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Fidelity
What’s the medium?

When we say “UX design”, what do we expect to make? It can honestly be anything from scribbles 
to code. The purpose of UX deliverables is to facilitate useful conversations and decisions. So we 
make prototypes, a word that can mean any sort of model or simulation. 

Prototypes
I find three key attributes of good prototypes:

Good prototypes are fast
The point of prototyping is to test an assumption or hypothesis and reduce the project’s risk. The 

right prototype is an artifact that will answer key questions as quickly and as clearly as possible. 
Some people love designing in high-fidelity so much that they resist making “ugly” things. But 
don’t invest so much time that you bias the test with your own sunk costs. 

Get your idea in front of people sooner, not later. 

Good prototypes are interactive
We’re designing behaviors, not objects, so prototypes should help us observe actions and reactions. 

Turn the ideas in your head into a form that other people can use, not just look at. Help them 
shift out of hypotheticals and into more tangible situations.

Make it touchable, whether paper or screen, so people lean forward not back.

Good prototypes are throwaway 
Prototypes cannot be precious; they are tools to answer questions before you set up more serious 

structures. After you learn, you throw them away. That’s sometimes hard to do, especially under 
time pressure like a sprint or budget pressure like a small business. But you need to have the 
mindset of churning out ideas as if they’re firewood, not fine art. The value is what you learn 
through the process. 

Practice nonattachment; stop when the idea feels clear but not final. 

“The thing holding us back as designers is that we still identify our individual value with the type of 
documentation we create. Design is not a sketch, or a written description, or a piece of code. These are 
just various ways to document the design. The design is the thinking.” 

Erika Hall, Mule Design, on Twitter
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Consider different levels of design fidelity
There are many different forms that prototypes can take, each with its own benefits, attachment 

level, requirements, pros, and cons.

XYZ Music is your 
obsessed friend 
for getting the 
best new music

Words Sketches Schematics Mockups Code

Benefits Clarify the  
concept and  

communication

Illustrate and 
rapidly iterate  

the idea 

Plot the content, 
functionality,  

and layout

Visualize the  
interface, feeling, 
and impression

Demonstrate  
how things work 
(or don’t work)

Attach-
ment

Low  
(revisions are 

instant)

Low 
(obviously  
not final)

Moderate  
(depending on 

complexity)

High  
(they feel  
very real)

Moderate  
(depending on 

complexity)

Require-
ments

Fluency,  
diversity

Steady hand, 
courage

Layout software 
and skills

Visual design  
software and skills

Coding skills

Pros Super minimal, 
tool-agnostic, 
unbounded

Fast, unbounded, 
approachable,  

lo-fi interactive

Realistic, easily 
editable, mid-fi 

interactive

Crystal clear, 
familiar, exciting, 

hi-fi interactive

Modular,  
responsive, truly 

interactive  

Cons Super minimal, 
left-brained,  

not interactive

Non-modular,  
limited remote 

access

Left-brained, 
can be boring or 

repulsive

Fairly precious, 
pain to maintain, 

distracting

Left-brained, 
complex, often 

expensive
A good place to play

Weigh the benefits against the attachment level 
Words are the lowest-fidelity medium, but extremely powerful. They help you define a concept 

and clarify its communication. We could test a statement like “XYZ Music is your obsessed 
friend for getting the best new music” to see if our target audience even WANTS to get new mu-
sic, and what value a product that acts like a music-obsessed friend would have. Companies like 
Amazon are known for using narrative documents as the backbone of each project, iterating in 
each meeting. You can test an idea with users as a simple headline on a page. This is design too; 
you’re designing with words. Words are extremely easy to revise or throw away, although they 
can last all the way to the final interface.

Sketches help you illustrate and rapidly iterate the idea. You can do them on paper, whiteboards, 
or digital equivalents. If you have trouble making sketches legible, slow down and just go line by 
line. Everyone can draw a rectangle or a smiley face. (For more practice, get Christina Wodtke’s 
book Pencil Me In: The Business Drawing Book for People Who Can’t Draw.) Sketches are easy 
to throw away IF you remember that you’re sketching concepts, not drawing art. You’re just 
putting ideas in a format where you can work with them, not crafting something to be judged on 
artistic merit. 

Schematics is my word for wireframes or diagrams. They help you plot the content, functionality, 
and layout. You can use apps like Balsamiq, Illustrator, Sketch, Figma, or any other app with 
simple text editing and shapes. They add the ability to copy and paste, but they’re still simple 
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enough you won’t feel bad throwing them away if they don’t resonate. When doing schematics 
(or any kind of prototype), always use real text. You cheat yourself when you use lorem ipsum, 
you’re missing the chance to explain your idea and get feedback on your message. 

Mockups help you visualize the interface, feeling, and impression. They are high-fidelity designs 
made in sophisticated apps like Figma, Sketch, or Photoshop, so there’s a big danger that you 
invest a lot of time and get attached. There are certain stakeholders who need a pixel-perfect 
mockup in order to get excited, but that’s usually a sales tool and not a true prototype.

Code helps you demonstrate how things work (or don’t work). If you have a large technical risk, 
it’s smart to see if a solution is even possible. Coding can be super fast if you have the skills, and 
the license to write trash code that’s not going to production is very liberating! A danger is that 
stakeholders want all engineering effort to be shipped; it can be hard to convince them that an 
expensive engineer’s work is throwaway. 

Weigh the requirements against the pros and cons
Words only require fluency in a language. And diversity on a team, to make sure different con-

notations for those words are considered. They’re super minimal, and tool-agnostic, you can 
write in pretty much every app. They’re unbounded, there’s no structure you have to use. This 
minimalism is also a con, they’re only verbal and left-brained. And they’re not interactive, unless 
you count Adwords tests.

Sketches only require a steady hand and the courage to draw in front of coworkers. They’re 
fast, and there are no boundaries. They’re charmingly unfinished and therefore approachable. 
And they’re lo-fi interactive — paper prototypes are a great way to test “devices” at a real, fin-
ger-friendly scale. The major cons are that they’re non-modular (you can’t copy and paste), and 
remote access is limited (although there are ways of getting around that, e.g. taking photos and 
dropping into shared folders or collaboration apps). 

Schematics require some kind of layout software and skills, though it can totally be Powerpoint. 
They’re more realistic in terms of the size and look of text and interface elements. They’re eas-
ily editable, and can be made moderately interactive. But, they’re often super left-brained and 
logical, it’s harder to loosen up and play. And if you’re just dragging gray boxes onto a screen, 
they can be boring, or hit that uncanny valley of design where they’re actually repelling viewers.

Mockups require visual design software and skills, but they’re crystal clear and familiar. They’re 
exciting, you really feel like you made something you’re proud of. They can be super interactive, 
the tools just keep getting better here. But beware! They are fairly precious, they’re a pain to 
maintain, and they frequently distract you from focusing on larger strategic questions.

Code is the final frontier. Technical prototypes do require coding skills, but they can be the most 
modular. They are the only ones that are truly responsive, shrinking or stretching to different 
device sizes. And they’re hi-fi interactive. But the cons are that they’re very left-brained, usually 
fairly complex, and often expensive in terms of the time or salaries they take.

Sketches and schematics are a good place for UX designers to play. Start with sketches, then refine 
them into simple schematics that clearly communicate your product’s value. Over time, you can 
build your visual, verbal, or coding skills to do more types of work.
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XYZ Music is your (pick one)...  
obsessed friend / intelligent dashboard / one-click tool 
for getting the best new music

Codepen forked from @himalayasingh
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Select the lowest fidelity that can answer your questions
It’s tempting to jump straight into beautiful mockups. And there are times when the look and feel 

is the design challenge. But there is great value in reducing fidelity. You can do more options 
and more iterations in the same amount of time and you’ll get more conceptual feedback. If the 
design looks done, participants often see the idea as untouchable and you’ll get more nit-picky 
comments on color and fonts. 

Focus on your biggest, riskiest assumptions first; find the simplest way to test them. Are you sure 
people want the solution you’re proposing? Test a headline. Are you sure the interface you’ve 
envisioned matches their mental model? Test a sketch. Are you sure they want slider controls 
and not input fields? Test a schematic. Work from large questions to small, from idea to details.

Certain loops of UX design may also require you to consider the particular audience for the re-
search and the practical constraints of the business. A prototype that’s also going to executives 
may need a higher level of polish. A prototype that needs to be done in one week by you alone 
might need to stretch but not overwhelm your skills. Be practical.

“The more ‘done’ something appears, the more narrow and incremental the feedback.”
Kathy Sierra, “Don’t Make the Demo Look Done”

Avoid bike shed discussions
Parkinson’s Law of Triviality says that people spend disproportionate time on trivial issues. He 

gives the example of a nuclear power plant, where people are overwhelmed by the decision of 
approval and spend the bulk of the time discussing the attached bike shed. 

Understand behavioral psychology. If participants feel lost discussing value propositions or work-
flows, they’ll zoom in on a minor thing like a button they feel confident having an opinion on. 
Feedback on color, imagery, or layout may be useful, and you can definitely log it for later, unless 
participants don’t get around to saying they hate the entire concept. Focus on the input you must 
get within the cadence you’ve set. Take away the candy, and make them eat the vegetables! 

Lower fidelity forces research participants to read your headlines, consider the concept, and react 
to your strategy. Those are big-picture things that are much harder or more disruptive to change 
later. Figure them out now, before you spend months or millions on branding and code.

“Unfinished” designs also mean research participants don’t feel as bad giving you critical feedback. 
With hi-fi mocks, research participants can tell you spent a lot of time on it so they can’t help but 
be nicer. Don’t waste your product development time getting lip service. Show something lo-fi 
enough that people can imagine serious edits. Give them a marker if it helps.
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POP QUIZ! Choose a fidelity level

In your own words: when is the best choice...

1. Prototyping in words?

2. Prototyping in sketches?

3. Prototyping in schematics?

4. Prototyping in mockups?

5. Prototyping in code?

Real-life scenarios: what kind of prototype do you make for...

1. A fintech startup who wants a tool that helps customers identify their financial goals and create 
a plan for achieving them. You have two weeks to show them a first draft.

2. A clothing marketplace who wants a WYSIWYG (what-you-see-is-what-you-get) interface that 
lets sellers style their own profile pages (which have dozens of fields and preferences). You 
have as much time as you need. 

3.  A vitamin store who has an idea for a subscription service. They could offer discounts, special 
items, health coaching, or nutrition plans. You have as much time as you need.

HIDE THE ANSWERS BELOW UNTIL YOU’VE ATTEMPTED A THOUGHT ON THE ABOVE!

Real-life decisions: how I would proceed in those scenarios...
1. Sketches will let you try out a number of unique ideas very quickly. They can be simple pen-on-

paper drafts for team review, or multiscreen paper prototypes for user research.

2. Schematics (wireframes) will allow you to quickly draft and test a large number of controls and 
options, and see what’s missing in the functionality or flow. Mockups will be helpful for any 
non-standard interface patterns. If development skill is available, a coded prototype can test 
the speed and limitations of the particular technologies you use. 

3. Words (e.g. a headline test) will help you learn which story is most compelling to prospects and 
what expectations each phrase would create. From that understanding you could do informed 
sketches of various ways to deliver a correlating user experience.
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