprise context.

Create a Template

As your team continues to create experience briefs for each project, it becomes much easier
to create a template that you can grab and start filling out on the fly. Here’s one of mine that

you can use.
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Conclusion

When it comes down to it, being a good designer requires much more than pushing pixels or
learning the next interesting prototyping tool. You have to help your teams prioritize, reframe
their problems, and stay aligned through the messy, thrilling process of creating something
new. This makes the experience brief a small but incredibly powerful tool in your design
arsenal.
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