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Introduction
“ People think that design is styling. Design is not style. It’s not about giving 

shape to the shell and not giving a damn about the guts. Good design is a 

renaissance attitude that combines technology, cognitive science, human need, 

and beauty to produce something that the world didn’t know it was missing.” 

—��Paola�Antonelli,�MoMA’s�Senior�Curator��
of�Architecture�&�Design�+�Director�of�R&D

In January of 2010, I stepped into a job I’d never had before, in a 

situation I’d never been in before. It had been years since I’d done 

anything other than work for myself and at businesses I’d started. 

The job was Interaction Designer for Etsy, the global marketplace 

for unique goods. The situation? Well, at the time, Etsy was a 

50-person company. 

Etsy was started in 2005. In 2009, it had sold $180 million 

worth of merchandise. Some people considered it a design-centric 

brand, but to say the design team was small would be an under-

statement. As a platform that enables artists and designers to sell 



x

introduction

the physical products they’ve created, Etsy doesn’t employ or need 

physical product designers. As a software product, it does need Web 

product designers. As the New Year began, there were zero Web 

designers on staff. My first week at Etsy was also the first week 

for the only other Web designer on the team. We had our work cut 

out for us. As time would pass, I’d learn just how my experience up 

to that point would help me figure out how to approach design at 

Etsy. For the time being, however, everything felt new.

There wasn’t much of what you’d call “hallway conversation” 

because we didn’t really have hallways. Still, I would pick up on 

conversations about this mysterious thing called the “product.”

Our CEO at the time, Etsy’s founder, was a “product guy.” 

Designers, along with “product managers,” were on the “product 

team.” I honestly had no idea what “product” meant, and I was 

tasked with growing it! I’d been building another Web product for 

three years before joining Etsy, and had always called the process 

“building a website,” or if I was talking to a savvy person, I’d say I 

was “building a Web application.”

Over time, through lots of question-asking, frequent guessing 

(and getting it wrong), and absorbing, I arrived at an understand-

ing of what “product” meant. The “product” was this thing we were 

building: the Web application, mobile apps, and the API (application 

programming interface). Many people hear “product” and think of a 

toothbrush or a toaster. At Etsy, the product was (and is) software.
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Moving forward, I was able to understand the relationship 

between “design” and “product.” I started referring to the team as 

the “product design team” because every other moniker seemed 

as ill-fitting as a cheap suit. Etsy is all about being one-of-a-kind, 

so we arrived at a bespoke answer for a unique situation. Or so we 

thought.

It turns out that our answer wasn’t unique at all. Other soft-

ware companies had been referring to “product design” as a disci-

pline for quite some time. As many startups and other companies 

began developing software products, I realized that we needed a 

common language for our big, shared, and influential discipline. 

Web products have a fundamental impact on the day-to-day lives 

of billions of people.

Through trial and error, I came to an understanding of what 

product design is and how it works. I wrote this book because I 

wanted to define product design and share that understanding. 

More important, though, I wanted to share what I believe are fun-

damental principles of product design. What does it take to build 

and release a Web product?

After reading this book, you’ll have a much more complete 

understanding of what’s involved in designing digital products, 

how that design process works, and how to do it well.

Anyone working in the field of product design, Web design, 

online media, entrepreneurship, software development, or man-

agement and leadership will find value in what follows.

I hope you enjoy learning about the principles of product 

design as much as I enjoyed discovering them.
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No Dead Ends
From the earliest days of the Internet, we saw everything pre-

sented there as a “page.” Of course, that terminology springs from 

the printed page that everyone knew so well. The problem with 

applying this familiar concept to Web product design is that digital 

products aren’t experienced in a single linear sequence, one static 

rectangle at a time.

Even today, without realizing it, we often accept an ill-fitting 

framework for Web products. If we pin our design to an out-of-date 

model, we’re unlikely to create an experience that feels consistent 

with the medium for which we’re designing.

Every experience that people have with digital products 

involves interactions over time, choices between multiple actions, 

user feedback, presentation of information, requirements for input, 

and demands on attention. It’s important for us to consider exactly 

what we are creating when we design a digital product: how it is 

experienced, how it is constructed, how it works, and the connec-

tion between those three factors.
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Go With the Flow

Let’s accept a new model for our thinking: instead of a page, we 

design a flow, a word that implies a looseness of movement and, 

perhaps, an unpredictable pathway. Think of how water moves in a 

stream. It may run to the right or to the left of a rock. It may move 

faster in narrow areas or slower in wide areas. In some locations it 

may move so slowly that you can’t perceive its movement. Even-

tually, it reaches a natural destination, its inevitable home, at the 

bottom of the hill.
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Flow as a model also implies the passage of time. Movement 

doesn’t happen in a single moment. As we learned in our story 

framework in Chapter 3, an experience has a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. People don’t experience a digital product in a single 

instant. People pass in and out of the flow, with each interaction 

leading to a new part of the experience. If the creator has done 

his job correctly, flow should ideally go on and on and on, offering 

more and different experiences over time.

The elements that can appear or occur within a flow aren’t lim-

ited to its presence on a specific medium, device, or screen. A per-

son may interact with the flow through an app or online shopping 

site, but she is also interacting when she tells her friend about her 

experience or sees a printed ad in a favorite magazine. Each inter-

action helps that person understand what the product looks and 

feels like, how to use it, and whom it is for. Each of those moments 

is part of a larger flow that easily moves from online interaction to 

offline activity and back. A flow has the potential to go in a vari-

ety of directions, change its pacing, and be subject to manipulation 
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and multiple interpretations. Knowing this, a designer can 

thoughtfully and creatively craft an experience that never reaches 

a dead end. A dead end is a missed opportunity.

Create New Opportunities
Finding moments to extend flows demands broader thinking. In 

fact, it demands that you embrace uncertainty and accept that you 

will not really know where your flow should go next. Often, the 

next possible destination for a flow will reveal itself only as you’re 

actually developing the product from your design.

Take a simple sign-up flow that has reached its natural rest-

ing place: a completed user sign-up. Where you take that user will 

depend on what part of the experience you want him to engage 

with immediately after signing up. You might offer multiple pos-

sibilities. You might prefer that he perform Action A if he arrived at 

the sign-up from Source A, or that he have a choice of Actions B or 

C if he arrived from Source B.

When you are refining a part of a product experience design, 

you must always be looking for opportunities to extend its flow. 

A user should never experience steps one, two, and three success-

fully, and then get to step four and discover that the flow ends with 

“Have a nice day; see you later.”

For example, a customer at a shopping site has just placed an 

order. The natural product flow would seem to be complete and 

concluded. What was expected was fulfilled. Now what? Ideally, 

that flow should have the opportunity to continue. But how might 
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that work? Your product could present other items that this person 

might be interested in. It could display links to articles about the 

item the customer just purchased. It could direct the customer to a 

community of like-minded people. The possibilities are as wide as 

your mind is open.

When you’re dealing with an unpredictable flow, the key to 

finding new opportunities is simply to open up to the entire world 

of possibilities. You could present information, ask for input, or 

prompt interaction. What kind of interaction? You could solicit 

feedback by asking a person to share her experience, or you could 

offer the customer a choice of several possible next steps. By pre-

senting those possibilities, you can encourage the customer’s next 

action in any number of ways.

Once you start to see the breadth of potential options, you can 

take the design of your product in almost any direction.

Connect One Experience to Another
We know that focus and continuity of outcome are important to 

the design of a strong product experience. But if you have limit-

less possibilities for the direction of any one flow, how do you gen-

erate focus by choosing a subset of those “limitless possibilities”? 

The previous checkout-to-recommendation scenario is a good 

example. If you’re looking to turn a dead end into a not-dead not-

end, consider connecting it to other key flows—those essential 

flows that make up the core of your product and already exist in 

the  experience.
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Think about filling a glass to the very top with water. Just at the 

point when the glass will overflow, you put another glass below it 

to catch the water, then fill that glass, and then fill another and 

another. That’s what your flow should be like. How can you con-

tinually extend the experience so that it remains beneficial for you 

and the customer?

Some digital experiences do have logical ends. After you sign up 

for a new service by creating a personal account, that job is done. 

When you buy an item online and check out, that transaction is 

finished. Water has finished flowing into the glass. Its path has 

reached its natural conclusion.

However, you should start to look at these natural conclusions 

simply as touch points in the ongoing flow. Grab another glass, and 

start a new flow to pour into the next natural conclusion.

What if the glass has water in it but isn’t completely filled? As 

mentioned above, you could direct someone who just made a pur-

chase to other products or information. Ask what else you could 

offer at that point to fill and overflow the glass. How could con-

necting one experience to another enhance the experience, mak-

ing it more valuable by combining experiences? You could offer to 

send a mobile update when the customer’s order ships, or provide 
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a discount for a future purchase, or send tips on how to better use 

the purchased item.

All of these options extend the flow. The flow’s timeline has 

been extended by connecting multiple experiences. In so doing, 

you keep that person in the flow even when she is not actively 

involved with your product. It adds value for the user and value to 

your product.

Flows Can Be Long
If we understand that a flow is a set of experiences that people 

have over time while interacting with your product, we should 

recognize that “over time” can mean a very long time, indeed. The 

length, breadth, and depth of an experience are also variables that 

we can design for. Typically, we tend to think of digital products 

enabling “fast” or “instant” results, and it is all too common to 

wrap things up quickly. But what if the experience was slow? What 

if you could not only design the “now” part of the experience, but 

also shape future experiences that the person will have while using 

your product?

If you are creating a shopping experience, for example, the flow 

may begin with a very quick checkout. But that person now has 

a relationship with your product, along with an opinion about it. 

You could come back to him after a week, a month, or a year to get 

additional feedback. Was the product he purchased durable? How is 

he using it? You can capture a lot of valuable information over time.

Also consider that you are working on a product that lets peo-

ple start an experience now that might conclude in the future. 
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Those events could happen now or a decade from now. The user 

experience can become very long. You have to think differently 

about how you would create that flow so you don’t accidently cre-

ate a dead end later.

For instance, I might choose very different tools if I’m plan-

ning on accommodating an experience that can unfold over a long 

period of time. I might choose a very simple technology that seems 

to be stable and has been around for a long time, rather than take 

a risk with the newest, unproven technology. I might set up the 

product with a proven technology for its infrastructure, giving it a 

better chance of being serviceable and able to easily evolve many 

years from now.

The important thing is to open up your thinking for everything 

that might happen between now and the end of what could be a 

very long experience. 

Connect the Dots

Sometimes as you work you will see the connection points between 

parts of the product experience, and sometimes they will not 

appear for a long time. The design process is always one of discov-

ery. When we design a product for the Web, discovery is an impor-

tant part of how we determine what the product actually is. When 

you reach the end of a flow—the edge of the product—imagine a 

dot, a connection point. Now it’s time to discover another dot, and 

so on. There are no ends, only new opportunities to explore. Once 

you have connected a series of dots, you have a flow without an 
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end. You can design an experience to connect the end point of one 

key as to another.

When you’ve identified which dots to connect, you need 

to guide the person across that connection point. It’s up to the 

designer to help the user to understand, “What am I going to get 

out of this?” Why should the user continue on?

There has to be a reason for that person to continue with the 

experience. Whether it’s informative, useful, or just plain fun, the 

ongoing path you create makes it more likely that the user will stay 

with you on the journey through your product.
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Small changes

improve customer 
experience, 114–115

isolating causes of success 
and failure, 117–120

large impact of, 109–110
Small teams, 192–195
Social media products, 136
Software

reliability, 68
requirements for speed, 

62–63
Web products as digital-

based. see Web products
Sound, speed and, 63
Speed, 63–67
Stand-alone products, 13
Status bars, 95
Story first

creating narrative of your 
product, 41–43

elements of, 48–49
writing press releases. see 

Press releases
Style, design vs., 1–2
Subject area experts, 

qualitative research, 181
Sublime Text, 170
Subversion, 172
Success, isolating causes of, 

117–120
Support

available and responsive, 
71

definition of, 71
invisible feature of, 71–72
underdesigning, 73–75

Q
Qualitative research, 180–181
Quality, performance and, 

61–62
Quantitative research, 

179–180

R
Recovery, speed of, 64
Redundant database calls, 

and speed, 63
Release

feedback following, 
185–188

product, 157–159
Reliability, 68–70
Repetitive cycles

improving product 
through small, 134, 208

knowing goals from the 
start, 129–134

rinse and repeat cycle, 
127–129

Reputation, building, 72
Research

in product design process, 
33–34

qualitative, 180–181
quantitative, 179–180

Reverse satisfaction, from 
usability of product, 86–87

Rewards
of frequent collaboration, 

110–111
for intended behavior, 

98–102
nurturing and 

encouraging with, 
95–97

Rinse and repeat. see 
Repetitive cycles

Risk, small changes reducing, 
120

Rules of use, 102–105

S
Satisfaction, from usability of 

product, 86–87
Security

invisible feature of, 72–73
sense of community and, 

69–70
underdesigned, 73–75

Performance
quality and, 61–62
reliability and, 68
speed and, 62–67
underdesigning, 73–75

Personality mismatches, 
intent of design, 82

Photo-editing tools, 171
Platform products, 16
Positive reinforcement. see 

Behavior
Practices of an Agile Developer 

(Subramaniam and Hunt), 
108

Preemptive communication, 
155

Press releases
consistency of vision, 

46–47
describe benefits and 

value in, 47
explain for the 

uninitiated, 48
outcome-oriented 

thinking of, 46
reasons for, 44–46
sharing changes with 

customers, 154
write first, 43

Previewers, 172
Problems

breaking down into 
smaller ones, 207–208

from changes, 121
in design exploration, 

150–151
ease of detecting, 122–123
ease of fixing, 124–126
ease of identifying, 124
pursuing goals by 

rethinking and 
redesigning, 130–134

Product management, 28–30
Programmer, primary role 

of, 31
Programming languages, 

Web products vs. native 
apps, 19

Prototype, building, 153–154, 
158–159
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Web products
native apps as, 18–21
as never finished, 

203–209
Web products vs. websites

attributes of products. 
see Web products vs. 
websites

beyond browser, 12
direction of data and 

content, 9–10
frequency of use, 8–9
navigation vs. 

participation, 10
overview of, 6–8
pages vs. flows, 11–12
presence of accounts, 11

Web products, what to design
ecosystem products, 

14–16
evolving products, 17–18
native apps as Web 

products, 18–21
overview of, 5–6
platform products, 16
stand-alone products, 13
unique opportunity, 21–22

Wireframes, 172
Work to be done

balancing user, technical 
and business needs, 28

become a marketer, 32–33
do research, 33–34
explain ideas with 

language, 32
forget unicorns, 35–36
for meaningful/

understandable 
experience, 24–26

organizing complex 
information, 27–28

overview of, 23–24
product vs. project 

management, 28–30
shaping behavior, 30–31

Workflow, and tools, 164–165
Working alone, 190–192
Writing, explaining ideas 

with, 32

X
Xcode, 171

Training, shaping behavior 
with, 92–93

Twitter, 18, 79–80, 139–140

U
UI (user interface) design

designers, 25
explaining ideas with 

language, 32
for interactions, 25–26
problems and confusion 

in, 83–84
shaping behavior with 

interactions, 30–31
simulating behaviors, 172
of Web products vs. native 

apps, 19
Usability

as first product 
requirement, 207

research on, 34
UX (user experience)

as meaningful and 
understandable, 24–26

organizing complex 
information, 27–28

positive reinforcement of. 
see Behavior

in product design process, 
34

product managers 
balancing, 28–30

V
Validation, of your idea, 

151–153
Value of product, in press 

release, 47
Vector illustration tools, 171
Version control tools, 173
Video, manipulating to affect 

speed, 63
Visual design

security cues in, 73
shaping behavior with, 

30–31
of user interface, 25

Vocabulary, emerging from 
product use, 79–80

W
Wait times, reducing for 

speed, 63
Weather apps, 137

T
Taxonomy, organizing, 28
Teams, product design

individually working, 
190–192

large, with subteams, 
196–198

principles of, 199
small, 192–195
strengths and challenges 

of, 208
Technology, balancing 

constraints of, 28–30
Tenet (approach), as intent of 

design, 150–151
Terminology, product 

naming and, 79–80
Testing

ideas, 149
software, 155–157
solutions to problems, 

208
speed, 66–67
team, 198

Text editors, 169–171
Third-party apps, 15–16
Time, saving, 111–113
Tools

choosing, 166–167
code management and 

version control, 173
communication, 174
develop skill and use 

regularly, 165–166
finding close to your 

product, 165
graphics editors, 171
influence on workflow, 

164–165
inventing own, 168
from many places, 167
as means to an end, 

174–175
mock-up tools, 172–173
overview of, 163–164
previewers, 172
product designer’s toolkit, 

168–174
text editors, 169–171
tracking and monitoring, 

174
Tracking tools, 174
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