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Abstract. Our project looks at modern approaches to template and pattern de-
sign in web applications. We designed and implemented a single UI and UX 
across multiple devices and use cases.  We holistically looked at front-end de-
sign and the cross over to backend template structure. The UX paradigm was 
tested to validate the performance gains and efficacy of the concept.  The ap-
proach was designed to improve the experience, efficiency and understanding 
for the user as they utilize our application in multiple environments and across 
all facets of the navigation. 
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1 Introduction 

Speed is born from experience. Consistency promotes intuition. Clarity emboldens an 
efficient experience. Speed, consistency and clarity together create a pattern that de-
termines the level of success and enjoyment a user experiences to accomplish their 
tasks. 

These concepts of speed, clarity, and consistency are the guiding principles for res-
pecting our users.  In the spring of 2012 we began the task of building a team and 
tools that would strengthen the user experience of our product.  We crafted a style 
guide consisting of a pattern library, visual style guidance, and code guidance to be-
come a toolkit for our product, developers and prototype development.  

We built labs for research and enacted test cycles to study our user base.  We 
opened our doors to critique from all internal stakeholders from those who craft the 
experience to those who use the experience. We consolidated our interfaces into one 
UI across devices and screen types to simplify and exemplify the user path. We con-
structed reusable patterns in our own processes as well to strengthen our experience 
and understanding. 

We set out to bring optimum clarity, consistency and speed to the tasks our users 
perform using SugarCRM application known as Sugar.  The path and pattern is a 
blend of user experience and user interaction skills and practices that strengthen our 
vision, our team interactions, our product, and ultimately the user satisfaction with our 
efforts.  Having the term "user" in our respective titles reminds every member in this 
effort of their true mission and job responsibility. 
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2 The User Experience Team 

Our team consisted of 8 user experience and user interaction professionals. We sup-
ported the front-end efforts in conjunction with engineering, quality assurance,  
support and product management via an Agile methodology process [1].  We also 
interacted with a variety of internal stakeholders that ranged from marketing and sales 
to legal, operations and professional services. Each member of the team had a given 
focus area but all were free to rotate into whatever roles they preferred.   

We all shared tasks at the introduction to the team to develop a path to a given role 
or focus. Growing or fitting into the correct position was an effort to promote harmo-
ny and focus to the individual while also ultimately striving for balancing and harmo-
nizing a team.  

When we started, we were a team of two.  Lam Hyunh, maintained the current 
code base from a UI perspective and worked on prototype tasks.  I worked with de-
sign, research and coding tasks. We quickly saw the need for a bigger team given the 
task before us.  We brought a second designer, Omair Ali, onto the team from the 
product organization to work with UX related responsibilities. We moved away from 
being under product management at this point to form a parallel and succinct group 
within the product organization. We wanted level decision-making and focused priori-
ty and understanding in order to remain true to the user, who is our ultimate stake-
holder.  We also recognized the need for additional research and front-end coders to 
build prototypes and support engineering with our style guide and over all pattern 
application.  Our engineering group also split into a number of feature-based teams 
during this time frame and they needed the user experience and user interaction skill-
set from our team. 

Our team grew both in size and in talent areas. Vlad Kulchitski joined to help ra-
pidly generate prototypes and carry designs and patterns into working code. He also 
led our responsive design efforts for other platform adoption.  Henry Rogers was 
brought on board to foster our data visualization, code performance and consistency. 
 He maintained the growth of our pattern library and tool kit, which we refer to as our 
Style Guide, and crafted a path for inclusion of it into our product.  Ing-Marie Jonsson 
joined the team in an analytical and research role. She conducted the user testing, 
competitive research and further developed the UXLabs project.  She also handled the 
coordination of tasks around our efforts.  Florence Acevedo joined as an intern to 
support all efforts and learn the unique blend of user experience and user interaction 
we were crafting. She was then brought in as a formal team member to conduct re-
search and user interaction tasks. Charles Godewyn was the most recent addition, 
bringing to the team both design and implementation of mockups. 

All team members were encouraged to blend the two disciplines of UX and UI so 
that a truly holistic discipline is maintained around a singular pattern and design li-
brary. Understanding of the engineering complexity of template design and perfor-
mance issues in the backend, as well as design and research fundamentals has proven 
to be very effective for a professional to efficiently and effectively apply the craft of 
user experience and interaction.  The design of this creative engineer will lead to a 
better experience and a better product [2]. One without the other typically leads to 



342 W. Moran 

longer design cycles, creative dissonance and a lack of confidence in conviction for 
the interests of the user.  Each member has a role with the other functional teams to 
respect and reserve the user path.  They are encouraged to actively share insight and 
skills with each other, with engineers, quality assurance and with product managers. 
 They moved to different teams when skills were needed, and as a team we adapted to 
many challenges seamlessly.  Now that our team was in place, our next step was to 
communicate the experience effectively. 

3 Communication of Concepts 

We learned to adapt our process to those of other groups within SugarCRM to main-
tain flexibility as the organization matured.  We had many new employees and 
changes in roles that we needed to absorb and adapt to once we began to build our 
team. We ended up with a centralized warehouse on Google Drive of mockups and 
presentations to support those mockups.  Our team also used this warehouse to store 
our concepts and explorations per release cycle. We placed all research there as well, 
creating one collaborative resource, leveraged as needed.  The ability for engineers, 
quality assurance, support, product, sales, marketing, legal, ops and other  
stake-holders to provide real-time commentary at the appropriate moment has been 
excellent for efficiency, transparency and reduction of wasted time in procedural or 
clarifying meetings.  We also saved the company considerable cost by streamlining a 
few processes that used to be scattered on different systems. People commented as 
inspired and more time was spent designing, researching and implementing.  As re-
leases passed we could turn off the older folders and save space on our machines. We 
could recall older documents as needed from the cloud service. 

 

Fig. 1. Google Drive – Release folder assets screen depicted 

We combined this established mockup and presentation 3rd generation process of 
the design and discovery stage with functioning prototypes more in tune with a 5th 
generation approach [3] in our style guide.  The prototyping environment used the 
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same code and CSS as our production environment.  SugarCRM utilized GitHub for 
code revision and this allowed us to build quickly on specialized branch versions of 
up to date production code for prototypes as well.   Having the whole UX and UI 
team know how to work in this process was critical to the success of this method. The 
combination reduced time and cost when moving to implementation.  It also gave a 
much more realistic outcome for research and testing. 

 

Fig. 2. Style Guide – Introduction and pattern screen depicted 

 

 

Fig. 3. Style Guide – Dashlets and Dashboards screen depicted 
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4 Research and Testing 

“Indifference towards people and the reality in which they live is actually the one and 
only cardinal sin in design” – Dieter Rams [4] 

The need for repetitive and consistent testing was critical to creating a successful 
design. We took an iterative usage testing approach to validate concepts with input 
from multiple parties; we general apply a Lean UX approach. [5] We developed 3 
paths for consistent feedback:  Conduct annual specific UXLabs, weekly tests, and 
ongoing analytical analysis. 

An annual UXLab was conducted the first year at our corporate conference. The 
first lab, examined user flows of current and future concepts. We met with partners 
and customers to receive both qualitative and quantitative feedback. We invited fifty 
participants matching our business user personas. We used a mix of pattern click tests 
and A/B tests which we recorded with video and with click and timing tools.  We 
utilized both desktop and mobile devices during our lab. The users were invited to 
give audible responses as well as complete a qualitative survey. Results helped drive 
design decisions. We also used the UXLab as a opportunity to inform our partner and 
customer base that we were serious about user feedback. We conducted our second 
lab a year later and expanded the team to include our new hires and welcomed engi-
neers and product managers in to observer.  We focused on speed and introduced a 
contest built around performance. We added a self-guided discovery dashboard and 
suggestion boards for new patterns for our dashlets. The lab was split between walk-
ins and invitees. We crafted a theme and some giveaways based on a timing contest 
around the lab to make it more appealing. After 2 successful labs with over 200 par-
ticipants, we expect continued growth in participation and expansion of tests. The 
success of this program has led us to expand to include more engineers and product 
employees into the lab so they also benefit from customer contact and see that we 
represent the user and are not acting for our own benefit. Lastly we want to build in 
innovative concepts for direct user validation before introduction into the product 
development cycle.  We are adding a specific innovation corner to highlight these 
experiences. We also took the lab on the road, in addition to the annual conference, to 
customer locations to observe users in their normal work environments. The labs were 
used to successfully introduce and test key concepts months in advance of actual fea-
ture building or release. 

 

    

Fig. 4. UXLab – Branding and contest performance board 
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Weekly testing feedback cycles were also conducted with our "Monday Matters" 
email tests and surveys. We used tools from Zurb [6] such as VerifyApp, to conduct 
click, A/B and multivariate testing, Solidify, Notable and Insight to mockup feedback. 
 We conducted weekly tests of key concepts with a mix of partner, customer and in-
ternal feedback where every employee had a chance to provide input in an unbiased 
manner. Discovery of new ideas can come from any corner at any time and we em-
brace that at Sugar.  The transparency and opportunity for everyone that was part of a 
product experience to see and communicate their feedback was valuable for insight 
and for inclusiveness. Management of that process through the weekly testing proved 
to be successful, concrete and unbiased when compared to group review sessions.  We 
also conducted timing tests for major releases and sent quarterly assessment surveys 
in conjunction with regular reviews of support feedback. 

Lastly, we have created a program to receive analytical understanding from prod-
uct based analytical tools.  The tool was applied across the suite of products and 
views of those products to measure user flows, time on functional areas and goals 
based outcomes. The product team for planning and adjustments to the product leve-
raged the data. 

Data as a stakeholder in the design and implementation process should always be 
considered. It is one more component of the overall user experience landscape and 
blends together with consistency, application performance and of course the fit and 
finish. 

5 Fit and Finish 

Sugar is very configurable and that strength has lead to some challenges in the final fit 
and finish around the product.  Different components developed by a variety of teams 
needed a bit of marshaling.  We simplified and converged the primary layout, naviga-
tional and data elements across devices. The consistency of patterns, accessibility, 
colors, notifications, status indicators and content modules was crucial to achieving a 
singular user interface.  

Sugar has many partner companies that resell and reconfigure Sugar to meet the 
needs of their customers. Crafting an interface that can be communicated, adapt and 
grow to support innovation and our partner’s goals involved reducing complexity and 
enabling consistent repeatable patterns in the interface.  When the UX is combined 
with the implementation of the UI, this provided the product with efficiency in code, 
templates, quality assurance and ultimately a reduction in support cases. 

A predictable interface lead to transparency, intuitive understanding and ultimately 
for our efforts, speed increases in user flows. Our create flow decreased by 40% by 
maintaining a consistent pattern in the primary save button position and by making a 
consistent and clearly identifiable record title.  We also made the ability of the pattern 
to be user configurable and sticky to their workflow.   

The interface prior to the recent redesigns was a table or spreadsheet experience. 
 Each module had a slightly different experience or set of labels and buttons.  We 
found anchors in the UI that we could leverage and enhance with UX principals.  We 
standardized the title placement and style as a signal for consistent identification 
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across different views. We created a business card view to only show top line data 
that would quickly bring the user understanding of the record.  In accordance with a 
mobile first design philosophy [7] we wanted to drive the user to the primary path of 
information to increase speed and clarity in this data view.  

We placed the fields in consistent spots and reduced visual complexity for quick 
identification.  We created a visual pattern consisting of letters and colors to replace 
icons.   

We wanted to reduce confusion in symbol recognition and improve performance, 
scalability and maintenance by using a purely CSS driven element. These identifiers 
along with a consistent alert set are the main emphasis items throughout the UI. The 
goal was to use color only when needed and in order to draw attention of the user. 
Branding colors and stylistic elements were minimized to reduce contamination of the 
focus but still enable the user to have a branded app.  They could change the color of 
the navigation bar, which has universal visual prominence, and they could alter the 
link, highlight and primary button colors.  When we studied the usage patterns we 
actually found that most users were staying with the released theme but found value 
in the color aspect as a configurable element. Reducing greater stylistic changes in the 
core of the UI had benefits to engineering, support, and quality assurance by reduction 
of separate templates and predictability in the UI.  It also increased the branding op-
portunity on the mobile platform, which previously did not exist.  Having a solid fit 
and finish also benefited the consistency of the product line, but the real strength of 
consistency remained in the 360-degree view content areas. 

6 360-Degree Repeatable Pattern 

Our previous versions of Sugar were challenged by the user having to click many 
times to get to views and respective sub views within a record view.  We wanted to 
reduce scrolling and keep the secondary information and flows proximal to the prima-
ry content. The 360-degree view involves a main content panel, a grouping of sub 
panels, activity stream, and a side "intelligence" panel. 

 

Fig. 5. 360 Degree Record View 
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The business card or primary data on a record view previously consisted of many 
fields in a tabular or spreadsheet format.  Clients typically had many fields in view 
and the majority remained unfilled forcing the user to have to hunt for their data.  The 
eye movement around the form, the inconsistent placement from record to record and 
the visual treatment offered little differentiation or consistency.  We used a combina-
tion of different font sizes, simplification of only showing the required or relevant 
fields, and increased the white space so the rate of recognition would increase.  These 
patterns were repeated in the mobile views for consistency. 

We focused on form inputs as an area to reduce user clicks and application load. 
 We identified that we had some candidates in add/remove flows, drop-down, multi-
sect and actions that applied well across all records.  As a result, we removed 3 differ-
ent add/remove patterns into one, enhanced the select object, and started focusing 
visibility on next step or primary actions.  We used key consistent icons for simple 
tasks to conserve space and speed recognition but we tried to limit overuse.  All icons 
had tooltips and identifiers. 

We looked at the data focus and how search was consumed and performed.  Extra 
clicks were removed by making every user interaction dynamic on the related data 
set.  We removed a long advanced search form that was different from view to view, 
where the user would have to hunt for specific fields. We replaced it with a chain-
able, simplified, “add only what you need” dynamic filter.  This filter pattern is reused 
in any data element situation from dashlets to list views. Dynamic search is also ap-
plied to all drop-down fields and global search in a consistent manner.   All of the 
patterns were designed from a mobile first perspective as we wanted the user to rec-
ognize the patterns in all possible devices or input formats.  The universal searches 
used to be static, where a user would have to type a query and click the search icon to 
a dynamic set of results in context. Those results were also changed from an expe-
rience where the user had to shift their eyes back and forth horizontally for under-
standing on a variety of elements that changed from search to search. We shifted to a 
vertical approach allowing for the eye to jump from the line result to a simple verti-
cally balanced line result without this eye shift. 

We crafted a side panel "intelligence" dashboard with a set of dashlets that could 
bring information into a simple, focused, above the fold experience for the user. In-
formation was previously stacked vertically and hidden behind a series of panels and 
tabs. The information had little visual separation or focus. The side panel was essen-
tially a new ecosystem for integrations and views that is modular.  We focused more 
on a pattern that enables people to create the right set of views rather than dictate 
them to the user.  We also used this space for contextual view help and record pre-
views as well. These elements are designed to keep the user in context to the primary 
content without the need to click out of the path and then have to return to rediscover. 
The user could reduce this space or heavily customize if they desire. 

One final pattern we wanted to establish was onboarding. We designed a tour into 
every view that can be programmatically generated off of elements in the UI.  We 
believe this is much more beneficial to the user than a series of slides at the beginning 
of the product which the user quickly escapes to get to their product. The tour  
was always available in the respective view in the footer.  Next to that we placed a 



348 W. Moran 

contextual help link, which triggers a help dashboard on the right side of the UI. Al-
ways knowing where to go for help, guidance and support is key for new users. 

 

 

Fig. 6. Contextual Tour on Record  

 

Fig. 7. Inline Help on Record View 

By reducing the primary layout flows to this main content and secondary dash-
board, which are highly customizable to the user need, we reduced or eliminated the 
time to navigate and discover on average by 23%. There may be a bit of up-front time 
for configuring the data filters and dashboards, but it is to the ultimate improvement 
of the task flow of the user.  There is no more time wasted searching for buttons, la-
bels fields or workflows that shift to new positions across multiple views.  The UI is 
not in the way of the user path. It becomes transparent to the task [8] and the user gets 
things accomplished. 

7 Final Thoughts 

The path over the past 18 months has been rewarding and educational.  We pro-
gressed and improved the user experience while discovering improvements in speed, 
consistency and clarity in our application.  We matured a specialized, respected,  
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flexible team and instilled a strong, knowledgeable vibrant user focus to the organiza-
tion as a whole. Having tools and transparency for the crafters has saved time, energy 
and spurred innovation. Our testing outcomes showed that we improved the expe-
rience in the majority of our key flows and we established goals and patterns to con-
tinue testing and communicating those results to internal stakeholders in the future. It 
has been a fun team experience, efficient to evolve, and ultimately repeatable. 
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