
User research
Understanding the needs of the people who will use the product

Client: Barclays Design Office
Project: Enterprise application to make onboarding corporate 
clients quicker and easier for Relationship Managers

User research: conducted 1-1 interviews with 
Relationship Managers to understand their role, 
and their problems.

Organised app features and tasks around 
user goals and mental models, for clear 
navigation.

Defined app interactions from an existing 
pattern library, and defined new patterns where 
needed.

Main deliverables

• Axure prototypes to explore, text and validate design 
concepts.

• Working documents including site maps, journey maps, and 
wireframes.

• Definition documents including full interaction specification 
documentation.
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Building the right thing

The product needed to accommodate myriad business rules and 
processes. Some of these were internal, and could be modified. Some 
were external, and could not be changed. And all of them needed to be 
re-framed to suit the needs of the users of the product, Barclays 
Relationship Managers.

A fundamental question at the beginning of any project is “what are we 
making and why?”. At Barclays, I tried to answer these questions by 
speaking directly to the people the product was for, the relationship 
managers whose job it is to onboard new corporate clients.

I didn’t ask relationship managers to design the product: I asked them to 
‘teach me their job’. That way, I got to understand their requirements, 
and frustrations, and started to learn how to think like them.

It also helped build rapport and trust between user groups and 
designers.

This led to useful insights about scope and features of the product and 
what it needed to do.

(Later on, I held 1-1 sessions to evaluate and test ideas more formally for 
feedback.)

What I did - main activities

IxD
Interaction Design
Creating clear, simple, friction-free pathways 

Much of this work was done as rough, scribbled notes while discussing the app 
with business analysts, relationship managers, visual designers, or the tech team.

I then took these scribbled ideas to Axure to work them up into prototypes, 
iterating on the fly and then reviewing or testing with the appropriate people.

The problem

The steps below illustrate a typical evolution process for one idea, developed to solve a 
particular problem thrown up by the back end implementation we were using.
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“if all this were available, call time 
with clients could be better used 
discussing what we could do for 
them, rather than just what needs 
to be done…” 

…and this was compounded by the structure of the interface, which 
forced users to follow any tasks page by page. 

A research note emphasises the 
frustration users felt when forced 
to enter the same data set for 
multiple objects.

Often, each set was identical, 
apart from one or two elements…

Here, each parent-object (a branch of a supermarket, for example) is 
listed on one side of the interface.

Selecting one of these objects reveals associated tasks: including 
‘duplicate’.

This solved the recursion problem with a single click. 

Once another version of the same data set is stamped out, the user just 
has to change the few unique elements (the address, for example) - and 
move on to the next legal entity to set up.

It eliminated repetition and redundancy, and created an obvious 
point at which to surface progress, alarms or alerts.

And it reduced page-count for a task from up to 48 down to one 
page with three sequential panes.

Business logic versus user workarounds

Early notes show a developing understanding of process – not just the 
official documented process, but the workarounds and shortcuts that 
experienced staff took every day. These workarounds were pointers to 
some of the real problems that needed to be solved.

As my familiarity with the relationship manager role grew, and my 
understanding of real user needs became more clear, I began to rough 
out ideas for improvements - either at the service end of the product, or 
at the more detailed interaction end, or both at the same time:

Sketching alongside users as they spoke, or shortly afterwards in follow-
up chats, led to some great, informal and unbounded ‘what-if?’ 
conversations, and captured important insights that would shape later 
design work:

For example, the small note in the call-out below contains a chance user 
remark that threw new light on the whole purpose of the project.

While the functional objective of the application was to gather 
administrative and legal details, the broader objective was to allow 
relationship managers to expand and develop their relationship with the 
customer: they wanted to offer more services and up-sell, not badger 
them to complete a form:

… and this insight led to a completely new idea for interacting with the 
app, framing tasks around the conversation between relationship 
manager and customer. 

The new organisation of the interface reflected the stages of the evolving 
conversation between company and customer, with a breakthrough 
being the ability to represent the whole flow on one summary page:

Information Architecture
Addressing complexity by organising and naming things meaningfullyIA

The onboarding process contained many steps, several of which needed to be 
completed at different times. Onboarding has several potential different pathways 
through all of the steps, depending on the nature of the new business. 

Users needed to track progress, fix errors, see what was missing, and be able to 
offer quick help to new clients. 

All of this needed a very clear presentation and organisation of tasks, and an 
overview that would show progress at-a-glance. 

Creating an overview: a map of the application

This map was a key working document, and a milestone on the pathway 
to achieving a clear and coherent interface. 

It was the first time that all the major task groups had been identified, 
summarised, grouped, sequenced, and shown on the same page:
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1: About your business/organisation
Registered name
Type
Registered company number
Main trading address
Website
Phone
Fax
Correspondence address
Registered address
Trading name
Number of employees
BIC code
Sort code to open account under
Registered for corp. tax outside of EU
Date incorporated
Date formed/established
Trades outside of UK?

2. Main contacts
Firstname Lastname
Title
Email
Phone
Fax
Address
Preferred contact address

3. Professional advisors
Give Corporate Banking the 
authority to give out information 
about your account to your 
professional advisors?
YES | NO

Yes=additional details:
Name of advisor
Advisory capacity (solicitor/auditor 
etc)
Contacts
Address

4. Nature of business
Enter the nature of your business 
(free text)
Will you be investing or 
transferring an account to your 
new account?
Register with regulatory bodies 
(FSA/HMRC)?
Licensed under the Consumer 
Credit Act?
If YES=give details.

5. Mandated Parties
Tell us how you would like your authorized 

people to manage the account:
1/2/3 authorized people or
Give instructions:
Person details:
<name | title | email | phone | address | 

edit>

6. Key Officials
Person details:
<name | title | email | phone | address | edit>

7. Owners
Person details:
<name | title | shareholder type | share amount 
| mandated party?>

8. Accounts
How many sterling accounts?
How many currency accounts?
Same setup for all accounts or different for 

each?
Sort code
Account type
Currency
Account name
Stationery
Cheque books
Paying in books

9. Barclays.Net
Select primary legal entity (PLE)
Select accounts/entities under PLE.
Automatically set up any future accounts for 

this entity with Barclays.Net?
Include services:
• UK 3-day payments (BACS)
• UK same-day payts (CHAPS)
• Faster payts
• SEPA credit xfers
• International payts
• Inter-account xfers
• Cash statement (bank statements)

Client contact
Security contact (who receives the security 

hardware)
Administrator 1 (name)
Administrator 2 (name)
Select admin control level (dual | single)

12. Personnel Profile
Person details:
<Name | Title | ID&V status | Roles>

PROCEED WITH .NET CONFIG?

Choose setup <recommended | custom>
System requirements met?
Tell us about your systems
Payment authorization
Enable users to create and sea payee details?
Add .Net users
Give permissions <individual | group>
Account groups <yes | no>
Level of training required <onsite | online | none>
Summary

Tertiary 

Severn Trent Water
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Next I introduced a second grouping level to make the task groups easier 
to navigate and explore.

The naming of this grouping layer was matched to user mental models and 
the goals they had in using the product.

B

Finally, I organised the second-level task groups under major 
onboarding steps. This organisation is what allowed a much 
simpler overview page to be created that gave an at-a-glance view 
of progress.

C

As well as helping to untangle the underlying business logic, this 
work allowed me to create a clear and simple drill-down into a large 
number of different sections, pages and individual tasks.

It allowed different tasks to be completed at different times, and the 
structure allowed a summary page to show progress.

All of this was worked out in detail during the interaction design 
stage, which always includes detailed IA as its start-point but which 
I’ve separated here just for clarity.

This phase of work gave a clear set of user insights which I balanced with 
the business requirements to define scope, objectives, constraints and 
direction for the new interface.

I distilled the findings into 5 key design principles:

Up to 48 paged  steps

The solution: one new micro-interaction that 
unlocked a whole new user experience

I worked ideas up through a succession of interactive prototypes that I 
built in Axure. Prototypes were reviewed with all users, design and tech 
teams, business analysts and stakeholders or management as required.

A This was the first time that the complete set of tasks had been summarised 
in a single view, and gave a clear idea of the breadth and scope of the 
product.

Tasks could be seen in relation to each other for the first time, creating 
context and better understanding of the product among stakeholders and 
designers.

The map hides a lot of background work: where task flows were 
repeated, I re-organised or reframed to remove the repetition; where 
tasks had confusing or ambiguous names, I renamed them to be 
meaningful for the user; where flows existed as orphan tasks groups 
apparently without context, I grouped them with the correct parent 
to create cohesion within the app.  

Addressing recursion: making the interface work for 
the user, not against them

Stepping back from the problem and summarising it from the user’s 
perspective pointed towards a different form of expression for the 
interface.

Instead of simply replicating the structure of a database on the back-
end, and prompting users to complete form fields over and again, I 
wrote the problem as a user goal:

“I want to replicate a set of data, then change single elements 
within the set easily and at any time”

That insight suggested a different interaction:

Not only that, but the same interaction pattern could be applied 
throughout the app, leading to even more efficiency and reducing 
training time:

Thanks for reading. 

Steven Hart

www.hartpartners.co.uk
steven@hartpartners.co.uk
07976 628179

Users and key project stakeholders loved the new approach, and it 
was relatively straightforward to implement because it used the 
same back end architecture and data feeds - just repurposed and 
reframed around the user.

While creating an initial feeling of simplicity - the user seeing only a few fields 
at a time - it actually created significant usability issues:

• Prevented exploration and learning.

• If a process could not be completed in a single session, users had to 
navigate step-by-step away from, and later on back to, the place they had 
reached.

• Created feelings of disorientation - users had no concept of progress or 
location within the broader context of a single client’s application.

• Not possible to see multiple clients’ progress as an overview.

All of this added up to a confusing, frustrating and error-prone experience 
for the user.

Prototype screenshots and commentary

The overview page gives a high-level 
summary of progress for all clients.

Status bars show sections that are not 
started, incomplete or flagged for 
attention.

Clicking on a client opens the 
‘deal’ (user language) in more detail:

The ‘home’ page, after logging on, shows all 
deals under the relationship manager’s 
responsibility:

In the summary pane are key contacts 
and the target completion date.

This gives a measure for progress and 
quick access to all deal stakeholders.

For each ‘entity’ in a deal - supermarket 
branches or admin offices for example - 
the status bar is expanded, and 
grouped to summarise each key stage 
of the onboarding flow.

Clicking on an entity opens the data-
entry area with further drill-down to 
all sections and tasks:

Deal-level tasks are shown in the 
header: these are available only when all 
lower-level tasks are complete.

The data-entry pane is always shown 
under the client’s header, for context.

To aid the relationship manager, status 
indicators are clickable, and show 
anything that is outstanding, or 
otherwise flagged.

This allows managers to quickly and 
easily trace work done by various team 
members.

In a default view, the data-entry areas 
are shown empty with meaningful 
prompts.

Further explanatory copy is shown in 
the right-hand panel; this is overwritten 
once an account is being set up.

A snapshot of one journey (setting up 
client accounts), showing the 
‘recursion’ pattern in place:

If the use taps the ‘duplicate’ icon, 
the dialogue appears:

…and the system ‘stamps out’ more 
instances of the same configuration:

…and the user is able to edit each 
instance, saving a massive amount of 
duplication and wasted time:

For other key task flows within the app, new 
patterns were designed if required, but as many 
as possible were re-used. This made new 
journeys feel immediately familiar:

Editable fields for each entity are 
grouped together, with actions (‘add’ or 
‘duplicate’) available with one click.

The prototypes I created followed key journeys from beginning to end. They contained no 
final visual design, but I paid very careful attention to typography, information density 
and visual hierarchy, as a guide to the visual designers who would pick this work up to 
complete. The success of the design of this interface depended upon subtle visual 
balance, as well as the detail of the organisation and interactions beneath the surface.

Each new entity is now shown in a list, 
and each has an information- and 
function-rich, interactive title card.

This made managing each individual 
entity clear and simple, instead of a 
confusing tangle of journeys.

With the entities listed simply on the 
left, the interface makes a large, clear 
panel for data-entry available on the 
right.

Crucially, the user never loses sight of 
which entity is being edited.

Although the onboarding process 
contains a multitude of delicate financial 
and legal setting up and agreements, 
the overall look and feel of the interface, 
and its behaviours, remain consistent as 
a result of following the 5 key design 
principles output from the research 
stage.


