Cloudlets Project Overview

Matt Laurence
mattlaurence@gmail.com

A quick note on
process
At whichever phase I enter into
a project, I like to follow simple,
classic design process.

A quick note on
process
1. Understand the space,
identify the users, empathize
with them, learn and
research about their goals
and challenges to define the
problem.
2. Ideate, collaborate, sketch a
lot, prototype, test, and
iterate until you are pretty
sure you solving the problem
the right way.
3. Build it and get it in front of
people, ready to test and go
back to step 2

Use understanding
of the user and
business needs to
make sure we are
solving the right
problem

Use what we’ve
learned to make sure
we are solving
the problem right

Build the right
product or feature
delivering on the
original vision,
iterating through
user validation and
quality enforcement

A quick note on
process
Of course, we all know it’s more
complex than that. Each major
stage has its own sub-phases,
tools, processes, and
deliverables, and there can be
far more arrows and loops than
show up here.
Now I’d like to take you
through a real-world sample of
my process and work.

FRAME THE PROBLEM
Empathize with users,
understand needs, and
identify opportunities

EXPLORE CONCEPTS
Ideate, prototype, and
validate concepts with
stakeholders and users

REFINE THE SOLUTION
Lean UX cycles of
building, testing with
users and reﬁning

LAUNCH & LEARN
Continuously measure
ease of use, behavior,
and optimize

Customer Interviews
Stakeholder Interviews
Sales and Support Data
Competitive Analysis
Field Studies
Domain Research
Workﬂow Diagrams
Problem identiﬁcation
Personas
Task Analysis
Project Briefs
Requirements Deﬁnition
User Stories
Journey Maps
Card Sorting
Prior Research
Conceive Workshops

Workﬂow Diagrams
Sketching
Brainstorming
Prototyping
Storyboards
Prototype Testing
A/B Testing
Surveys
Collaborative Tools
Team Reviews
Card Sorting
Contextual Interviews
Metrics Deﬁnition
Speciﬁcation Docs
Initial Wireframes

Usability Testing
Technical Reviews
Research Findings
Finalized Wireframes
Production Guidelines
UX Design Handoﬀ
Technical Review
Peer Reviews
Production Code
User Testing
Beta Jams
Quality Assurance
User Acceptance Testing
Code Complete
Product Documentation

Marketing Assets
Release Notes
Product Launch
Governance
Behavioral Analysis
Product Surveys
Voice of the Customers Sessions
Research Findings
Usability Testing
Issue Prioritization
Backlog Creation
Documentation Testing
Go Back to Conceive

History
Akamai was founded as a direct
result of Tim Berners-Lee’s
challenge to combat the “World
Wide Wait”: Tom Leighton and
Danny Lewin created new
algorithms and strategies to
move content closer to users
and minimize traffic latency.
The worldwide network of
servers known as “the Edge” has
huge power and potential for
improving peoples’ experience
of the Internet.

Background
The first major product I worked
on at Akamai was a suite of
products known as Cloudlets.
The Cloudlets team typified the
deeply engineering-centric
Akamai culture: top-notch
engineers with little idea what
to do with UX.
The business unit leaders,
however, identified Cloudlets as
a key product that needed to
satisfy the new company goal of
self-serviceability. Thus, I was
made UX Lead on this new-ish
product.

Cloudlets

Background
Cloudlets themselves are small,
discrete modules designed to
bring chunks of logic and
functionality out of the origin
server and to the Edge, closer to
the customer, thus improving
performance.
Cloudlets was to meet two of
Akamai’s company goals:
Pushing more power to the
Edge, and proving our
commitment to the selfserviceability of our tools.

Challenge
When I started there were only
two Cloudlets in the ecosystem:
Edge Redirector and Forward
Rewrite. Both are variations on
automating bulk redirection of
traffic based on complex
conditions and rule sets.
Early Cloudlets customers loved
the new, targeted functionality.
But from all reports, they
disliked and were confused by
the interface.

Challenge
As often happens, the UI had
been developed as an
afterthought by the engineering
team - brilliant software
engineers, but not a front-end
developer in sight.
Much of it looked and worked
very differently from other
interfaces on the Akamai
ecosystem, and the ways that
action and status were
represented broke several
mental models for Akamai users.

Challenge
Even the simple top-level policy
list - the most common page for
veteran users - gave almost no
indication of status, and even
made it difficult for users to filter
the list intuitively (as we proved
later in testing).

Challenge
To add to the challenge,
Cloudlets had already launched,
with three more modules being
planned, a large team of
motivated software engineers,
short release deadlines, and a
rather reluctant product and
sales team.
This is where I came in.

Phase 1: Understand
Before and after looking at the
Cloudlets UI, I interviewed
stakeholders and Professional
Services people to understand
who the customers were, what
problems Cloudlets solved, and
to get familiar with the technical
domain.
This involved a lot of sketching and some reworking - of
complex relationships and
concepts with engineers.
Worth noting: there was no
direct customer access at this
point, with a very protective
product and sales team around
customer relationships.

Phase 1: Understand
There were no clearly outlined
requirements, so I began
codifying my understanding
based on these stakeholder
interviews and combing through
the Jira tickets that served as
requirements.
From these I pulled together a
better picture of the user roles,
use cases, and started to build a
narrative and set of
understandings and higher level
use cases around everything I
was learning.

Phase 1: Understand
During this initial round of
research I continued to expand
and refine my overall discovery
document, my “single source of
truth” for my own efforts.
This contained all of my
understanding about the
product, users, and ecosystem,
as well as the ever more refined
use cases, for collaboration and
feedback with many sometimes
remote team members.

Phase 1: Understand
In this time, through a series of
face-to-face discussions and a
slow building of credibility and, I
also managed to get approval to
send out a baseline survey to
both internal and external
Cloudlets users.
The quantitative aspect of this
survey was based around a
statistical rating tool that I
created with my colleague
Carolyn Griffel, which we called
Web Experience Usability Dyads.

Phase 1: Understand
Survey results were crunched
using my Excel tool (as validated
by a statistician and data
scientist) to generate
quantitative rankings of system
usability, approachability, and
efficiency for both internal and
customer users.
We also gathered qualitative
feedback as part of the survey
process, which provided perhaps
even more compelling insights

Phase 1: Understand
I presented results from the
survey to explain the
methodology and help provide
context for recommendations.
While the quant numbers were
valuable as a baseline metric,
the qualitative feedback and
quotes were the most impactful
with the team.

Phase 1: Understand
I then created UI “spec”
documents for each of the two
specific target areas that needed
addressing: the Policy Manager
interface and the Activation
workflow.
These documents help me to
clarify the goals and challenges
in my own terms, collaborate
with team members, and
provide the new “single source
of truth” for each discrete
aspect of functionality.

Phase 1: Understand
Using feedback from our internal
users and support team I
created a simple journey map
through the existing activation
process, highlighting pain
points, risks, notes around the
workflow, and steps therein.
This screen shows a somewhat
later version in which an
alternate, more condensed
workflow is proposed, within the
limitations of the system.

Phase 2: Conceive
Once we had agreement on the
general flows, I got to work with
the product owner, software
architect, and engineers, doing a
lot more sketching to start to
put this all in context of the
larger Akamai ecosystem, and
trying out different ways to
minimize our customers’
frustration.

Phase 2: Conceive
As the definition became clearer
and the solutions more defined
through iterative reviews and
work sessions, I created more
detailed workflows and
wireframes for the use cases and
UI elements, to be incorporated
into my spec document as a
continued collaboration tool
with the developers.

Phase 2: Conceive
During this phase I also ran a
usability test on the original UI
and workflows with internal
professional services
participants, to uncover
particularly sticky areas of the
workflow and UI.
In addition to seeing them work
with the original UI, at the end
of those sessions I also showed
them the in-process wireframes/
mockups to get their reactions
and input before we began
building anything.

Phase 3: Create
Over time after many rounds of
collaboration and iteration, I
created an annotated set of
wireframes from which the
developers could use for
guidance during their build
process.
During the build process I spent
a great deal of time sitting
elbow to elbow (or webex to
webex) with the developers
inspecting elements in the
browser and tweaking CSS and
Javascript.

Phase 3: Create
Once the new UI was built, we
did more testing to find out
what else we needed to address.
The prioritized results of those
tests formed the backlog to be
addressed by the team.
We simultaneously began
building new functionality and
rolling out new Cloudlets with
different and more complex
functionality.
Follow up surveys and usability
testing showed strong increases
in usability, approachability, and
efficiency for the overall
product.

Results
As often happens at Akamai, I
was moved to a higher priority
project in mid-2016. But the
Cloudlets team continues to
come to me for insights during
the UX Office Hours process that
I started for unsupported
products during that time.
There are now nine Cloudlets,
each representing very different
pieces of logic that can be
moved to the Edge for notable
performance increases.
It continues to be a cornerstone
product for many of our largest
customers.
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