
Lessons from a UX career 
10 years in the making 

Anita Cheng, civic technologist



About me 
● Career changer

● UX Team of One to 
content designer

● Government experience 
(city, county, federal*)



* Disclaimer! 

● I am speaking in my personal capacity, and not on behalf of 
my current agency. 

● I (still) can’t talk about my work in the federal government, 
not even during the Q&A. (Sorry!)



Let’s get started! 



Solve problems 
Lesson #1: 



It’s not about how much you 
know, it’s how much you can 
listen and help. 



(Nobody cares about the 
design tools or frameworks 
you know!) 



Design is about problem 
solving.  
 
And it’s people who 
have the problems. 



(Not real data, but generally what the spreadsheet looked like.) 



Give help to get help. 



Manage expectations 
Lesson #2:



People often don’t agree on 
the problem being solved. 



It’s ok if you don’t achieve as 
much as you would have liked… 
 
…as long as people didn’t 
expect you to. 😅  



Talk enough to be sure everyone is on 
the same page at all times. 
 
Be extra communicative around updates 
- they often involve scope changes! 



Knowing what you need, 
articulating it, and being able 
to predict the future are all 
signs of deep experience. 



“We’ll look into it and get 
back to you later.” 

Good stakeholder management 👍



Learn what came before 
Lesson #3:



“Never forget that someone 
initially designed it. It was most 
likely a developer, but someone 
made design decisions about it.” 

Jared Spool, Center Centre - UIE



If there’s an obvious 
solution, someone has 
probably tried it before. 



Be curious! Find out why it 
didn’t work, and if it might 
work now. 
 
If it won’t work now, it’s ok to 
to table it for later. 



It’s all about storytelling 
Lesson #4:



It’s not about how much design 
work you do. 
 
It’s how well you explain how 
you solved someone’s problem. 



Nobody cares how you 
arrive at a solution! 
 
They just want their 
problem solved. 



(Sometimes they do try!) 



* Immediate regret * 



Storytelling a design 

1. Context and background

2. Figuring out the solution

3. Presenting the solution

Conflict

Narrative journey

Conclusion (“and they lived happily 
ever after!”)



If it doesn’t engage people, 
it has to go. 



Set yourself up for success 
Lesson #5:



(Procurement: buying goods, software, and services. Often 
involves contracts of varying details.) 



Make sure you can get the 
resources and help you need. 
 
(This includes staff!) 



If success is imperative, 
you will be given the means 
to succeed. 



Work as a team 
Lesson #6:



“I need to finish this project.” 



“I need to finish this project.” 

“We can solve this problem together.” 



Other people are not obstacles 
to getting your work done. 
 
Other people are how the work 
gets done. 



Source material  Content I designed on SF.gov 



The Joint Information Center team at the SF COVID Command Center 



If you can learn from everyone, 
and leverage their strengths, 
what you can achieve together 
will be beyond your imagination. 



https://twitter.com/Bob_Wachter/status/1507752069414866948 

https://twitter.com/Bob_Wachter/status/1507752069414866948?s=20&t=TzDfNm4wmuvPyWLNUcT4qw


Lessons while working in UX (so far!) 

1. Problem solve.

2. Manage expectations.

3. Learn what came before.

4. Tell the story.

5. Set yourself up for success.

6. Work as a team.



You’ll learn much more as 
you go along. 
 
You’ll do great! 



Thank you! Q&A time! 

linkedin.com/in/anitaycheng/


