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The Connected Room concept was launched before my time, as a 
"live" proof of concept to gather data regarding the behavioral 
impact of smart devices, free in-room TV streaming content, and 
a "personal remote" via the Hilton Honors app.  

The proof of concept was rolled out to 13 test properties and the 
mobile app module had survey and feedback built in to gather 
customer insight.

The system included a set-top box with a custom TV UI, the Smart 
Room app module, and a backend system for deploying, 
monitoring and troubleshooting all components of the 
ecosystem.

State of the app before 
the project
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The tip of the iceberg
The list of problems related to the violation of basic usability heuristics, poor edge-case resilience and the complexity of certain 
connectivity scenarios was so long that I will simply list some of them here.  These were identified, discussed and agreed upon 
by myself, UI, product and dev in brainstorms, feedback sessions, clarification meetings, and impromptu discussions.  

Additional problems

— “Bluetooth Off" error modal didn’t have CTA to deeplink into settings.

— App would not “retry” finding IoT devices after first attempt. Missed 
opportunity for "self-healing".

— Tapping on an “Offline” device did not provide any resolution mechanism 
even though rescanning often resolved the issue.

— If the user was in a suite with multiple TVs, offline TVs would never 
come back online.  A full exit and re-entry was required.

— The app has to reconnect via bluetooth every time the Smart Room 
module is launched. Typically it reconnects to the last successful room. 
But the “Connecting” modal would not indicate what it was reconnecting 
TO in multi-room or suite scenarios.

— When TV was off, TV channel and streaming app list items would not 
indicate that they were disabled.  When tapped, the app didn't ask the 
user if they want to turn on the tv and launch the desired content.

— The mobile app was pulling the same TV schedule data as the TV, but 
was not rendering any future shows - only what was currently on.

— Streaming app assets were being programmatically scaled down on the 
backend, resulting in stretching and blurry quality assets.

— Customers also complained that the app looked “active” but stopped 
working after check-out.  This was a tech/business requirement, but the 
lack of communication to the user was clearly problematic.



Project goals

+ Create a more flexible, adaptive, and scalable UX system.

+ Reduce the number of complaints in in customer feedback.

+ Increase the average rating within the Smart Room module.

+ Reduce the number of steps to control the various aspects of a user’s room via the app. 

+ Increase engagement across the stay journey, not just while they are on-property.

+ Align the UI of the mobile app with the TV interface.

+ Increase the session time within the Smart Room app module.
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? ?Persona non grata

There are certainly projects which target highly specific customer segments and 
journeys.  Developing a persona via interviews, surveys and analytics can be 
helpful. But looking at the data for Hilton’s app engagement, it was clear that we’d 
be casting a VERY wide net since there were millions of monthly visitors.

In my humble opinion, personas yield little benefit for enterprise businesses 
serving extremely diverse customer bases. For a project that was intended to 
scale to thousands of properties in multiple countries, it would be a futile exercise 
to try and crystalize some archetypal user(s) for whom to design this product. 
There are many heated debates around this topic in the UX community.

Hilton already has 16 personas, all with slight variations in income, work/leisure 
travel needs, intiutive vs methodical shopping habits, ages, and so on. But after 
reading them all, my overall understanding was still “Hilton’s customers are 
people from many ages and backgrounds that travel."

Warning: controvertial opinion ahead



http://www.parksassociates.com/blog/article/pr-0106020

Cross-reference secondary data

Streaming app users IoT exposure Smart TV Adoption

• 35-54 y.o.42%
• Own at least one 

smart TV (USA)
50%

• 18-34 y.o.39%

• Single58%

• Have at least 1 child50% • use a smart voice assistant 
1+ times/wk (Global)

600M

• some college education50%

ie. Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video

Ok, so personas were going to be too broad to be useful for this project.  But reviewing current data 
on the market landscape of IoT, streaming and TV viewing could give some more specific insight.

https://ipropertymanagement.com/research/iot-statisticshttps://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffewing/2019/02/12/new-
research-highlights-streaming-demographic-trends/
#5f4447b260b2 https://www.reply.com/en/topics/internet-of-things/

the-evolution-of-the-consumer-internet-of-things

Overall television viewership is 
beginning to decline, even as smart 
TV adoption grows.“
Households with children purchase 
smart TVs at two times the rate of 
households without children.“



Testing against low and high 
proficiency technology users
Getting some insight into the demographics and current market exposure to the 
technologies at play helped me understand that while the market is growing, there is still a 
wide range of proficiency levels with IoT, smart TV, and streaming usage.

Because of this I wanted to make sure that in testing, we would screen users based on 
their exposure to these technologies, and make sure that we could structure the feedback 
with the context of what type of user was providing it.
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My UX work pipeline
Below is a summary of my overall UX process after learning about the problem space.

 

For each area of focus…

We should be able to focus on 
one subject at a time to keep 
conversations and work more 
focused and efficient without 
getting lost in the complexity.

Break down the problem into 
smaller areas of focus.

If possible, I prefer to schedule 
multiple shorter sessions 
rather than long all-day 
marathons.  The topics should 
be focused enough to gather 
team ideas, any concerns from 
design and product in about 
1-2 hours.

Kickoff brainstorm

Our sketches, whiteboard 
screenshots, and post-it notes 
get documented on 
Confluence for everyone to 
reference.

Collect team feedback and 
document it

How are other companies 
solving similar problems?  
Video recording and 
screenshots also get added to 
confluence for team reference.

Competitive audits

Ideate on paper or very lo-fi 
digital wires and experiment 
with different approaches to 
this section of the problem.

UX lo-fi exploration

Send ideas to designers and 
product for review, discussion, 
functional clarifications, etc. 

Share UX concepts

I created low, medium and hi-fi 
prototypes.  Our team 
preferred to test fewer, but 
higher quality prototypes to get 
qual. data closer to final result.

Prototype it

Sharing new ideas inevitably 
stimulates product owners and 
designers to identify call out 
gotcha’s, problems, technical 
challenges, etc.  I prefer casual 
impromptu reviews and 
discussions.  Everyone feels 
more comfortable when 
communication is organic.

Iterate if needed

I collaborated with our 
researcher to develop user 
screening critera, test plans, 
objectives and tasks.  Our 
researcher then did the testing 
in-person with users.  Testing 
included exploratory, sorting, 
copy and task-testing.

User testing

User testing is pointless if you 
do not attempt to alleviate any 
newly discovered issues.  
Because we refined so much 
internally, our in-person testing 
was overwhelmingly positive 
so required changes were 
relatively minor.

Iterate again

I like to work very closely with 
product to refine JIRA stories 
and ensure they align with UX 
specs.  I deliver prototypes or 
flows for inital reference.

Send demo spec to product 
for final tickets

I created Confluence pages for 
every epic, and uploaded specs 
and notes for every ticket that 
touched a UX flow.

Document every user flow

I created copy tables in every 
JIRA ticket. Our UX writer 
would update the copy, and we 
aligned developers to use it as 
the source of truth, rather than 
wires or Zeplin comps.

Refine copy with UX writer

UI











UX

Sharing ideas
During the solution discovery process, I’m in frequent communication with 
product, UI designers, and developers to make sure that we stay aligned, and 
surface potential issues and edge cases early.

Even for internal “design team” reviews, we kept our product owners as 
optional.  This way, if they had the time to peek their head in, they could listen 
in and provide additional perspectives, or just stay informed on progress.

Feedback meetings

It can be daunting to show early ideas, but what helped our team was a casual, 
conversational approach rather than formalized presentations.  We could 
speak openly, and we built trust in each others work and thinking, which 
fostered better communication and collaboration.  

It paid off in vastly increased efficiency, and helped everyone stay engaged 
and aligned throughout the process, all the way through dev.

Fostering collaboration



Demos - https://youtu.be/dT7scLDhgoI
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Do you read me?

if the amount of copy in a JIRA ticket is relatively small, I prefer to add a “Final Copy” table directly in 
the ticket description.  For copy-heavy tickets, a Google spreadsheet link is usually a better choice.

Copy. It matters.

Sometimes it’s even necessary to test specific copy options.  We 
made sure to include this in testing in order to hone in on the most 
intuitive name for the entry point to this experience. That’s how we 
arrived at “Smart Room”.

Testing copy
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What went right

This was one of the most pleasant teams to work with.  Everyone was 
always responsive, available, and casual.  Furthermore, everyone - 
from product to UI, to our developers and QA engineers were keeping 
our users in mind as we developed the UX architecture, new technical 
requirements, an accessible UI system, and basically every other 
aspect of the design. 

Exceptional team dynamic

Our team had a lot of autonomy which allowed us to develop our own 
project management structure.  Luckily, we had a creative operations 
person to help us.  

We used Team Gantt to slate time for various aspects of the project.  
Everyone had access so we could get UI doing exploration work on 
one section, while we were testing or spec’ing another and so on.

Project organization

Having one of our engineers build a working demo of a gesture-based 
remote, and which could control an actual TV was huge in giving us 
the guidance we needed to determine which control scheme to ship.

Testing realistic prototypes

Our product owner was exceptional at providing techincal insights, 
supplemental analytics, and always kept a user-centered mindset 
throughout.  

When I would write UX comments in his JIRA ickets, he was very 
receptive, and would often agree and update the tickets accordingly. 
Being able to resolve inconsistencies as they arose, rather than in 
formalized meetings was a huge time-saver.

Alignment between product and UX/UI



Where to improve

There were several aspects of the design which product and dev 
deemed feasible which, in the end, couldn’t be delivered.  Some of 
these issues made it all the way past JIRA stories.  We had to go back 
and update the spec to simplify things that couldn’t be built as new 
technical challenges were discovered.  

This was primarily a communication issue.  To solve for this, in the 
future, my takeaway was to communicate with developers a bit more 
frequently on their respective technical areas of expertise to confirm 
or disconfirm feasibility earlier without relying solely on product.

Technical constraints meant changing UX
It only took me one or two of the epics to learn this.  Because the 
Confluence spec is meant to align directly to epics, tickets and 
scenarios, I would try and save time by starting to build out the spec, 
and then move stuff around once the tickets were done.

In practice, this ended up being less efficient.  Even though waiting for 
tickets to be finalized is a blocker for the spec, there were 100+ 
tickets, and different problem areas were moving at different rates, so 
I could simply switch to working on one area of the project while the 
tickets were being finalized for another.

UX spec as JIRA tickets become finalized
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