
What is a prototype?



An early, cheap 
sample to test a 

concept and to act 
as a ‘thing’ to be 

learned from.

This is the prototype for the super soaker water gun. In 1982, Air Force and NASA engineer Lonnie Johnson conceived of 
the idea of a pressurized water gun after shooting a powerful stream of water in his bathroom while performing 
experiments for a new type of refrigeration system. 



Why prototype?



“If a picture is 
worth 1000 words, 
a prototype is worth 
1000 meetings.”
IDEO



“Let’s build 
a house!”

The problem with talking about ideas is that they exist in your head



“Let’s build 
a house!”

“Yep – got it!”

Until they are visualised in some way we can’t effectively share what we’re thinking about. If we can’t share it, we can’t get 
feedback on it. And if we can’t get feedback on it we don’t know if it’s going to be an effective solution for the problem we’re 

trying to solve.



“Making is fact. Everything else is 
opinion. Making is the moment the 

talking stops and shit gets real.
Before that moment everything is 

just an opinion.”
TIM MALBON

Founder, Made by Many



Benefits of 
prototyping



Find problems early
Finding problems at prototype stage is much 
cheaper and less stressful than when larger 
budgets and teams are committed to the 
project.



Get user feedback 
early on
A prototype that is a little rough around 
the edges is far more likely to gather 
open and honest user feedback than 
something that feels finished.



Shared 
understanding
Once an idea has taken on a form the 
team can gather around it. Allowing 
them to interrogate it and share their 
thoughts in meaningful, tangible ways.

This is the best time to involve many people. Take on 
comments, ideas and suggestions. It’s easy to tweak 
things. You haven’t spent much time on it. You’re in the 
mindset of constantly tweaking and learning.



Stakeholder buy in
A prototype can go some way to 
articulating potential service value to 
senior stakeholders to unlock budget.



Features of a 
good prototype



A prototype typically 
simulates only a few 
aspects of the whole 
idea. It’ll likely be 
completely different 
from the final product.



Quick
Learn something and move 
on. Don’t get attached to it 
and don’t waste time 
finessing it.



Cheap
It will be thrown away. 
Spend accordingly.



Simple
Use whatever is to hand. Got 
a pad and pen? Draw it and 
show it to people. Don’t get 
bogged down in details too 
early.



Focussed
One idea crisply articulated to 
potential users will provide 
focussed feedback to help guide 
the ongoing design process.



5 things
to remember…



1
Unless there are good reasons, a 
prototype’s creation effort should be 
measured in hours and days not weeks 
and months.

Don’t get bogged down in loads of detail. Better five quick, disposable prototypes that you learn from than a 
prototype that’s still on your desk untested because you’re worrying over the detail too much.



2
If you’re not looking to answer a specific 
question you shouldn’t be prototyping.



3
A prototype should improve your 
understanding of the appropriateness 
of a proposed solution.

Keep things broad. If you narrow too quickly you may miss something vital. Also, it allows the candidate who is 
viewing / testing your prototype room for imagination and suggestions. You may have the right response but the 
context or channel is wrong.



4
If your prototype is becoming complex 
and fully featured then you’re probably 
trying to do too much. Don’t get bogged 
down in detail.

Do just enough to move your understanding forward.



5
Don’t get attached to it. Avoid the 
sunk-cost fallacy and the associated 
reluctance to discard bad ideas.

If it’s not testing well, learn and move on. Don’t keep flogging it if it’s constantly hitting a 
brick wall in testing.



But what should a 
prototype look like?



iPad 2005

Two years before the launch of the iPhone 
and 5 before the eventual launch of the 

iPad



iPhone 
software 

2006
In 2006 this was quite an old computer - 
maybe 3 years old. But it was the best 

way they could test the software – on a 
machine that was running at similar 
processing capabilities as the Phone 

would launch with.



Nasal surgery 
device

Created by IDEO, a design company, in an 
actual meeting with surgeons while they were 

critiquing existing nasal surgery devices.



First digital 
camera 1973

Use whatever you have to hand to work 
out how your idea could function. Worry 
about aesthetics and streamlining later.



New
checkout 
interface



But what should a 
prototype look like?



ANSWER:
It doesn’t matter if it’s 
providing answers to 

your questions.



But it looks rubbish!
What about our brand?



Nobody cares.

The user will feel more at ease, more likely 
to provide honest feedback and focus on 
the thing you want them to respond to.



Which one feels more like you could 
pitch in and help with dinner?


