
Throw the heuristic evaluation in the fire … 
… and tell a story around it instead. 

!
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Back in 2006 I presented the findings 
of a heuristic evaluation to a group of 
project stakeholders …



I used three primary sets of heuristics:  
- Jakob Nielsen's Heuristics 
- Jill Gerhardt-Powals’ Cognitive Engineering 

Principles 
- Weinschenk and Barker Classification 

And captured the results in Excel.



!

At first they were like …
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… but then they got all …



EPIC FAIL



They questioned the value of the 
whole exercise, and said that it 
seemed to be a complete waste of 
time. 

I did not blame them for missing the 
point. I blamed myself for not 
communicating it effectively.
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I’m as mad as hell and I’m not going to take this anymore!



Ok, maybe I wasn’t that mad. 
I was more like …



I knew there had to be a better way. 

Over the next few years I … 

✓ got rid of the spreadsheet 
✓ tried explaining the heuristics 
✓ got frustrated with tweaks and trashed 

the whole fraking thing



I needed a fresh perspective.





Wesley Willis

singer | songwriter | artist



If some of you have demons in your 
head who talk to you in profanity or 
whatever, don't let your demon shoot 
down your rock music, don't let your 
demon keep you off the joy bus.
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I want to ride the joy bus.



So I started looking for 
ways to get onboard.



I am an 
Anthropologist!



I am an Anthropologist.



Clifford Geertz 
is my hero.



THICK DESCRIPTION 
Understanding behavior 
is only possible when it 
is analyzed in context.



®ontex t1
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Why does context matter?
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Back in 2013 we would have questioned their sanity.



CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE CONTEXT

environment 
artifacts 
behaviors 
events

GENERATE

INTERPRET

artifacts 
behaviors

Adapted from the work of James P. Spradley



There was something familiar 
about that pattern. 

It reminded me of …



… air combat.



model built by George Paterson

Hanriot HD.1

Willy Coppens

37 victories 
including 

34 balloons

Belgian WWI Ace

http://modelingmadness.com/columns/slipping/may14a.htm


Pilot & Military 
Strategist

John Boyd
USAF Colonel







OBSERVE
the collection of 
data by means of the 
senses

ORIENT
the analysis and 
synthesis of data to 
form one's current 
mental perspective

DECIDE
the determination of 
a course of action 
based on one's 
current mental 
perspective

ACT
the physical playing-
out of decisions



OBSERVE ORIENT DECIDE ACT

INTERPRET GENERATE

So I started to wonder if all of the heuristics I was 
using could be aggregated into similar categories.



You’re an IA ya big dummy … 
DO A CARD SORT



Perception

• visibility of system status 
• consistency and standards (3) 
• error prevention (3) 
• recognition rather than recall (2) 
• aesthetic and minimalist design 
• fuse data

• include in the displays only that 
information needed 

• aesthetic integrity 
• simplicity (3) 
• consistency 
• modal integrity



Comprehension
• match between system and the 

real world 
• consistency and standards (3) 
• error prevention (3) 
• help and documentation 
• recognition rather than recall (2) 
• reduce uncertainty 
• use names that are conceptually 

related to function (2) 
• present new information with 

meaningful aids to interpretation

• provide multiple coding of data 
when appropriate 

• linguistic clarity 
• technical clarity 
• cultural propriety 
• user support 
• responsiveness 
• simplicity (3)



Operation
• limit data driven tasks 
• practice judicious redundancy 
• predictability 
• accuracy 
• flexibility 
• suitable tempo 
• precision 
• human limitations 
• simplicity (3)

• user control and freedom 
• consistency and standards (3) 
• use names that are conceptually 

related to function (2) 
• error prevention (3) 
• forgiveness 
• flexibility and efficiency of use 
• help users recognize, diagnose 

and recover from errors 
• automate unwanted workload



INTERPRET

OBSERVE ORIENT DECIDE ACT

GENERATE

PERCEPTION COMPREHENSION OPERATION

And while I seemed to be closer, none of these 
terms felt right.

Then I remembered the cat quote!





Not that cat quote. 
This one …



It is not against a body of 
uninterrupted data, radically 
thinned descriptions, that we 
must measure the cogency of 
our explications, but against 
the power of the scientific 
imagination to bring us into 
touch with the lives of 
strangers. 
It is not worth it, as Thoreau 
said, to go round the world to 
count the cats in Zanzibar. 
– Clifford Geertz (my hero)
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I was counting cats when I should 
have been telling stories.



Oh, but wait …



Stefan Sagmeister 
does not think 
that designers are 
storytellers.



I get what he is trying 
to say, but I disagree.
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All human beings are storytellers.
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The emotionally charged story 
recounted at the beginning Dr. 
Paul Zak's film—of a terminally ill 
two-year-old named Ben and his 
father—offers a simple yet 
remarkable case study in how 
the human brain responds to 
effective storytelling. 

Empathy, Neurochemistry, and the Dramatic Arc

watch the video

http://futureofstorytelling.org/video/empathy-neurochemistry-and-the-dramatic-arc/


Storytelling is a powerful tool …





How I stopped 
counting cats 
and started 
telling stories.



narrative point of view

plot

characters

Storytelling Essentials



narrative focused on heuristics

flow

persona

Heuristic Storytelling Essentials



flow
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First you must understand the context of use …



To set the scene effectively, you 
must understand the context in 
which the software is used.
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…and then you will be able to identify critical paths.



Unless you are tasked with a 
full site evaluation, covering the 
critical paths should be more 
than sufficient.



persona





You do not need a 
detailed persona – just 
a plausible sketch of a 
typical user. 

The stakeholders must 
recognize the user as 
one of their own. 



• ask the client what they have 
• ask your friends and coworkers 
• look through online discussions 
• look at industry publications 
• use your Google-Fu

To create the persona, do (a little) research, 
but if you can’t …



You need to know 
enough to understand 
why they are using the 
software you are 
designing and in what 
context.



Never do a selfie persona.



narrative



The narrative is grounded in the 
heuristic categories, but those 
categories needed a slight 
tweak.



COMPREHENSION

I can understand it.

OPERATION

I can do it.

PERCEPTION

I can see it.

I replaced the categories from the card sorting exercise 
with phrases that would fit better in a narrative.



Don’t panic, the detailed 
heuristics are still there. 
Just don’t reveal them to 
the audience.



Passengers don’t need to know how to fly the plane. 
They just need to trust that she knows what she is doing.



Only bring up the details 
of a specific heuristic when 
absolutely necessary.



Keep the narrative focused on 
what the user is doing at each 
step of the way …



… but most importantly, how 
they would be feeling each step 
along the way.



Emotions drive empathy, 
make connections, and 
create understanding.

“Werfel’s first pair of new shoes” 
Life Magazine, 1946



Now, let’s pull it all together …



That rug really tied the room together.



Ladies and Gentleman 

The story you are about to 
hear is true. 

Only the names have been 
changed to protect the 
innocent.



This is just a fragment of a 
larger document, but it sets the 
pattern for the full narrative.



From Corporate Attorney to Small Firm Start-Up 

After completing law school, Roya worked in the 
intellectual property department of a large entertainment 
company. 

Then after four years of stellar work she decided to join 
up with a few of her law school classmates to start their 
own independent office. 

As a part of the efforts to get their practice running, the 
law school friends divvied up the workload. In addition to 
getting their LLC registered, Roya took on the job of 
stocking the office reference library.

ROYA’S STORY



Looking For Books 

Landing on the home page, Roya does not immediately 
see a way to buy the books she needs. 

After a quick scroll she sees the carousel of books, but 
not a clear way to see the entire selection. 

Frustrated, she scrolls back up to the top of the page 
and sees the navigation that she had somehow missed 
when the page loaded. 

Already feeling a bit wary, she then clicks on the “SHOP 
BOOKS” link.

ROYA’S STORY



Strengths


✓Solid hierarchy from the A spot to the carousel. 

Negatives


- Navigation bar is competing with both the search box and 
promo banner. 

- Overabundance of tag lines and promotional text add to the 
visual complexity. 

- Rotating A spot is a distraction and hampers the user’s ability 
to understand the rest of the page.



Recommendations


‣ Simplify the header with a greater emphasis on navigation. 

‣ Reduce the word count by moving promotional content 
deeper into the shopping experience. 

‣ Avoid rotating content as it becomes an attention 
management issue and a distraction.



Remember that EPIC FAIL at the start?



#WINNING





That evaluation was the delivered a couple 
of months into new client relationship. 

Over a year and five big projects later, the 
client still talks about that document and 
how it really made the connection between 
the design and their customer.





As well as this method has been 
working, I know it ca be better. 

I was speaking to a colleague   
about this subject and … 



… and he directed me to this.  
/HT David Farkas





The method I have been using is focused on 
screen level heuristics. 

Abby Covert’s work may provide a way to link 
the steps in the story to much larger themes. 

I will definitely be working this in to my next 
evaluation.



My goal is to continually evaluate 
and improve this method. 

Any help you could provide 
would be greatly appreciated.





David Fiorito 
principal UX Designer 

EPAM | Empathy Lab 

@crosswiredmind


