








UX Skills for Business Strategy




With Early Release ebooks, you get books in their earliest form—the authors’ raw and unedited content as they write—so you can take advantage of these technologies long before the official release of these titles.


Torrey Podmajersky, Maya Elise Joseph-Goteiner, and Kim Mats Mats









  UX Skills for Business Strategy

  
    by 
    Torrey 
    Podmajersky
    , 
    Maya 
    Elise 
    Joseph-Goteiner
    , and 
    Kim 
    Mats Mats
  

  
    Copyright © 2024 Torrey Podmajersky, Maya Elise Joseph-Goteiner and
    Kim Mats Mats. All rights reserved.
  

  Printed in the United States of America.

  
    Published by 
    O’Reilly Media, Inc., 1005 Gravenstein Highway North, Sebastopol, CA 95472.
  

  
    O’Reilly books may be purchased for educational, business, or sales
    promotional use. Online editions are also available for most titles (http://oreilly.com). For more information, contact our corporate/institutional sales
    department: 800-998-9938 or corporate@oreilly.com.
  

  
    	
      Acquisitions Editor:
       Amanda Quinn
    

    	
        Development Editor:
         Angela Rufino
    

    	
      Production Editor:
       Jonathon Owen
    

    
    	
      Interior Designer:
       David Futato
    

    	
      Cover Designer:
       Karen Montgomery
    

    	
      Illustrator:
       Kate Dullea
    

  

  
    	
      January 2026:
       First Edition
    

  

  
  
    Revision History for the Early Release

    
      	
        2024-12-13:
         First Release
      

    

  

  
    See 
    http://oreilly.com/catalog/errata.csp?isbn=9781098177874
     for release details.
  

  
    
      The O’Reilly logo is a registered trademark of O’Reilly Media, Inc. UX
      Skills for Business Strategy, the cover image, and related trade dress are
      trademarks of O’Reilly Media, Inc.
    

    
      The views expressed in this work are those of the authors and do not
      represent the publisher’s views. While the publisher and the
      authors have used good faith efforts to ensure that the information and
      instructions contained in this work are accurate, the publisher and the
      authors disclaim all responsibility for errors or omissions, including
      without limitation responsibility for damages resulting from the use of or
      reliance on this work. Use of the information and instructions contained
      in this work is at your own risk. If any code samples or other technology
      this work contains or describes is subject to open source licenses or the
      intellectual property rights of others, it is your responsibility to
      ensure that your use thereof complies with such licenses and/or rights.
      
      
    

  

  
    
    978-1-098-17781-2

    [FILL IN]

  









Brief Table of Contents (Not Yet Final)


Preface (available, new)

Chapter 1: How to Use This Book (available)

Chapter 2: Index of Impacts (unavailable)

Chapter 3: Skills by Category (unavailable)











      Preface

      
        Meaningful achievement depends on lifting one’s sights and pushing toward the horizon.

        Daniel Pink

      

      “What do you do here?” A co-founder at the agency where Kim had started her first taxonomy job asked her in the literal elevator. She gave her pitch on metadata as the co-founder walked with her to the team’s workspace. He asked the whole team: “Do you know how this place works?” When he saw them hesitate, he started whiteboarding. “Here’s how the company pays your salary. Let’s say you bill your client for 38 hours this week…” In three minutes he sketched out the agency’s financial model. For Kim, the rules of that early lesson about her work’s impact on customer success and organizational growth came to feel like gravity, an invisible yet obvious part of the work environment.

      Maya’s understanding of business came before her awareness of user experience (UX). Working at artnet.com, Maya both sold and built a product—an online library of artist monographs. “It was later on when I realized the site isn’t exclusively about each artist’s oeuvre. There are people looking to learn about their art! Their experience of our product matters.” As Maya pivoted her career to research, she realized that her team had missed an opportunity to understand the needs of art lovers more deeply and develop a stronger value proposition for their product. 

      In Torrey’s first UX role, she felt out-of-place as a non-gamer working for Xbox, Microsoft’s gaming division. Her manager put her at ease: “In every house where there’s a console, there are usually three to five people who don’t even touch it. That expanded audience is full of prospective customers. If somebody pushes back on your work and says ‘our audience already knows that’, you can say ‘in fact, our expanded audience probably doesn’t.’” As she put this to the test, Torrey realized her experience mattered because of the business goal, not in spite of it. 

      These are just a few of the early “aha!” moments in our careers - instances when we realized that user experience is most potent when it embraces the gravitational pull of business. This doesn’t mean compromising our ideals to make the world work better for people; it means recognizing that UX and business strategy can come together to achieve the goal of a better world. 

      But the question persists: what do we do here? UX professionals aspire to push towards the horizon, but recent years have seen our day-to-day work focused on the tactics of production to meet short-term goals. The dream of UX, that designing for human-centered outcomes will naturally flow to business value, hasn’t been widely realized. False expectations have been set for junior UX pros who are becoming discouraged in finding a meaningful career path. In recent years, we’ve seen UX professionals at all levels facing setbacks—layoffs, organizational changes, and shifting priorities. 

      Meanwhile, even though most UX pros work within for-profit companies, the idea of business has been cast as dirty, as something that muddies our humanistic core. Business strategy is a notoriously uncomfortable topic among UX pros. We see it as questionable, possibly deceptive, somehow in direct conflict with user-centered outcomes. Some UX pros have even been told not to center our work within the business, because it stains the design “purity.” 

      This avoidance of business strategy is holding the field of UX back. The three of us have forged our careers by viewing business strategy as a valuable set of constraints. We see opportunity in Erika Hall’s claim, “the business is the grid.” So we came together to create this toolkit for people working in UX to help them move past their learned discomfort and snap their skills to the grid of business strategy. 

      This book isn’t about becoming financial experts —it’s about connecting what we do to business impact, lifting our sights, and building stronger bridges between UX and business goals. Now, more than ever, there is an opportunity to evolve our practice and make our work indispensable and meaningful. We hope you find your own aha! moments with this book by your side.

      
        What This Book Is About

        This book is about connecting the dots between the activities that UX professionals do—our skills—and the impacts of those activities. 

        In this book, each impact is described in terms of the UX skills required to make that impact happen. Similarly, each UX skill is described in terms of the impacts that it is likely to make. 

        By pairing these two lists of impacts and UX skills together, we help you answer these questions: 

        
          	
            What are the UX skills that are most likely to make the impact I need? 

          

          	
            What impacts should I measure when I’m using this UX skill? 

          

          	
            What attitudes can I and my team develop to amplify our impact?

          

          	
            What UX risks do I need to watch out for when maximizing an impact? 

          

          	
            How much authority will I need to be successful using this UX skill? 

          

          	
            What conditions are required for this UX skill to be useful in my organization? 

          

        

      

      
        Why We Wrote This Book Now

        At our core, UX professionals want to improve lives. Our practice is anchored in the mission to put human experience at the forefront of building new things. Spend time working with us and you’ll observe a common desire to leave the world a little (or a lot!) better than it is today. 

        When UX professionals express the impact our work has in the world, we often start with the ease, convenience, availability, value, and delight we inject into the software and experiences we create, to improve people’s lives.

        But we tend to shy away when it comes to the other impacts: the financial outcomes, regulatory compliance, and productivity gains we also create. For many UX pros, these are the necessary business outcomes—but we only talk about them when pushed to write our performance reviews, work on our portfolios, or prepare for sales pitches.

        This discomfort should not be the barrier that inhibits the success of UX. This book will give people a starting place, including language and a framework to talk about UX work. We want these conversations to be accessible, understandable, and valuable so that organizations can make good business decisions that also center human needs and experiences. 

        
          We want our field to flourish

          Expectations of UX Pros seem to be increasing every day. While the field has grown from mostly people with design-oriented backgrounds to include information architecture, research, and content specialists (among others!), we have had an astounding increase in the number of tools, methods, and perspectives each one of us is expected to apply. 

          In this book, we bring together those disparate skills at their intersection in user experience. We want new colleagues who enter the UX field to have a reference guide for choosing the best skill to learn and use in the moment. We also want juniors and leaders to continue creating and iterating on our tools, methods, and approaches so that as our field grows, we continue to see our user-centered values reflected in the products and services we use every day. 

        

        
          We want our jobs to be well understood

          Businesses exist to make an impact. Every organization wants to effect change in some way, whether financial, social, innovative, or philanthropic. 

          The people running these organizations often expect that UX professionals are there to “make things look good,” if they’re aware of our jobs at all. Some leaders still expect us to do our work after decisions have been made and resources have been committed. Consequently, our strategic value can be overlooked while we’re kept busy iterating on small stuff. 

          Even while the number of UX pros has grown rapidly, we remain a small percentage of the overall workforce, an estimated 2% at most. This book will help you address these misperceptions when you find them by advocating that UX helps the business meet its goals by designing how things work, not just how things look.

        

        
          We want to support career progression

          Our field is still relatively young. The first person to conceive of the User Experience Architect role was Don Norman, at Apple, in 1993. From then, the field grew rapidly to an estimated 1 million UX professionals by 2017, fueled by degree programs and bootcamps. 

          Since the Covid-19 pandemic, we’ve seen individual career growth disrupted by changing economic times and advances in automation. Individual contributors (ICs) found themselves suddenly positioned as team leads. UX managers faced fewer options and moved into IC roles. Many UX pros became generalists, doing more of their own research, content design, and illustration (for example) than ever before. 

          We’ve seen job markets contract quickly, and with only a few hundred UX Vice Presidents and Chief Experience Officers, the promise of career progression feels out of reach.

          However, the good news is that the UX job market is expected to keep growing - up to 100 million by 2050. And, according to the World Economic Forum, one of the top ten skills for businesses to acquire by 2027 is design and user experience.

          We’ve designed this book to support growth across our disciplines and to help designers, researchers, and content designers in expanding their skills and becoming leaders. While our field rarely offers structured career ladders, this book helps UX pros carve their own unique pathways.

        

        
          We want a new generation of leaders to thrive

          Each of us, the authors, have managed UX pros. We know what it’s like to be the person who needs to advocate for our entire discipline while managing day-to-day work, and also demonstrating leadership within product and business strategy. We wrote this book, in part, so that every UX pro could have a slightly better manager—so that we can be better managers in the future, using this resource. 

          Beyond our personal use for this book, we aim for this book to be a valuable resource for organizations. This book provides tools and frameworks for leaders facing business challenges to tap into the strengths of their UX teams. By identifying key skills, refocusing resources, and providing the right training, organizations can align UX efforts to meet strategic business objectives.

          We leaders can do better at communicating how our work aligns with the core reasons organizations exist, whether that’s to create profit, deliver social good, or individual benefit. We want to hear our teams say with pride at the end of the workday, “I helped my organization achieve something meaningful.” And, in turn, we expect that our organizations recognize the value that extends beyond the surface.

        

      

      
        Who This Book Is For

        If you’re a UX professional, or are someone who makes decisions about staffing and prioritizing UX work, this book is for you. We wrote this book for people entering, staffing, leading, collaborating with, and making decisions about a user-centered design practice, whether your organization calls it UX, CX, XD, IA, HCD, or something else. 

        We expect you’ll use it in a few different ways, depending on your role. 

        
          UX professionals

          As a UX professional, you might be coming to this book because you want to grow your ability to articulate the connection between user-centered design and business impact. Maybe you want a clear list of the impacts you could be measuring for the UX skills you’re already using. Or maybe you’re writing your self-performance evaluation, and you want recognition for the impacts your UX skills have made. This book is a toolkit to help you expand your awareness of the value you bring and help you map your career path.

          If you’re a UX pro looking for your next job, you want to tell the best possible story about the impact you’ve made in your prior roles. This book helps you tell those stories, and find the next level impacts you can start to make. 

        

        
          Individual contributors (ICs)

          Whether you’re a UX generalist or specialist (product design, UX operations, content strategy, research, etc.), we wrote this book for you. 

          As an IC, the more focused you are on your craft, the more likely you are to assume that others will plainly recognize the value in your work. You think so deeply about the user problems, and explore so many alternatives before landing on the best possible solution, you feel the quality in the end result is so glaringly obvious it can stand on its own. But this just isn’t the case. 

          Most of our colleagues need to have the benefits of your solution highlighted and explained. This book can help you translate your UX work into business impacts that will earn recognition from teammates, decision-makers, and leaders in the organization. 

          If you’re someone who works across product teams, in a “horizontal” or “shared service” group, you are probably an extra step removed from the teams that build the user experiences you design. Your product owners and other stakeholders—usually with good intentions—may limit your awareness of business goals and longer-term business strategy. This book will help you connect your UX work with the impacts it makes, enabling deeper connection and strategic discussions with your product teams.

          Few ICs aspire to become managers or leaders, in part because UX management and leadership involve different skills than creating UX designs. But for those ICs who do have those ambitions, this book shows you how to connect your work to business impacts, supporting your growth toward UX leadership.

        

        
          UX manager

          If you’re a person who manages UX pros, you may come to this book because you want to expand and advocate for your team. We wrote this book to help you translate your business needs into the UX activities that will have the most influence, and help you make solid strategic decisions while lifting up your team’s expertise. 

          You may be asked to weigh in on business strategy (lucky you!) but have been unprepared by your education and prior experiences to have confidence in your answers. This book will help you communicate in those strategic conversations with other leaders and better speak their language. 

          You may use this book to prioritize your team’s work, making tough decisions about which UX work will be left out. You may even want to use the impacts in organizing your team around the different ways their work will contribute to the business. This will help you maximize the impact of your team, and be prepared to tell your leadership the story of how your team enabled business success. 

        

        
          People who make decisions about UX

          It usually isn’t just people with UX backgrounds who are making decisions about UX! You might be a product owner, business owner, developer, support manager, account manager, marketing manager, entrepreneur, technical lead, agile coach, or other person who doesn’t have a background in UX but is leading and directing the work of UX pros. This book is for you, too. 

          You might have picked up this book because you have business goals (for example, increased revenue, reduced costs, reduced risk), and you understand that you’ll need UX help to meet those goals. We organized this book to always be able to start from the impacts you want to make, and find the variety of UX skills that would help you meet those goals. Those skills don’t always end in deliverable artifacts; some of them simply result in better business decisions. All of the skill descriptions will help you identify the right resource to take action. 

          Alternatively, you might be here because you’re engaged in recruiting for UX roles, resourcing a team that includes UX work, or you’ve been asked to weigh in on hiring decisions. If that’s the case, we’re going to assume you’re asking UX professionals for advice. We hope you look deeply into the UX skills that your advisors tell you are necessary, and pay close attention to not only the impacts they can make, but the conditions necessary for the UX pro to succeed with that skill. 

          Whoever you are, we hope this book will give you a way to connect the UX pros’ work to the business needs. And it will help you relate to people like us, who focus on edge cases, emotions, and inclusion so that the business can meet its goals.

        

      

      
        What this book is and is not

        What you’ll find in this book is the largest set of UX skills that we could gather, describe, and connect to impacts. We showcased the likeliest of the impacts that each skill can make. If we’ve omitted your favorite skills or impacts, we look forward to hearing about it. 

        This book isn’t a how-to guide for UX skills. We don’t provide instructions for how to develop or use any particular skill. It’s also not an instant MBA, preparing you to form and drive businesses. There are other books, courses, degree programs and more that provide that kind of instruction. 

        Instead, we hope you use this book as a guide to make strategic UX choices in your work, whether you’re a UX pro or someone who works with them (or wants to work with them!) The philosophy at the heart of UX is that putting users at the center of design yields benefits. The drive at the center of business is to increase return on investment (ROI). This book attempts to make concrete connections between that UX heart and the benefits that the business can realize. 

        Let’s take a look in more detail about what you’ll find in the rest of this book. 

      

      
        How This Book Is Organized

        This book is made of two indexes that refer to each other: UX skills and impacts. Every kind of impact lists multiple skills that can be reasonably expected to make that impact. Every kind of skill links to multiple impacts that would be expectable to make with that skill, assuming certain conditions for success. 

        This means you can use this book in two basic ways: 

        
          	
            Start with the kind of impact you want to make (like financial impact, user impact, team impact, or more), and find the UX skills that are likely to make that impact, or

          

          	
            Start with the skill you’re using (or thinking about using), and find the specific impacts you’re likely to make with that skill. 

          

        

        In Chapter 1, we discuss the practical aspects of how to use this book. It’s not a read-once-and-done book, and it’s not a cover-to-cover read for most people. This chapter grounds the book in how we imagine you’ll use it as a resource, using specific examples and methods. 

        In Chapter 2, we introduce the definition we’re using for impact – and differentiate them from objectives, strategies, and goals. We also discuss metrics, including an approach to measuring the impacts we describe. Following this is the index of impacts, organized in categories. The categories include not only financial impacts, but impacts to productivity and to the people who use and are affected by the UX skill. Each impact, listed within its category, is followed by a list of the skills that could be reasonably expected to make that impact. 

        Chapter 3 is the index of UX skills, the bulk of this book. Here you’ll find our definition of skill, including a discussion of how we chose to use categories defined by the World Economic Forum: Business, Digital & Technology, and Innovation & Creativity. We initially planned to separate skills into neatly defined categories of design, research, and content, but quickly found that those categories didn’t serve the overall purpose of meeting user and business needs. 

        For each skill, you’ll find a brief description and example, with the conditions, scope, authority, and resources for using that skill successfully. We also include common pitfalls to watch out for, and risks to consider. Finally, each skill has a list of the impacts that we expect that skill to make, with specific rationale about how the skill makes that impact. 

        Also included in Chapter 3, we share an index of attitudes. These attitudes are referenced by individual skills. In our research, these attitudes were cited as the most important skills for high-performing UX professionals. Some of them are called soft skills, but in our research, they are among the most essential ingredients to make a UX career impactful. 

      

    







      Chapter 1. How to use this book

      A Note for Early Release Readers

        With Early Release ebooks, you get books in their earliest form—the author’s raw and unedited content as they write—so you can take advantage of these technologies long before the official release of these titles.

        
        This will be the 1st chapter of the final book.

        
        If you have comments about how we might improve the content and/or examples in this book, or if you notice missing material within this chapter, please reach out to the authors at feedback@uxskillsforbusinessstrategy.com.

        

        In this chapter, we illuminate how you can use this book to connect UX skills with the impacts that they can make for your organization. Before we get there, though, we want to give you a deeper explanation of what we mean by skill and impact. 

      
        Skills and impacts: An analogy

        As an analogy, think of the UX pro as a farmer. On the outside, they wield shovels and cultivators, but those tools don’t work alone. Inside a farmer’s own muscles, mind, and heart, they hold the accumulated knowledge of their trade. They have studied methods that yield certain crops, and they have competencies that broadly inform their decisions about when to plant and what to grow. But beyond growing any crop, they cultivate healthy attitudes toward the work, the environment, weather patterns, market dynamics, and their customers to decide what to grow.

        UX pros use tools too, like Figma or templates or other external systems. In the same way as the farmer, UX pros need to have learned the skills and attitudes to apply those tools to meet their purpose, including a healthy regard for market dynamics, customers, and the “weather patterns” that affect their business environment. 

        Skills are the capabilities, methods, attitudes, and competencies that go into UX work. These are the resources we gather, practice, and nurture within ourselves that help us decide what the fruits of our labor should be, which tools to use, and where to get started. (Find a deeper discussion of skills at the beginning of Chapter 3.)

        Skills are the means to create impact. When a farmer applies their skills to till the soil, that action creates an impact. The impact may help to realize the near-term objective (plant rows of seeds), which contributes to realizing the business goal (bring a crop to market). 

        When a UX pro applies their skills to create or influence a product, service, or experience, they also create impact. The impact may help to realize the near-term objective (provide designs to unblock engineering), which contributes to realizing the far-term vision (launching a new feature for customer retention). 

        An impact is the effect of using a skill to move the organization toward its goal. Some impacts can be measured, and others can be difficult to quantify. Some impacts are necessary to allow a larger team to make other impacts that bring the vision closer to reality. (Find a deeper discussion of impacts in Chapter 2.)

        As we write this book, we don’t know your goals, or the vision you have for your product or business. We can’t know what plants your garden will grow. What we do in this book is to provide an index to your toolkit. We tell you how each of these UX skills can make impacts for users, customers, and businesses, so that you can make choices to realize your goals, on the grand adventure of your own career, product, or other skill-building, impact-making journey. 

      

      
        Choose your own adventure

        We believe that skills can and do make desired impacts for the business, user, and wider world. A certain amount of premeditation and consideration is required to choose those skills wisely. When you use this book, you’re choosing to be intentional in expanding your toolbox. You’re strategically planning, investing in professional development, and investigating which UX methods will help you to reach desired goals. 

        But keep in mind: These impacts are not guaranteed. Sometimes, we UX pros overlook that our work is just one piece of the business. We can get hyper focused on flags and fires, the tasks that are most pressing to meet the needs of the near-term roadmap. 

        Business impact is not exclusive to the product or service we work on. Experiences are influenced by forces outside of our control, beyond product—through media, support, social networks, brand reputation, partnerships, and even market trends. These external interactions and sources of information shape perceptions, trust, and loyalty, contributing to the overall experience in ways that we can’t always see, as much as we should strive to be mindful of them. 

        What we can control is how we detect, measure, and attribute the impacts of our UX skills, which shape the holistic user experience and therefore the business. The more we connect the dots across the business, the more we can appropriately choose our skills and demonstrate their effectiveness. 

        
          Choose skills appropriate for your organization

          You’re most likely to make the impact you want if you understand how your company operates and makes decisions. The organization may be focused on a particular business model, or specific promises they’ve made to investors. The C-suite may be willing to ignore business fundamentals as long as they are hitting revenue targets. Your organization may be large enough that it can create new products experimentally, launching them without first proving its market potential. Or it may be so small that it has the flexibility and urgency to try and fail fast, as long as it’s learning. 

          You may work in a values-based organization, which depends on maintaining a brand position to attract donors and fans. Or perhaps you work within an agency, dependent on growing and managing client relationships to secure the next contracts. 

          These business positions are intimately related to the kinds of impact your business needs. Prioritizing the impacts that your organization cares about right now doesn’t mean that they won’t care about other impacts later. And as you’ll see, most skills make multiple impacts. 

          To choose skills that are most appropriate for your organization, find out what your business’ priorities are for the work in front of you. For most UX pros, your manager or product owner should be a great place to start asking the question: What does the business need from this product? Is it to increase revenue? Establish product-market fit? Or some other goal? This information is available to you, though it may require translating your group’s mission or vision statement into brass tacks. 

          Once you have this information, find that section in Chapter 2: Impacts. For example, let’s say you work on a relatively new product. It has successfully launched, but now it needs to grow. The primary business goal is to increase market share. You visit that section of the impacts, and note that it’s related to several possible UX skills you could use. You flip to the page number for the first skill it references, and note that this skill can also have multiple impacts that you find intrinsically motivating. Fantastic! you might think. I’ll just start doing this skill, and everything will be fine… 

        

        
          Choose skills you can succeed with

          When you read about any skill in Chapter 3: Skills, you’ll see that the information includes additional critical information: conditions for success. That is, perhaps your product really does need a new information architecture design, and you’re eager to get started using this skill. You may have even studied how to do this in college! But do you have the right level of scope to connect all of the dots across the product? Do you have the right level of authority to make decisions and recommendations about the entire product’s information architecture? 

          Success with some skills isn’t just a matter of having the expertise. It may require serious investment from the business to be successful. Perhaps the organization will need to spend money that wasn’t budgeted, or spend development time that wasn’t planned. Beyond resourcing, sometimes it just requires that there are leaders who are eager to try this approach, or who at least will trust you when you tell them it’s the right way to go. The more of an investment it requires, whether in time, money, or effort, the more people will need to believe in the possibility of success. 

          In addition to finding conditions for success, each skill lists risks and pitfalls common in using that skill. We include these so that you can prepare yourself and your team to mitigate these risks; it doesn’t have to be all on you to fix or avoid the problems, but we don’t want you to be caught by surprise. 

        

        
          Choose skills that are hard to automate

          Across the industry, we’ve seen business leaders trade human-aided design for automated solutions they think are good enough for their needs. If you’re seeking to grow your skill set, consider investing in skills that can’t be automated. 

          The less automatable the skill, the more valuable it has the potential to be for you, in the future. Skills that are hard to automate are ones that require deep expertise, collaborative problem-solving, discernment, and making real-world observations to generate new insights. They include the attitudes that allow UX pros to align the team around human needs, drive to consensus, and build trust with users. 

          Whatever skills you decide to use to meet the immediate goals of your organization, your investment in yourself continues to grow. As you practice these skills, you’ll also perform them more quickly and effectively. 

        

      

      
        Examples of how to use this book

        How you will get the most value from this book will depend on who you are and what you need right now. If you’re a UX pro, someone who manages or works with UX pros, or somebody who needs UX but isn’t a UX pro yourself, there are some common journeys that our book can help you with. 

        What follows in this section are those common journeys paired with aspirational stories of success. These don’t contain all the challenges and opportunities you might have, but if you’re in a similar situation, we hope the stories are helpful in understanding how to use this book. 

        
          Find and solve problems

          Managers frequently expect that UX pros will take responsibility for developing their own agency, for falling in love with problems and evaluating them, rather than waiting for requirements or explicit instructions.

          We heard in our research that this is a major disconnect between hiring managers and junior practitioners: Junior UX pros come in with aspirations about their ideas, the users they will serve, and the experiences they will create. In practice, UX managers hire junior UX pros, assign them to a project, point them to a library of files, and expect them to calibrate their own efforts to find and solve problems that will increase business value. Neither traditional education nor UX bootcamps routinely prepare people for this kind of problem solving when entering the field.

          This gap is because there isn’t one right way to do UX work. It’s one thing to understand UX methods and frameworks and be able to apply a feedback process in iterating through deliverables, whether that’s a content framework, a research test plan, or a clickable prototype. It’s another thing to recognize when your framework is out of alignment with other functional partners, and to know how to change your methods to bring frameworks into alignment, or to achieve different outcomes. 

          Our book is designed to help fill this gap. As you make decisions about how to tackle your UX work, you choose what skills to develop and use, which attitudes help you manage priorities and expectations, and what impacts to prioritize. 

          
            Story: Aaleyah solves a tangled problem

            In Aaleyah’s company, there’s a push from the business to start using a new, popularized technology across their service. Customer acquisition costs are rising, while trend analysis shows existing customers are reducing their engagement. Industry news reports a growing lack of trust among potential customers, and, at the same time, sales is asking the product team to add features that allow them to reach a new pool of customers. 

            Almost all of these forces are outside Aaleyah’s immediate control, where she sits inside UX. But she sees her role holistically, centered on UX, but not siloed by it. From her background, she understands that when there are this many competing variables, foundational research might be the best way to untangle this thread. 

            But which skills might be most useful? Aaleyah opens this book. She starts by looking up the skills she thinks she wants to use. For each skill, she identifies potential blockers by studying the conditions for success and potential risks. She examines the impacts the skills can make, then looks up the details for those impacts to find more, related skills. She opens a new document with the outline of a research plan in mind. 

            She shares the draft research plan with her team, and also shares it cross-functionally with product and engineering partners. Aaleyah uses the document not only to specify the deliverables these skills will generate, but the expected impacts of using those skills. She notes a few of the potential risks that the book identifies into a separate section, and records how she plans to avoid them. 

            Aaleyah’s plan of action builds enthusiasm with partners. When it comes time to ask for funding, her cross-functional team already believes this research needs to happen. They want the problem to be untangled as much as Aaleyah does, and they see how her work is vital to meeting the needs of the organization. 

          

        

        
          Reflect upon and celebrate UX work

          Even for experienced UX pros, it can be challenging to reflect on what we’ve done and track down the impacts our work has created. Before we are hired, we’re expected to show evidence of that reflection in our portfolios and self-presentations. While we are employed, we’re asked to do this reflection in formal performance review processes internal to our company. 

          For UX work, like other design work, the designs can’t just speak for themselves. The story of why and how a particular design was created is integral to its value. In the same way, we increasingly need to be skilled at communicating the impact our designs make: the “so what.” 

          Practicing this reflection helps us build our arsenal of learning: which methods to repeat and which to retire, in what conditions, for what goal. It also helps us fight imposter syndrome: the psychological pattern when an individual doesn’t recognize their skill, but instead internalizes failure and perceives themselves as fraudulent. First coined as “imposter phenomenon” in 1978 by Pauline Rose Clance and Suzanne Imes, this feeling of “I don’t belong here” most often affects women and other groups that are culturally marginalized, and is frequently reported among UX pros. 

          This book can be used as a knowledgeable companion that validates and overcomes those moments of doubt, while equipping UX pros to articulate their impact in the language of our colleagues, using terms they recognize and value. 

          Within every skill, there is a list of impacts that skill is likely to be able to make. Each impact comes with a couple of sentences that describe how that skill relates to that specific impact. We invite you to use those sentences in your own performance reviews, portfolios, and more. Copy them in, and then add the details that make it relate to your own specific work. 

          
            Story: Vivek aces his performance review

            The work has been so fast-paced since Vivek joined the team 8 months ago, it feels like he’s worked on 10 different projects. And now, it’s annual review time—and he needs to write his performance review. 

            Once he dives into his files, he finds designs, screenshots, and more. He gets organized, and realizes he was close: 12 different projects over the past 8 months. How is he going to sum all of this up in his review? 

            He jots down the names of all 12 projects. Adding what he did to each one, he has a good list of deliverables - but it doesn’t tell the story of the impact his work made. He knows that’s what makes the difference between a great performance evaluation and an average one: Showing why it was important to the business. 

            Vivek uses this book to look up the skills related to what he did. Within each skill, he uses the impact list. His work didn’t make each impact—or even if it did, not all of them are important to his business. But for each skill, he’s able to find one or more impacts that he knows were important to his stakeholders. 

            Vivek copies the impact text from the book, then edits it to reflect his own work, and adds in data points for some of the projects. As he works on this, he’s surprised to notice himself smiling. He’s done a lot of good work, and it feels good to see it all written down together. He submits his review to his manager, who follows up the next day with applause. 

          

        

        
          Get inspired to grow

          In UX, career growth can take several metaphorical shapes. 

          The “T-shape” career model popularized by IDEO CEO Tim Brown (Figure 1-1) encourages UX pros to develop a career path by growing both generalist and specialist skills. It suggests that UX pros should develop broad generalist skills (indicated by the top stroke) and deep expertise in one specialty (indicated by the vertical stroke) of visual, content, research, code, and interaction design. Others have expanded on this model to include X shapes, V shapes, even Pi shapes. 

          
            
            Figure 1-1. The T-shape career model.

          

          A different, 3D shape is a unicorn: the UX pro who is equally proficient in research, content, interaction design, and code. 

          While these models are useful in helping us understand our strengths and what to learn next, they ignore the context in which UX skills are useful, that our careers depend on: Business.

          Business acumen can be seen as a new axis to the T-shape, or as new wings on the unicorn. Building business awareness allows UX pros to relate our skills to the impacts they make. This book will help you develop an awareness of what your skills help your organization accomplish, and help you choose skills that will build your career in alignment with the organizations you want to work within. 

          
            Story: The thrill has faded for Breck

            Breck has been holding UX roles for more than a few years. They’ve made some experiences they’re proud of, and some that they wish had turned out better. They have belonged to a few different teams, and have a solid portfolio. It’s been a while since they felt that thrill of challenge when they go to a new project kickoff. Breck is comfortable, but somehow, not as satisfied as they imagined this would be. 

            They are starting to see their peers work toward new goals. One has been speaking at conferences. Another has become a design lead, and is moving toward directorship. Breck sees that they could take those leaps, too, but it’s very much outside their comfort zone. 

            Breck’s friend recommends this book to them. They flip through parts of it (surprised to see themselves in this chapter), and start to read in earnest when they see skills that they have. 

            Breck is fascinated when they read how their skills translate to different business impacts that bring value. Breck thinks about how this perspective is missing from their own portfolio—and how they have junior team members who are struggling with some of these, too. Breck could reach out to them and offer to mentor them. 

            Browsing the impacts makes Breck realize there are other skills that haven’t been on their radar. As they look up these skills, Breck finds themself considering how useful they could be in a new position, maybe even leading a team. 

          

        

        
          Advocate for the value of UX

          As UX pros, we often make up a small percentage of the workforce within our organizations. Our colleagues don’t understand our skillset, our practice, and what conditions we need to deliver our best work. Sometimes, we are left out of conversations, or don’t have the clout we need within an organization to influence strategy.

          We’ve heard from our leadership phrases like: “We need to understand the value of your team” and “You need to advocate for your discipline.” As UX pros we’re expected to articulate that connection, but our training and job experience may not have prepared us to do that. If we only tell them about happy users, but not the dollars that will be saved or spent, we fail to fully communicate our value. 

          Many UX team skill assessments, such as Jared Spool’s Center Centre team skills assessment, include business knowledge and ROI analysis as important enterprise skills, but these competencies may not have been taught in UX programs or learned on the job. This book is a toolkit that can help individuals, managers, and teams, get closer to and more comfortable with recognizing and developing those skills.

          
            Story: Sara builds a UX team

            Sara, the first UX hire at a growing startup, has a dozen PMs and over a hundred engineers to support. She’s quickly overwhelmed with requests and work to do. She needs help! 

            As a solo UX practitioner, Sara’s challenge is to prove the value of her own contribution while making a compelling case for expanding the team. She knows that the quickest way to secure additional resources is to demonstrate measurable business impact. Sara opens this book and starts reviewing impacts. 

            First, Sara helps the organization understand what UX does through a staff-wide orientation. She explains the power of UX, where it fits into the product development process, and the types of questions and problems UX can help with. At the end, Sara invites people to use a ticketing process to submit UX requests. 

            By capturing and quantifying requests, Sara not only shows that there is a high demand for UX support but also gathers insight into where UX can have the greatest impact. Sara uses these insights to prioritize projects that support benchmarking and then improving the highest-value parts of the experience. 

            For each project, Sara uses this book to help her articulate why and how her UX work is producing those impacts. She shows leadership the data about her work: 

            
              	
                The volume of UX requests compared to the available resources.

              

              	
                The business impacts that have been achieved through her work.

              

              	
                The missed opportunities where more UX involvement could have driven greater results.

              

            

            By connecting the skills to the impacts, Sara shows that UX is not a “nice-to-have” but a critical driver of business success. 

            This combination of data-driven storytelling and strategic framing helps Sara secure leadership’s support for expanding her team. Within the next six months, Sara moves from being a solo UXer to leading a small team focused on high-impact projects that drive user satisfaction and business success.

          

        

        
          Develop the UX team

          Sometimes an organization needs more from its employees than those employees are equipped to do. This can happen when the requirements for the discipline evolve, or when there are changes to the products or services the organization provides. Sometimes, it’s just a change in expectations from leadership. 

          It usually falls to the managers to build the necessary skills within their team. It can be an enormous challenge, especially when there is a lack of trust or understanding about the need for the change. But it’s critical for managers to be able to:

          
            	
              identify the need for additional skills

            

            	
              align their employees’ motivations toward growing those new skills

            

            	
              create opportunities to learn new skills

            

            	
              support employees as they practice new skills.

            

          

          This book is designed to support those activities. You can use the entire skills index as a map to plot out the skills each employee has, and where the group, as a whole, has gaps in their skills. (No single person is expected to have all of these skills, but in a large team, it’s more likely.) 

          You may also use the book in a targeted way. You could first look up the critical impacts that the business requires, select the skills most likely to make those impacts, and then survey the team to find which people have those skills. Motivating employees to learn and use those skills is made far easier when it’s tied to a business purpose, rather than just “for your own good” or “because I said so.” 

          Importantly, you can use this book’s skill descriptions to make sure your organization has appropriate conditions to make use of that skill, and appropriate conditions for the UX pro to be successful using it. Knowing and working with those conditions for use and conditions for success are a big part of a manager’s support for their employee. Each skill also lists risks that can be mitigated ahead of time, and plans put in place to assure success. 

          This book creates an opportunity for managers to be more thorough in performance evaluations, specifically in ways that connect to our current business. In our experience, taking this impact-aware approach can increase career growth for UX pros and help to retain top talent.

          
            Story: Cameron upskills their whole team

            Cameron received feedback from the new head of product that their UX team has gaps in the capabilities that leadership expects of UX. Cameron takes this book off their shelf to develop an action plan. 

            The first thing Cameron decides to do is to have a conversation with the new Head of Product. Cameron asks them to get specific about the impacts they expect the UX team to make, and what it would look like, to that new executive, for the team to be exceptionally skilled. Later, Cameron looks up those impacts to relate them to the UX skills most likely to be useful. 

            With this list of skills, Cameron next works on benchmarking the team’s capabilities. There might be a skill gap, or there might just be a problem in how that leader expects to see UX skills showcased. Cameron sets up a survey to ask each person on the UX team how often they use each skill on the list, how confident they are with it, when was the last time they used it, how successfully they used it, and how interested they are in using it. 

            While the team completes the survey, Cameron does their own assessment of the team’s skills. When both sides of the assessment are complete, Cameron looks for two kinds of patterns in the results: Gaps and tensions. Gaps are where there are missing skills in the team’s capabilities overall. Tension is where there might be discrepancies between how Cameron and a team member assessed their skills, which Cameron can follow up with. 

            When they analyze the results, a solvable problem becomes clear: While the team does have most of those skills represented, they aren’t arrayed in the most impactful way. 

            Cameron considers how they might encourage the UX pros on the team to grow stronger in the right skills, and whether it’s time to shift some work assignments. Cameron has strong insights now to share with the Head of Product, and their team is engaged in the kind of self-examination that will help them identify the skills they want to grow. 

          

        

        
          Hire the right UX expertise

          When you’re building a company, you’re in a whirlwind of aspirations, data, and decisions to be made. If your company creates experiences that people use, whether in business-to-business applications or direct-to-consumer, you know that your business depends on that experience meeting its promises to your users and your customers. That’s the heart of UX: Making the experiences work for the people who use and depend on them. 

          In the beginning, you probably have a great idea, and just need to make it work. Your engineers need designs, so you handle it yourself—even though you know a UX pro might do it better. But you don’t want to delay building the product with design work. Unfortunately, when you show the new product to your potential customers, their feedback convinces you that the UX needs help. 

          You might turn to a UX agency, or you might try to self-serve through books like this one. In either case, we encourage you to start with understanding what impact you need to make first. Prioritizing user confidence might make sense, or basic usability, so that you can gather accurate data about product-market fit. 

          In the impacts you choose to prioritize, look at the skills listed. Flip to those skills and read about the impacts they can create. With this information, you’re better equipped to discuss the work you need with a UX agency, or to hire a freelancer, or even make your first design hire. 

          
            Story: Teal finds the help they need

            Teal is the founder of a consumer health app startup that has, until now, relied heavily on external UX agencies and consultants to guide the design process. As the company grows and the product matures, Teal feels that now is the right time to build an in-house UX team to better integrate design and research into the company’s day-to-day operations.

            Teal came from Silicon Valley-centered big tech, as did most of the Engineering and PM leads. So far, the team is optimizing the app for consumer engagement, driving interaction through alerts, rewards, and gamification. 

            But in recent research sessions, Teal has heard that rewards aren’t a motivator when it comes to health. It’s clear to Teal that the product philosophy needs to mature and that the team needs to better understand consumers in order to design an experience that is meaningful. 

            The UX agency has worked well for them, but they always start with a new consultant. Teal wants to have somebody on the team who is invested in the product, and who retains the product context from one project to the next. But Teal has never hired a UX pro before. They open up this book and start by looking at the impacts they’re pushing toward right now. 

            The book zeros in on impacts that Teal can relate to: Increasing customer confidence and usability. Teal dives into these impacts, and flips to the UX skills listed there. They read about the conditions necessary for successfully using that skill, which gives Teal a sense of how ready their small company is for this kind of help. Teal pulls a list of the skills that best match what the business needs, and uses them as examples in the job description she drafts. 

          

        

      

      
        Summary: Use this book as a toolkit

        To use this book, we recommend starting with either a skill you’re already using or an impact you need to make. 

        
          	
            Read the descriptions of skills to gain insights into your own circumstances. 

          

          	
            Read the descriptions of impacts to gain insights into the broader rationale for your UX work. 

          

          	
            Copy the text we’ve written about the impacts individual skills can make, and edit them for your own use. 

          

          	
            Plan your UX work strategically by proactively relating it to the impacts you want it to make. 

          

          	
            Evaluate your team’s capability to meet business goals with their existing skills

          

        

        Whether you’re a UX pro, leader, or person who just needs to solve a business problem in the user experience, we think this toolkit can help you. Let’s get started!
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