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Abstract. Establishing an user experience (UX) practice is an endeavor that more 
and more companies engage in to increase their market success. While there is a 
rich knowledge base on UX processes and methods, practical tips and tricks for 
starting up a corporate UX culture are harder to find. This paper summarizes best 
practices, recommendations and experiences from other companies and traces our 
own efforts and thoughts while integrating UX into our company.  
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1   Introduction  

Today, more and more IT companies are making user experience (UX) engineering an 
integral part of their development. While 10 years ago, UX engineering was perceived 
as a luxury, the success stories of companies that deploy user-centered design (UCD) 
processes have enhanced the status of this discipline substantially.  

One of the drivers for UX attaining mainstream status in the corporate world is the 
rich literature on methods, processes and technologies that is available in books, on 
websites and in conference proceedings. However, from a perspective of a company 
wanting to start up an UX practice, it is quite a challenge to learn about experiences and 
best practices on implementing it within one’s everyday work activities. For instance, 
what are the indicators that the company is on the right track and at what point can an 
organization claim to be user-centered? What are the steps that must be completed? 

Helpful information about this topic is hard to find in traditional (paper-based) lit-
erature, but is available on blogs and forums where UX practitioners exchange their 
experiences.  

Our company started an UX practice in 2008. There had been usability considera-
tions before, so we did not start from zero. We established a dedicated and managed 
team with own goals that were tied to the company’s strategy. 

What could we learn from others? What kind of challenges would we face and how 
could we overcome them? What are all the puzzle pieces required that - as a sum - 
would bring us forward? 

This paper summarizes knowledge and guidance that other organizations and indi-
viduals have shared about establishing a UX practice and adds our own approach and 
experiences. 
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2   Why UX? 

What motivates a company to invest in UX? While there are many answers it comes 
down to just one: increasing the competitive edge. This can be achieved by develop-
ing useful, usable and desirable products that yield increases in productivity, market 
share and sales on the one side, and save costs on the other side. Refer to [1] for more 
details.  

Our company had been world market leader in UI controls for 20 years. The reason 
to form a UX team was based on two influences:  

• Management was aware of the evidence that UX contributes to the success of 
companies. UX was a central building block to help expand our market posi-
tion.  

• Our customers have asked for guidance and expertise on how to design prod-
ucts that are geared towards their users.  

The Infragistics management team saw the obvious value that would result from an 
investment in UX.  

Our start resembled the way Adobe had established their UCD culture 10 years ago 
[2]. Adobe also had existed successfully in the market for 20 years. They had carried 
out grass-roots usability practices before a formal investment in UX. Adobe estab-
lished a UX practice to achieve a competitive edge in their market, which was being 
crowded with competitors. The difference between Adobe and Infragistics is that at 
Adobe the push did not come from top management, but from two individuals within 
functional groups. Also, their team worked only internally to optimize their products. 
Our main focus was two-fold from the beginning: providing UX services to our cus-
tomer base and working internally on our own products and processes. 

3   Corporate Maturity  

At the starting point, it was important to understand where our company was on the 
spectrum of companies that followed UX practices. Yet, how does one assess where a 
company lies on the continuum between no UCD in place at all vs. total UCD integra-
tion? Are these even meaningful semantic poles?  

There are helpful references in the literature. Nielsen’s corporate usability maturity 
model is one of them [3]. Table 1 shows 8 stages that are not totally distinct, but 
rather highlight characteristics of different stages of maturity. Nielsen states that 
companies may actually stay within the same stage for several years, so maturing 
from stage 1 to stage 8 can take 20 years. Obviously, it does not necessarily have to 
be a goal of a company to reach stage 8.  

Based on Table 1 we were at stage 2, “Developer-Centered Usability” when we 
started establishing UX at Infragistics. Whether or not usability was considered dur-
ing product development relied on team members having knowledge and experience 
in UCD. When this knowledge did exist, it was limited to tactical UI design best prac-
tices. There was no user research involved. 



 Integrating User Experience into a Software Development Company 223 

Table 1. Stages of corporate usability maturity [1] 

Maturity Stage Description 
Stage 1:  
Hostility Toward Usability 

User characteristics and needs are not considered for 
user interface design. 

Stage 2:  
Developer-Centered Usability 

Development teams rely on own intuition about 
what constitutes usability.  

Stage 3:  
Skunkworks Usability 

Usability decisions are based on user data, but are 
carried out ad-hoc. 

Stage 4:  
Dedicated Usability Budget 

Usability is planned for and funded, yet is limited to 
usability testing. 

Stage 5:  
Managed Usability 

Existence of a dedicated usability group led by a 
usability manager. Consistent application of usabil-
ity efforts, creation of design guidelines. 

Stage 6:  
Systematic Usability Process 

Usability efforts are process-driven and applied to 
every project.  

Stage 7:  
Integrated User-Centered Design 

Full integration into development process, quality 
tracking through metrics 

Stage 8:  
User-Driven Corporation 

Company strategy is defined by user data. User 
experience goes beyond software.  

 
Another way of assessing a company’s UX maturity was proposed by Jared 

Spool’s three questions for great experience design [4]. For him, vision, feedback, and 
culture are the three key factors determining whether or not a company is successful 
in UX. Each one of them can be summed up in a question: 

• "Does everyone on your team know what the experience will be like interact-
ing with your offerings five years from now?" (Vision) 

• "In the last six weeks, have your team members spent at least two hours 
watching people experience your product or service?" (Feedback) 

• "In the last six weeks, has your senior management held a celebration of a 
recently introduced design problem?" (Culture) 

This definition is catchier, but at the same time it does not sufficiently allow for the 
variety of nuances between Yes and No answers.  

A very similar approach that does allow for some nuance is suggested by Hurst [5] 
who introduced a measure called “Tesla” which stands for "time elapsed since labs 
attended." A Tesla is how long it has been since an individual or a company has spent 
time directly observing customers interacting with a product or service.  

While both Spool and Hurst oversimplify the complexity of efforts and processes 
that are required to effectively practice UX in a company, their definitions provide 
focus to the fact that user research is the core of any UX effort. Also, oversimplifica-
tion can sometimes help initiate discussions within companies about what efforts are 
required to establish UX.  

After an assessment of a company’s position along the UX maturity spectrum, it is 
important to determine if the conditions are favorable for starting up UX. When is an 
organization ready to adopt UX? According to [6], a company exhibits readiness 
when: 
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• Management uses UX vocabulary.  
• A director or VP of UX was hired.  
• Usability testing is a given.  
• There is an allocated budget for hiring UX staff or consultants.  
• Usability labs are in place or under discussion.  
• Product management believes that UX yields strategic advantage. 

In our company all but the third bullet (usability testing) and the fifth bullet  
(usability labs) were in place. We have already deployed and showcased usability 
testing. The method and the results have generated increased interest from other func-
tional groups. We don’t plan to invest in usability labs since over the past 10 years the 
trend has moved from formal test settings towards more informal and flexible testing 
environments. We believe that the value of usability testing is not the setting, but 
proper preparation, execution and analysis. 

4   Getting Started 

If the goal of a UX practice is to generate user-centered products, what factors are 
instrumental to achieve this?  

The body of knowledge can be summarized as follows. Gartner Research [7], pro-
fessionals working at Adobe [2], Apogee [6], Sage [6], WebWorld [6], Yahoo [8], 
Oracle [8], and Daimler [9] suggest the following: 

• Find and nourish executive sponsorship.  
This is indispensible for securing funding, consideration in the company’s 
strategic planning and gaining exposure to the right stakeholders. 

• Build a talented team.  
In order to produce high-quality results, staff members must have a strong 
background in the methods and processes that engineer user experience. 
Typically, UX teams are multidisciplinary. Chapter 6 will elaborate more 
into this topic.  

• Dedicate time and effort to communicate the value of user-centered design 
within the organization. 
Many people in a given organization do not understand what UX is, the re-
turn on investment from UX work and the concrete role assumed by a UX 
group. Communicating the value of UX serves an educational purpose and  
secures buy-in and funding. For this reason, at Adobe the starter group talked 
with both executives and financial controllers [2]. 

• Choose strategic projects that yield great results and demonstrate the value of 
UX. 
The best way to prove the return on an UX investment is to contribute to the 
success of key projects that (a) are of strategic importance to the company 
and that (b) are visible to a majority of departments and employees.  

• Make your knowledge available throughout the organization. 
This helps to institutionalize UX into an organization. It can be achieved by 
many ways, including offering lunch and learns, providing an online repository 
of UX patterns and UX Do’s and Don’ts on the intranet. In the end, this is 
about enabling non-UX people to make well-founded decisions on their own. 
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In our experience, working on strategic projects was a challenge at the beginning, be-
cause work was already in progress when our team was formed. Another challenge was 
to define the actual role of UX in a project. Since co-workers were not always aware of 
UCD processes, they tended to ask for our help too late for us to be able to make a sig-
nificant impact in the projects. Communicating and educating UCD practices within the 
organization proved to mitigate this problem, because as co-workers better understood 
our processes and methods, they involved us earlier in their projects. 

5   Organizational Models 

There are three options for bringing UX expertise into a company: outsourcing, inter-
nalizing, or a mix of both.  

For companies that are at the beginning of their journey towards UX maturity, it is 
reasonable to first hire external consultants to guide their way. This was done initially 
at Infragistics as consultants trained the staff on UCD and guided the management 
team on building internal expertise and UX strategy. 

Once a company is ready to hire own staff to drive UX, there are various organiza-
tional models available [8]:  

• Centralized funding model – UX staff is part of a central UX organiza-
tion with central funding and own leadership. 

• Client-funded model – UX staff is part of a central UX organization 
funded by business units and provides UX resources to their product 
teams.  

• Distributed model – UX staff is part of individual product development 
teams. 

• Consultancy model – UX staff is part of a central UX organization with 
product teams paying for UX resources on a per-project basis. The UX 
organization can be a cost-center (charging actual cost) or a profit-center 
(charging more than actual costs). 

• Hybrid model—Individual business units have their own UX teams, and a 
centralized UX group provides infrastructure, communications, knowl-
edge, and process.  

There are advantages and disadvantages associated with each of these models. For 
example, a purely distributed UX organization makes it hard to harmonize and stan-
dardize UX practices as there tends to be a lack of governance on a higher level. On 
the other side, any central UX group – due to it catering to several business units – 
cannot have the same level of product or domain knowledge as UX teams that exclu-
sively work in individual business units. There are companies (e.g. Siemens) that have 
both central and distributed UX organizations. 

Another factor determining the organization model is the size of the organization. 
For small companies (100 employees or less), it is rare to even have internal UX re-
sources. If a small company does have internal UX resources, the structure of the 
company is typically fairly flat and straightforward, obviating the need to find the 
right place for UX. As with other corporate functions like sales or marketing, when 
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companies grow in size, they increasingly specialize and need to define effective and 
efficient organization models. 

At Infragistics, the first priority was to assist our customers with integrating UX in 
their projects. So, the decision was made to form the new UX team as part of our 
service branch. At the same time, it was clearly communicated throughout the com-
pany that the team would work internally as well to establish a user-centered culture 
and to optimize the UX of our products. Based on this setup our current organization 
can be best described as a centralized funding model for our inward-facing activities 
and as a consultancy model for our outward-facing activities. Like all organization 
models discussed in [8], the consultancy model assumes UX staff working only inter-
nally, but the model is applicable to the scenario where the service recipients are ex-
ternal clients. From that perspective our team is not different from a standard UX 
consulting company. 

6   Staffing and Team Building 

A team is excellent if its members are knowledgeable in the relevant topics that com-
prise UX (e.g. human factors, usability engineering, and qualitative research), have 
gathered enough experience in the industry to ramp-up quickly on any particular pro-
ject, and have the enthusiasm, creativity and problem-solving skills to lead a product 
beyond what can be initially imagined. UX professionals are highly specialized and 
rare in numbers compared to other professions. Based on an informal internet research 
there are at least 6 million developers worldwide, while the number of UX profes-
sionals is estimated as somewhere between 200,000 and 400,000. So it is a challenge 
for a company without an established name in the UX community to attract talent. 
There are many contributing factors, including the salary that can be offered to a can-
didate, the geographic location of the company/workplace, and of course the overall 
economic climate.  

If companies work with recruiters to fill the positions, the commission is typically 
15% - 25% of the yearly salary of the job position. Since this payment is only due in 
case a person is actually hired, working with a recruiting agency is recommended. 
The time it takes to communicate to a recruiting company what specific skills are 
needed for UX should not underestimated, so one prerequisite is that it is a local 
agency which specializes in UX. Depending on geographic location, it can be easier 
or harder to find an agency knowledgeable and experienced in placing UX talent.  

Another avenue for finding talent is through professional networks like special  
interest groups, web forums or professional associations like the UPA (Usability Pro-
fessionals’ Association) [10]. Prior interactions with members of these networks be-
fore their actual application for a job, provides a level of certainty that they are a good 
match for the position.  

What should the dream team look like? UX has always been multi-disciplinary 
with each discipline contributing its own expertise and skills. Normally UX teams are 
diverse (see for example [2]) and the trend over the last 10 years has been to further 
broaden the range of backgrounds. A typical mix of talents that work together in an 
UX team are psychologists, engineers, computer scientists, and graphic designers. 
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At Infragistics, we built up a team of strong professionals that came from various 
backgrounds (development, usability engineering, human factors, visual design) and 
have a track record in the industry. The average job experience in UX on our team is 
close to 9 years, so there is a full repository of expertise. Providing a work environ-
ment that fosters excellence is a never-ending challenge, but we were lucky with at 
least our physical environment. Our company bought a new building that needed a 
completely new interior architecture. We participated in classic UCD with the archi-
tects and told them our requirements (e.g. to cater for both collaborative work spaces 
with an overabundance of white walls and quiet rooms to focus on detail work). 

7   Community Activities 

One aspect of starting a UX practice that is not often found in articles is participation 
in community activities. This is somewhat surprising, because UX professionals are 
known to be communicative and engaging. It seems that these activities, which in-
clude attending and speaking at conferences, publishing in journals and on blogs, 
attending and hosting local events, being active in discussion forums, etc., take place 
naturally and are not particularly noteworthy.  

The benefits of engaging in these activities are manifold: they help the individuals 
to expand their professional network and increase their technical reputation. In fact, 
companies that employ UX experts get recognition from that fact alone, UCD must be 
a serious consideration if UX experts work there and help shape the culture. And last 
but not least, these activities help to achieve the greater goal of spreading the knowl-
edge about UCD. 

While many activities don’t require explicit funding, there are costs involved in at-
tending conferences. For instance, costs like registration and travel that quickly add 
up to a substantial amount of money when several conferences are attended. Conse-
quently, to make community activities happen, there has to be a planned budget in 
place. Since conferences also have an educational function for the attendee, funding 
from a professional development budget can likewise be tapped.  

Due to the recent economic downturn, our company, like most others, had to cut 
back on travel expenses. On the other side the need to evangelize on UX was undis-
puted. So we presented a list of “must go” domestic key events to our CEO who – 
based on our education on the relevance of UX – supported our request and made 
additional funding available. In terms of local events, we try to attend nearby meet-
ings and also plan to host events in our new building. 

8   Conclusions  

It has been one year now since we started our UX team. Initially the team consisted of 
two persons. Today, we are 5 persons working together towards our goal of servicing 
our customer base, establishing a UX culture inside our company and actively partici-
pating in the UX community. We have successfully ramped up our customer engage-
ments, where we provided training and consulting on UX in different market verticals. 
Internally, we have trained co-workers and the management team on UX and started to 
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set up a knowledge base that is open to everyone. Due to our size we cannot participate 
in every ongoing project, but we selected a handful of developments where we contrib-
uted our expertise right from the beginning. We also spearheaded our own tool devel-
opment thereby demonstrating the use of different UX methods. Maybe one of the most 
prominent indicators that we are on the right track is that our CEO continuously com-
municates to the entire company that UX is an integral and strategic part of who we are 
and what we are doing as a company. 

From day one (and actually before that) we studied the lessons that other compa-
nies and individuals made while they established an UX practice. Many of our experi-
ences with overcoming obstacles and doing the right things at the right time match 
those that other companies have made prior to us, which demonstrates that there is a 
value in sharing practical knowledge and experiences with others. Having attended 
UX-related conferences for more than 10 years, I believe that there is a lack of own 
dedicated tracks that focus on this topic. At this point I would like to acknowledge the 
importance of blogs. To many professionals shared online journals do not match up 
with technical articles in journals and conferences. While this is true for many blogs 
that rather reflect personal opinions on topics, there are blogs that have a peer review 
process and thus provide a quality assurance. Many great inputs for this paper I found 
on UXmatters [11], a peer-reviewed web magazine where industry thought leaders 
share their knowledge and experiences.  

Independent from the medium, information about incorporating UX into an organi-
zation is vital for those companies that want to pursue this,  it is consequently vital for 
the overall economy and at the end of the day, vital even for the society in general. 
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