
What’s a prototype?
A prototype is an early sample, model, or release of a 
product built to test a concept or process or to act as a 
thing to be replicated or learned from.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prototype)

In the design world we usually mean a mockup of your 
product or service that can be experienced by 
someone.
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Why should I use one?
Makes the intangible tangible
A prototype allows you to experience how something 
feels in the real world instead of imagining how it 
might feel. 

Moves you from speculating to experiencing and 
observing
Prototypes allow you to move on from speculating 
about how people will experience your product or 
service to observing how they experience it. 

Reduces risk and encourages you to innovate
Prototypes allow you to try something and fail in a safe 
and non public way. It’s cheaper to make changes to a 
prototype than it is to change a finished or nearly 
finished product or service. This allows you to 
experiment and innovate without adding 
disproportionate risk to the performance of your 
finished project.

Moves you from talking to doing
A prototype moves you from arguing about possible 
options to trying possible options. 

Reduces ambiguity and helps you to 
communicate
A prototype that people can experience brings clarity 
to how a product or service will function in real life. It 
reduces the chance of miscommunication when selling 
or seeking feedback on an idea and is helpful in design 
collaborations by making abstract or vague ideas 
concrete and unambiguous. 

When should I use one?
To test if people can use something
The most common use of a prototype - an artifact 
people can experience so you can see if they are able 
to use it or not, and to find out if your idea serves your 
users in the way you are hoping it does.

To discover how people respond to something
When you need to find out how people react to 
something emotionally a mockup or other tangible 
prototype gets a more accurate reaction than 
describing (verbally, through a document or through a 
drawing) how something will work.

To test assumptions and hypothesis
If your product or service is relying on untested 
assumptions creating a prototype is a good way to test 
if that assumption is true or not.

When you are stuck
If you are going round in circles arguing about how 
people will use something or trying to get a fresh angle 
on a problem a prototype makes your idea real and 
allows you to break out of eternal speculation cycles 
through testing or just being able to experience your 
product directly.

When you need to involve users in the design 
process
Having a representation of your product allows you in 
involve people in your design process directly. It helps 
people who may have little experience expressing 
hypothetical ideas to understand and contribute in 
other ways.

When you need to reduce ambiguity
If you are working on idea that is abstract or difficult to 
communicate creating a prototype allows you to 
explore the idea in a more concrete way, and to reduce 
miscommunication when you talk about your 
idea with others.

How do I use one?
1. Define why you are making a prototype and 
what level of fidelity you are going to need
Are you making it to communicate an idea, experience 
it yourself or test it on others?
Lo-fidelity prototypes can be produced quickly and 
thrown away increasing the number of iterations you 
can do and the speed with which you can get 
something out there. Lo-fidelity prototypes are much 
more likely to be created and used but the results from 
using them are less accurate the further away from 
your finished product the prototype is. Hi fidelity 
prototypes give accurate results in testing, are less 
ambiguous and allow you to experience something 
more realistically but the cost of creating them 
decreases the chance of you getting to create them 
and of people being willing and able to critique 
and change them.

2. Create a hypothesis
Break the product down and be very clear what you 
are trying to discover. Define narrow hypotheses or 
questions such as ‘Can people sign up for this service?’ 
or ‘Using plain language will make this service 
easier to use’. 

3. Create Tasks to test your hypothesis
Creating tasks then observing people attempting to 
complete these tasks on your prototype (or attempting 
the tasks yourself) will give you more useful feedback 
than asking people if they like something or would use 
something. Create a task for every hypothesis. For 
example ‘Sign up for this service on this phone’ for ‘Can 
people sign up for this service?’ or the same task with 
two variants (with different language styles) for ‘Using 
plain language will make this service easier to use’. 

Iterate

Take the wins,  failures and new ideas from your 
prototyping session, apply them to your next prototype 
and try again.
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