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Dozens of awards including: 
Family Game of the Year

Designed by Matt Leacock
Fellow Y! Patterns curator / ID
Game Designer



Vocabulary
Lenses, perspectives

Jesse Schell’s book
Art of Game Design
A Book of Lenses



Design Lenses



LENS CARDS



A design lens allows you to view the user 
experience from the perspective

 of a single design principle.



Usually from the perspective 
of another field of study



title

figure

synopsis

focus questions





SAMPLER: FOUR LENSES

Simplicity/Complexity Flow

Supporting Actor Interesting Moments
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SIMPLICITY/COMPLEXITY

Simplicity/Complexity
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The Lens of 
Simplicity/Complexity

Strike the right 
balance between 
simplicity and 
complexity. 

• Are the main things simple?
• Does complexity emerge as 

needed? Or is the interface 
intrinsically complex?

• Does the balance match 
the context?

Shakers.
Furniture Design.
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Four posts, three slats, a handful of stretchers, a 
few yards of woolen tape for the seat. It could 
scarcely be more simply made, but look more 
closely at this product of an unhurried hand. 
The proportions were chosen with care. 

The posts are slender, no thicker than needed for strength. 
You can lift the chair with a finger.  The slats increase slightly 
in height as they rise, as does the space between them, so that the 
back seems to float above the seat and legs. The chair slants 
backward at an angle agreeable for sitting.

Source: Shaker Design.  June Sprigg. p . 11
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Four posts, three slats, a handful of stretchers, a 
few yards of woolen tape for the seat. It could 
scarcely be more simply made, but look more 
closely at this product of an unhurried hand. 
The proportions were chosen with care. 

The posts are slender, no thicker than needed for strength. 
You can lift the chair with a finger.  The slats increase slightly 
in height as they rise, as does the space between them, so that the 
back seems to float above the seat and legs. The chair slants 
backward at an angle agreeable for sitting.

Source: Shaker Design.  June Sprigg. p . 11
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The Shakers did not spurn beauty; they simply reinvented it... The 

Shakers had just one [restriction]: do not make what 
is not useful. 

They rejected ornament. The rest--color, pattern, line, form, 
proportion--they freely and joyously used.S
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The Lens of 
Simplicity/Complexity

Strike the right 
balance between 
simplicity and 
complexity. 

• Are the main things simple?
• Does complexity emerge as 

needed? Or is the interface 
intrinsically complex?

• Does the balance match 
the context?

Pandemic.
Game Design.
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LENS APPLIED TO PANDEMIC

Before

Actions:
Quarantine with cubes
Move and cure with cards

End of Turn:
Draw 4 points of stuff
Cards count for 2
Cubes count for 1

After

Actions:
Everything takes 1 action

End of Turn:
Draw 2 cards

Source: Matt Leacock. Lessons Learned from Pandemic. Presented at Netflix
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LENS APPLIED TO PANDEMIC
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Quarantine with cubes
Move and cure with cards

End of Turn:
Draw 4 points of stuff
Cards count for 2
Cubes count for 1
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Actions:
Everything takes 1 action

End of Turn:
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Is interface intrinsically complex?



... as simple as possible,
but no simpler

Source: Matt Leacock. Lessons Learned from Pandemic. Presented at Netflix
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LENS APPLIED TO PANDEMIC

Before

Single Deck of Cards:
- For direct flights
- For connecting flights
- For charter flights
- To cure diseases
- To infect cities

After

Two Decks of Cards:

Source: Matt Leacock. Lessons Learned from Pandemic. Presented at Netflix

infection card

player card
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LENS APPLIED TO PANDEMIC

Before

Single Deck of Cards:
- For direct flights
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Two Decks of Cards:
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Right balance? 

Simplicity/Complexity



The Lens of 
Simplicity/Complexity

Strike the right 
balance between 
simplicity and 
complexity. 

• Are the main things simple?
• Does complexity emerge as 

needed? Or is the interface 
intrinsically complex?

• Does the balance match 
the context?

BMW.
Car Design.
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700 commands 
under one knob
and one button

2002 BMW iDrive

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive
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700 commands 
under one knob
and one button

2002 BMW iDrive

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive
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Does the balance 

match the context?

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive


Now 7 buttons + knob. 
And 6 programmable buttons

Source: http://bit.ly/dy5wNx
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Now 7 buttons + knob. 
And 6 programmable buttons

Source: http://bit.ly/dy5wNx

S
im

p
li

ci
ty

/C
o

m
p

le
x

it
y

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IDrive


Now 7 buttons + knob. 
And 6 programmable buttons

Source: http://bit.ly/dy5wNx
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Now 7 buttons + knob. 
And 6 programmable buttons

Source: http://bit.ly/dy5wNx
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Simplicity has a 
context
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Simplicity has a 
context

S
im

p
li

ci
ty

/C
o

m
p

le
x

it
y



The Lens of 
Simplicity/Complexity

Strike the right 
balance between 
simplicity and 
complexity. 

• Are the main things simple?
• Does complexity emerge as 

needed? Or is the interface 
intrinsically complex?

• Does the balance match 
the context?

Rate & Replace.
Web Design.
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FLOW

Flow

C
og

ni
tiv

e



The Lens of Flow
A state of 
heightened 
mental focus.

• Are there natural transitions?
• Every dialog needed?
• Would one page suffice?
• Can you persist context?
• More subtle ways to show 

state change?
• Are there assists that amplify 

efforts?

Flow Book.
Psychology.F
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Exploratorium Exhibit
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Spot differences...

F
lo

w



Spot differences...

F
lo

w





Try again.

F
lo

w



Try again.

F
lo

w



Try again.

F
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w

Are there natural 

transitions?
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transitions?



F
lo

w

Are there natural 

transitions?

Is every dialog 

needed?





Amplifying or 

dampening efforts?



Delete Messages. iPad Mail

Keeping Flow



Delete Messages. iPad Mail

Keeping Flow



Delete Messages. iPad Mail

Keeping Flow

Persisting context?



SUPPORTING ACTOR

Supporting Actor
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Best Actor in a Supporting 
Role - 2009

Christoph Waltz
(Col. Hans Landa)

Inglourious Basterds

Role of Supporting Actor

Gives added dimension to a main character through 
relationship with this character.

Enhances the plot of a story.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_character
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_character


The Lens of the 
Supporting Actor

A supporting 
actor/actress 
must use 
restraint not to 
upstage the 
main actor.

Ask these questions about effect/elements:

• Do they enhance the overall plot/goal?
• What would they experience be like 

without them?
• Are there alternate, more subtle 

approaches?
• Is the interaction natural (not forced)?

Thelma Ritter.
Actress.

Stella in Rear Window

Nominated for 6 
Oscars for Best 
Supporting Actress but 
never won
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http://www.filmreference.com/encyclopedia/Romantic-Comedy-Yugoslavia/Supporting-Actors-THE-SUPPORTING-CHARACTER.html
http://www.filmreference.com/encyclopedia/Romantic-Comedy-Yugoslavia/Supporting-Actors-THE-SUPPORTING-CHARACTER.html
http://www.filmreference.com/encyclopedia/Romantic-Comedy-Yugoslavia/Supporting-Actors-THE-SUPPORTING-CHARACTER.html
http://www.filmreference.com/encyclopedia/Romantic-Comedy-Yugoslavia/Supporting-Actors-THE-SUPPORTING-CHARACTER.html
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What can be done with less 

is done in vain with more.

- Occam
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What can be done with less 

is done in vain with more.

- Occam
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Does it enhance the 

overall plot/goal?

$10, 533

$9,177
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Smallest Effective Difference

Make all visual distinctions 

as subtle as possible, but still 

clear and effective.

- Tufte
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Simple Rule:
Cut the current effect in half. 

And maybe half again.



Simple Rule:
Cut the current effect in half. 

And maybe half again.

Are there alternate 

more subtle effects?



INTERESTING MOMENTS

Interesting Moments
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The Lens of 
Interesting Moments

An experience is like 
an illusion. It looks 
simplest when every 
moment has been 
painstakingly 
premeditated.

Ask these questions about the moments:

• Have you considered all the details?
• Are you using them for engagement?
• Choosing wisely which to ignore?
• Do they add up to a story?
• Are there tell-tale signs? e.g., bandaids 

to cover up for unconsidered 
moments?

Magic is in both in 
the details and in 
the performance.
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Frescoes & 
stained glass 
have been telling 
stories for a long 
time.

panes 
tell the moments 
of a story

“Juxtaposed 
pictorial & other 
images in 
deliberate 
sequence.”

panels 
tell the moments 
of a story

The masters of 
animation called it 
the “Illusion of 
Life”.

cells 
tell the moments 
of a story

Magic hangs in the 
balance of the  
“delicacy of the 
illusion”.

the performance 
hides the moments 
of a story

INTERESTING MOMENTS
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Magic is both in 
the details and 
in the 
performance.
- Dariel Fitzkee



THIS IS ALSO AN ILLUSION



THIS IS ALSO AN ILLUSION

Interactivity is both 
in the details and in 
the performance



THIS IS ALSO AN ILLUSION

Interactivity is both 
in the details and in 
the performance

David Smith (Xerox) 
dubbed the Xerox Star 
interface the user illusion
- Alan Kay

http://www.asktog.com/papers/magic.html

http://www.asktog.com/papers/magic.html
http://www.asktog.com/papers/magic.html


Delicacy of an Illusion



Delicacy of an Illusion

The slightest mistake would destroy an illusion. Each 
moment matters.

Key principle for effective illusions: attention to detail 
-Fitzkee





SIMPLE ILLUSION?



SIMPLE ILLUSION? EVENTS...
PAGE LOAD.  MOUSE HOVER.  MOUSE DOWN.  

DRAG INITIATED.  DRAG LEAVES ORIGINAL 
LOCATION.  DRAG RE-ENTERS ORIGINAL LOCATION.  

DRAG RE-ENTERS ORIGINAL LOCATION.  DRAG 
ENTERS VALID TARGET.  DRAG EXITS VALID TARGET.  
DRAG ENTERS SPECIFIC INVALID TARGET.  DRAG IS 
OVER NO SPECIFIC TARGET.  DRAG HOVERS OVER 

VALID TARGET.  DRAG HOVERS OVER INVALID TARGET.  
DROP ACCEPTED.  DROP REJECTED.  DROP ON 

PARENT CONTAINER.
16+
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SIMPLE ILLUSION? ACTORS...

PAGE.  CURSOR.  TOOL TIP.  DRAG 
OBJECT.  DRAG OBJECT’S PARENT 

CONTAINER.  DROP TARGET.

6+
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INTERESTING MOMENTS

Events
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Considered the details?

Choosing wisely which to 

do and which to ignore?
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DRAG & DROP INVITATION

These interesting 
moments work together 

to create an illusion.
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DRAG & DROP INVITATION

These interesting 
moments work together 

to create an illusion.
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Do they add up to a story?



DELICACY BROKEN
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A design lens allows you to view the user 
experience from the perspective

 of a single design principle.



By Asking Focusing Questions It Brings a Single 
Principle in Focus



Think of it as a Library of Design 
Principles





RESOURCES
designingwebinterfaces.com/resources

books

kits



CARDS? ROLES?



Companion Site
designingwithlenses.com

Presentation
billwscott.com/share/
presentations/2010/bigd

Blogs
looksgoodworkswell.com
designingwebinterfaces.com
designingwithlenses.com

Book
Designing Web Interfaces

Follow me on twitter!
@billwscott
@uxlenses


