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Introduction

We’ve learned from numerous teams who have given us 
insights about how they’ve used wireframes to launch 
successful products—and they share a strong, common 
theme: they use a structured, repeatable process.

Many popular design processes encourage separate phases 
of divergence and convergence to arrive at the best solu-
tion. Divergent thinking is at the heart of creativity and 
centers around creating as many ideas as possible with-
out restriction. Convergent thinking is the opposite and 
encourages you to inspect and reject ideas to reduce the 
number of successful possibilities. 

What’s unique about wireframing is that it supports both 
divergent and convergent processes. That is, wireframes 
are both easy to make and easy to change. This is different 
from, for example, pencil and paper sketches, which are 
easy to make, but difficult to change, and prototypes, which 
can take time to create and are often arduous to revise.

The key to using wireframes throughout the design process 
is to adapt them for each phase. During the course of de-
sign, the number of wireframes increases as you create and 
explore ideas, and then reduces as you review and refine. 
(Fig 1).
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Fig 1: The wireframing process should result in many variations and types 
of wireframes before you land on the best fit. 

But it’s not only the volume of wireframes that changes 
over time—the level of fidelity also changes at different 
design phases. Early low- and medium-fidelity outputs 
require minimal time and effort to make, and allow just the 
right amount of detail to emerge during idea exploration. 
Later-phase wireframes help bring in more perspectives 
and push ideas toward execution.

When you first start wireframing, your goals should be to:

1. Get your ideas out of your head and onto the screen or 
page, and 
2. Use what comes out to generate new ideas. 

Early-phase wireframes
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In this phase it’s common to use pencil and paper, al-
though digital tools work too. The key is to move fast, so do 
whatever works best for you. 

Early-phase, ultra-low-fidelity wireframes should be pur-
posefully rough in appearance, whether made by hand or 
digitally. They’re typically drawn with imprecise lines and 
use a single color. They may be abstract, and short on con-
tent and design details. 

Over the years, we’ve discovered many people have pre-
conceptions about designing interfaces that prevent them 
from making the most of wireframing. Unlike a prototype, 
which must accurately reflect the final product, we deter-
mine a wireframe’s effectiveness by the conversations it 
creates. Letting go of unconscious rules about what a de-
sign artifact should look like can lead to better early-phase 
wireframes.

In this phase, wireframes (sketches, really) can be low fidel-
ity (Fig 2–3) or even “no fidelity”—drawings like flow charts, 
content models, or other diagrams (Fig 4–5).  Both low-  
and no-fidelity wireframes usually consist of basic shapes, 
arrows, and text, rather than specific user interface ele-
ments. If you find yourself adding more detail than this in 
the beginning, step back and make sure you’re not spend-
ing too much time on any one idea.
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Fig 2: A low-fidelity sketch with very little detail.

Fig 3:  Early-phase wireframes shouldn’t be any more detailed than this.
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Fig 4: Early wireframes often start out by simply defin-
ing placeholders for the content.

Fig 5:  When starting out, it’s common to begin with a diagram of user 
options or screen connections.
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The more ideas you have to start with, the better. And 
when those ideas aren’t fully fleshed out, then they’re free 
to inspire more ideas. In Sketching User Interfaces, Bill 
Buxton suggests focusing less on the artifacts created in 
this phase and more on the process of sketching, calling 
the sketches themselves “the vehicle, not the destination.” 
He concludes with the koan, “There is much more to the 
activity of sketching than making sketches.”

Once you’ve sown the seeds of your initial ideas, you can 
shift your thinking toward making sense of them—but not 
completely. It’s too simplistic to think of this phase as two 
lines converging smoothly toward one ideal solution, where 
the winners move on and the losers are left behind. In-
stead, the mantra for this phase could be “combine and re-
fine,” where you cultivate and improve upon the good ideas.

One of the mistakes that people make while wireframing is 
to pick the favorite idea from the previous phase and move 
ahead with it. But one of the biggest challenges (and re-
wards) of wireframing is to linger in uncertainty. After your 
first round of wireframing, there’s still so much that you 
don’t know.

In Total Design: Integrated Methods for Successful Product 
Engineering, Stuart Pugh visualizes convergence as a se-
ries of alternating smaller steps of convergence and diver-
gence (which he calls “controlled convergence” and “con-
cept generation,” respectively) that decrease, then briefly 
increase, the number of ideas, before converging again and 
again (6).

Middle-phase wireframes
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Fig 6: In practice, convergence is more effective when you allow yourself 
phases of divergence to explore variations (based on a concept by Stuart 
Pugh).

The takeaway is that you should allow new ideas to emerge 
as you evaluate existing ones. Be willing to let go of weak-
er ideas to make space for stronger ones. Not getting too 
attached to any one idea will make it easier to generate and 
evaluate concepts, eliminate the ones that don’t work, and 
focus on improving the ones that do.

Middle phase wireframes are a step above sketches when 
it comes to fidelity (Fig 7). To be most effective, however, 
treat them like sketches—impermanent and draft like. Use 
a limited color palette to avoid getting overly detailed. Like 
sketches, the fidelity of these wireframes is less important 
than the ideas you’re trying to communicate.
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Fig 7: Middle-phase wireframes might introduce some real text as well as 
UI elements.
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This is also the phase when you can begin the transition 
from idea to product, and start thinking about how users 
will interact with each screen and navigate among them. 
You may experiment with different layouts or components 
for the same basic workflows. The variations and changes 
can become more granular here.

Your goal in later phases of the design process is to im-
prove the way your wireframes communicate ideas and 
invite discussion. In this phase, successful wireframing 
requires being comfortable with softening the separation 
between external and internal audiences. It’s fine to show 
screens or pages designed for end users alongside annota-
tions and text meant for developers and other stakehold-
ers.

Just because you’re later in the process doesn’t mean your 
wireframes should be high fidelity. High-fidelity wireframes 
look real enough to be confused with an actual product and 
may include interactive behavior, so they are really proto-
types at this point. If your project lead or client requests 
“high fidelity,” you are usually better off creating a comp 
(short for comprehensive) or mockup that looks indistin-
guishable from a real product.

Rather than thinking about making later-phase wireframes 
more realistic, start thinking about how to instead opti-
mize them for a different audience: your colleagues and 
stakeholders. Once you’ve clarified and pruned your wire-
frames during the first two phases, the next step will be to 
share them, which includes making them easy to under-
stand and follow.

Later-phase wireframes
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Fig 8:  Later-phase wireframes should be able to stand on their own with-
out needing a designer to explain them.

Fig 9: Later-phase wireframes use more real content and annotations.

You can do this by adding more detail, at critical or novel 
interactions, by showing real or sample content, including 
annotations, and by paying more attention to the flow be-
tween and within screens (Fig 8–9).



11

By the time you reach this stage with your wireframes, 
you’ll have spent so much time with them that you might 
find it easy to become attached to them. In this phase, your 
biggest danger is getting too invested in your wireframes. 
Try to resist! People with specialized knowledge of the do-
main users or technology will have to judge, critique, test, 
and validate your wireframes. This is the final stage of their 
journey.

Read the rest of this chapter and more when you get the 
book!
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