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Risks and MisrepresentationsDifferent Kinds of Sample Data

Records from the actual
data set are used in the
wireframe as sample
data.

The designer invents
sample data to look like
actual data.

Data is replaced by the
va r i ab l e  name w i t h
added information such
as field length.

Field length and data
t ype  a re  i l l u s t ra ted
t h r o u g h  r e p e a t e d
characters (like 9 or X).

Data is replaced by fake
la t i n  o r  g reek  t ex t ,
designed to look l ike
language.

The sample data does
not clearly explain how
an interface behaves.

The sample data does
not accurately represent
how the interface will
look.

T h e  s a m p l e  d a t a
becomes the focus of
discussion, distracting
s t a k e h o l d e r s  f r o m
design or IA.

The sample data does
not show how longer or
shorter data will impact
the page design.

The sample data does
not accurately capture
the range of information
that will be presented.

Review the information below, then click “Place your order.” Place Your Order
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[FIRSTNAME-12] [LASTNAME-12]

[BILL_STREET-30]

[BILL_CITY-20], [BILL-ST-2] [BILL-ZIP-10]

[BILL_COUNTRY]

U s i n g  a c t u a l  d a t a  g i v e s
stakeholders the most accurate
view of how information might
look in the interface. So long as
there is a rich and accessible
dataset, generating these kinds of
examples is straightforward.

Dummy data gives stakeholders
only an approximate view of what
the in te r face  wi l l  look l i ke .
Dummy data is most useful to
illustrate types of information that
follow a specific pattern.

With labeled data, stakeholders
will know exactly what kind of
information will appear, and how
many characters to allow for.
Labeled data is the most versatile
type of sample data.

Us ing  r epeated  charac te rs ,
symbolic data symbolizes the kind
of information that will appear on
the interface. Typically, numbers
are represented by 9s, letters by
X s ,  a n d  d a t e s  b y  s o m e
combination of D, M, and Y.

Representing data using lorem
ipsum is a trick borrowed from
graphic design. This fake latin
text looks enough like English to
give stakeholders a sense of what
copy might look like, but does not
distract them with actual content.

Payee Description Amount/Date Actions

Automatic Payment Schedules

Set up new Automatic Payment Schedule

Using symbolic data for numbers
can mislead stakeholders about
how they are manipulated in the
interface. Instead, labeled data
can more accurately represent
business rules.

Stakeholders may focus on the
data instead of the interface. For
commerce-enabled sites, product
i n f o r m a t i o n  c a n  b e  v e r y
distracting if it is inaccurate. Use
only accurate actual data.

Even though labeled data can
indicate how many characters the
interface needs to account for, it
does not show the impact on the
design. Labeled data with field
l e n g t h s  w i l l  b e  u s e f u l  f o r
developers, but graphic designers
may need to see the full range of
possible data.The faked book title here does

not accurately depict the range of
formats available, which might
include subtitles, the name of a
series, or brand names for non-
book products.  These other
elements may be drawn from
other sources of data, which are
hidden in the wireframe.

Potomac Electric Power Company

PEPCO

Every month on the 21st. $34.87 edit, cancel

Acme Power Company

Acme

Every month on the 21st. edit, cancel

[PAYEE_NAME-30]

[PAYEE_NICKNAME-20]

[SCHEDULE DESCRIPTION] [AMOUNT] edit, cancel

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX $999.99 edit, cancel

Lorem Ipsum

lorem

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetuer adipiscing elit. Quisque

edit, cancel

[PAYEE_NAME-30]

[PAYEE_NICKNAME-20]

[SCHEDULE DESCRIPTION] [STATUS] edit, cancel

[PAYEE_NAME-30]

[PAYEE_NICKNAME-20]

[SCHEDULE DESCRIPTION] [STATUS] edit, cancel

[PAYEE_NAME-30]

[PAYEE_NICKNAME-20]

[SCHEDULE DESCRIPTION] [STATUS] edit, cancel

[PAYEE_NAME-30]

[PAYEE_NICKNAME-20]

[SCHEDULE DESCRIPTION] [STATUS] edit, cancel

Payee Every month on the day.

Every weeks onAmount

Until
Add Recurring Payment

1/21/05

$99.99

10/10/01

[DATE]

MM/DD/YYYY

$999.99

MM/DD/YYYY

Examples of using different representation
techniques for different kinds of data

Examples of using different representation
techniques for the same kind of data

Does the same data
appear every time? Is this real data? I have no idea what

I’m looking at here.

This interface
looks terrible!

Is that Greek?
Is that Latin?

How stakeholders may respond to each technique... I n  l i s t s ,  d u m m y  d a t a  a r e
frequently repeated for each item
in the list. Generally, lists do not
contain repeti t ive i tems and
therefore the data misrepresent
what the page will actually show.
Labeled data are less deceiving
because they clearly stand for
actual information.

One risk using actual data is
keeping the wireframe up-to-
da te .  As  the  de l i v e rab le  i s
revised, the sample data may
need to change, and can cause
inaccuracies in represent ing
behavior. This is especially true
with arithmetic (currency) and
calendar operations (dates).

The simple notation suggested
here for labeled data can not
a c c o u n t  f o r  s o m e  s c o p e
subtleties, like static vs. dynamic
data, unique data elements (like a
user’s first name vs. the first
name from an address book
entry), and other metadata.

Symbo l i c  data  may d is t rac t
stakeholders who misunderstand
what it is supposed to represent.
The repeated characters may
make it difficult to visualize the
page and discussion may revolve
around what kinds of information
will actually appear.

How to apply each technique appropriately...
Techniques for mitigating each risk...

Lists and tables tend to have
l imi ted areas for  d isp lay ing
c o n t e n t .  I n  d e v e l o p i n g
wi re frames wi th  l ipsum,  be
careful not to conform to the
ava i lab le  space ,  wh ich  may
misrepresent how the table or list
accommodates longer or shorter
content.

Using labeled data is the best
approach for addressing scope
concerns.
Wireframes should include
supporting data that describe
the  f o rma t  a nd  s c ope  o f
variables.

The only solution for avoiding
distraction is to carefully select
s a m p l e  d a t a .  D i f f e r e n t
situations cal l for different
types.
For each area requiring sample
data, consider each type and
ask yourself what questions a
stakeholder may ask.
For each area, consider what
k ind  o f  samp le  da ta  bes t
illustrates your concept.

Actual data does the best job in
showing how an inter face
might look.
If using actual data is not
practical, make sure the sample
data makes the distinctions the
user will see. For example, the
[FIRST_NAME] used repeatedly
does not indicate where that
data comes from: user data,
address  book  da ta ,  user -
contributed content data, etc.

The best way to represent
behavior is to include business
rule documentation along side
the wireframes. An in-line user
flow or requirements references
can provide some sense of how
the screens will behave.

The extent of this risk depends
on the kind of data. Some data
types will have a predictable
impact on the design -- dates
and addresses, for example --
because their scope is limited.
Where scope is not so clear,
you can show wors t  case
scenarios: longest and shortest
data.

S t ak eho l d e r s  m ay  c on f u s e
dummy data for actual data,
becom ing  caugh t  up  i n  i t s
misrepresentation of reality.

That kind of
information wouldn’t

appear like that.

Do all the possible
values look like this?

Would the interface
look the same if the
data were longer?

How long are each
of these fields?

What are the
business rules?

What are all the
possible formats for

the data?

What would it look
like if the data
isn’t as long?

What kind of data
goes here?

How do I know
I like the design if I

can’t read it?

What kinds of things
would appear here?

Avoid using actual data for
n u m b e r s  o r  d a t e s  s i n c e
scenarios may change as the
wireframes evolve. Keeping
track o f  da tes dur ing the
iterations may be difficult.
Actual data is good for product
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  s o  l o n g  a s
s t a k e h o l d e r s  w o n ’ t  g e t
distracted by the details or
potential inaccuracies.
Use caution with actual prose,
o r  y ou  m igh t  b e  mak i n g
ed i t o r i a l  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e
wireframes.

Dummy data works best with
addresses or other variables
that are predictable or follow a
specific format.

If you need to demonstrate a
process involving dates, use
dumm y da t a .  Be  s u r e  t o
identi fy key scenarios and
milestones and stick to the
s t o r y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
wireframes.

Labeled data is the best all-
a r o u n d  t e c h n i q u e  f o r
representing information. It can
indicate both the type of data
and the length of the field to
expect.
When using labeled data, be
sure to include notes on the
business rules and provide
examples.
Labeled data is also great for
navigation. If the wireframes
are meant to show the generic
structure of the site, show the
page level in the label.

Symbo l i c  data  i s  bes t  fo r
numbers, currency and dates
s ince i t  can represent the
format.

Include examples of each, and
if the numbers are subject to
calculation, supply the business
rules.

If the sequence of dates is
c ru c i a l  ( l i k e  i n  an  e v en t
scheduling application) consider
using dummy data.

Use lipsum as a placeholder for
prose.

Lipsum is not appropriate for
navigation because wireframes
showing multiple levels of a
Web site need to be very clear
about the structure, and lipsum
can be misleading.

Consider rendering the lipsum
in gray and superimposing a
description of the content.

IA Summit 2005
Crossing Boundaries

Montreal, Quebec, Canada
3-7 March 2005
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