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GAM301 Reflection of Microsoft Teams Redesign by Ellie Smith

A quick pre-note for readability
To try and make it more clear for the reader, when I refer to ‘Microsoft Teams’, I’ve capitalized the ‘T’. When I’m referring to the team interface within Teams or when I’m talking about a team more generally, I’ve used a lowercase ‘t’.

Total Wordcount: Word Count: 1,883

Statement of Intent

For this project I’ve invented a speculative brief were Microsoft wants me to conduct user research to understand how effective MS Teams delivers on its core solutions as a product. In response to my findings Microsoft wants me to produce a mock-up of suggested changes they could implement into the interface of MS Teams to improve its features. According to Microsoft's website for Teams it outlines four core functions, which can be seen below. These changes will aim to enhance the overall usability and enjoyment of these core functions.
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Figure 1. The core solutions for Teams outlined on the Microsoft Teams page (Microsoft, 2025).

The client wants me to focus on the needs of students whose course or field of study focus’ on group work and collaboration. I’ve heard many students vocalise issues with Teams and how it can get in the way of team working. Personally, I’ve also found within my own groups that it can be a struggle to communicate whilst using MS Teams. 

Mock Up

[image: ]
Figure 2. Mockup Version One – Users can see both the team’s and channels in this version
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Figure 3. Mockup Version Two – This version shows the teams before the user enters the individual interface for a specific team showing channels


I primarily focused on the team's interface for the mock up because it’s intended to be the primary space for team working. It also has the most issues, which I discovered by carrying out a heuristic analysis and two user studies to identify areas for improvement. The changes I’ve outlines below are my response to the findings I gathered.

· Making the threads system follow a more natural order with the option to filter based on replies [Heuristic Two] (Nielson, 2024).	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: Is it worth including these references? If so how should I format them?

Am I going into too much detail here of the mockup?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: Yeah, you can cite them in the standard Author Date format. In this section mention you can say that they came out of your heuristic analysis. This section is used to show what you did, and the heuristic analysis was part of that, so you might as well demonstrate it.
· Giving more visibility to the state of the notifications system and the users ability to change it. [Heuristic One] (Nielson, 2024)
· Giving more visibility to the user's different teams generally. I put them on the left because this is the convention in Discord and gives more visibility to each team and its notifications [Heuristic One] (Nielson, 2024)
· Centralized some of the functions to be team specific such as the files system and the navigation system for team channels / apps / tools [Law of common region / Law of proximity] (Yablonski 2025)

I made two variations of the team's interface. The first one is the closest to the current layout of Teams. The second one leans more into gamification and playfulness principles and moves the furthest away from the current layout of Teams. Some key changes I made to the second variation include:

· Displaying the teams as virtual office buildings [Heuristic Two] (Nielson, 2025) and [Simulation / Submission] (Lucero and Arrasvuori 2010)
· Adding more responsive and pleasurable feedback for engagement with the Team [Ludus play] (Lucero et al. 2014). [Sensation] (Lucero and Arrasvuori 2010)
· The interface expands to grow with the team. As the interface is used more it requires the interface to adapt to the scale of the operation [Heuristic Seven] (Nielson, 2024) [Discovery / Completion / Expression / Fellowship] (Lucero and Arrasvuori 2010)


Heuristic Analysis	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: Should I go into more detail on what data the studies actually found?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: The most important findings would be useful here.
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Figure 4. Revised list of heuristics I used to conduct the heuristic analysis


The point of the heuristic analysis was to quickly try and identify potential weaknesses of the product to allow me to focus my user research to gather deeper analysis. Some key weaknesses included:
· The decentralized state of the system causes issues for the user because it takes away focus from the team's interface as the primary interface. It also causes issues around visibility. For example, the state of notification preferences and notifications are buried, unnoticeable or not viewable.
· Teams breaks some conventions from other similar products. This combined with the lack of onboarding / feedback to the user and the visibility issues relies on the proactiveness of the user to figure out how to use the system.
· The filing system was another issue because it’s very easy for information / documents / files to become buried and difficult to find.
· Teams fails to deliver playful experiences for the user. The lack of customizability and reinforcement of ‘Fellowship’ / ‘Sensation’ / ‘Exploration’ causes the interface to feel rigid, uninviting and confusing to interact with.

Survey / Observation study

From the survey I gathered a mix of quantitative data from four-point likert scales with longer form questions to capture user opinions and extra information. The observational study allowed me to observe user habits and interactions in context. This was advantageous as it allowed me to capture qualitative data that may not come up in a survey because user's might be unconsciously doing something, or it might be information users didn’t think about out of context.

I found that of the students surveyed, 51% believe Teams doesn’t increase their productivity and 76% strongly disagreed with the statement "I enjoy interacting with the software”. This demonstrates a fundamental issue with the software because as a tool for team communication and collaboration it should holistically increase the productivity of the team. The study also established that users interact with Teams multiple times a day, which is a lot of time to be interacting with something that’s not enjoyable. Good design elicits positive emotions, which “are essential for the sake of curiosity and ability to learn new things” and should add value to our lives beyond just the utilitarian qualities of a product (Korhonen n.d.). 	Comment by Tony Pellicone: I would wait until after you say what you've done to introduce data from your survey. After you introduce the project include something like, "To understand student perceptions of teams I conducted a heuristic analysis, a survey, and an observation study. I found that students who were surveyed had a largely negative perception of teams [introduce stats that indicate that]."


. . .

Connection to Domain

To improve the end user experience of MS Teams I chose to study the domain of UI/UX. UI design ‘creates a visually appealing, intuitive, and user-friendly interface that allows users to easily navigate and interact with the product.’ “The goal of UX design is to create a seamless, enjoyable, and meaningful user experience that meets the needs and expectations of the user.” (Hamidli, N. 2023).	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: Is this worthwhile keeping or is it just taking up word count?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: Having an intro like this is useful, but if you really need to cut somewhere, then it might make sense to cut this.



Audience

The end users for this project are students with team-working and collaboration as a key element of their course / degree. Game development students make up a large part of these end-users since they form multi-disciplinary teams that require a high degree of communication and collaboration to satisfy agile workflows. It’s also worth noting that Microsoft owns a large number of games studios (Wald and updated 2022).

Students who have a “negative user experience” with MS Teams may find that it ‘lowers their engagement’ with the software and “decreases motivation” (Magin et al. 2015). As a result, this may cause instances of miscommunication and times when users check out of team working. Instead of making group working smoother Teams can make group working into a source of frustration for these users. 

My target age demographic will be 18–21-year-olds since in 2024 there were triple the number of students aged 18-21 vs 21+ accepted into UK higher education (Bolton, 2025). MS Teams’ major competitors are Discord, (2015) and Slack, (2013). Discord is used more commonly by the target age group.


Academic Research

Mental Models

A mental model is ‘A compressed model based on what we think we know about a system and how it works’ (Yablonski 2025). (Norman 1998), discusses the way that users form mental models with things they interact with. A natural part of interaction is that we unconsciously try to form conclusions. Norman breaks an action into two stages; the user's expectation and the user’s evaluation. After completing an action, the user evaluates the outcome in comparison to their previous expectations. This evaluation is what gives user's information, which they consolidate with their previous understanding of the system. 	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: should I be talking less about UI/UX principles and more about playful design / gamification?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: They both seem important. If space is a concern, then what you could do in this section is to condense a bit. Take your three major sources (Yablonksi, Loranger, Norman) and make this into a shorter paragraph that uses those citations to make the case that Mental Models, Natural Mappings, Consistency and Standards, and Visibility are what is most important for the UI/UX aspect of your study. 
By leveraging “natural mappings” (Norman 1998) users can "easily transfer their knowledge from one product or experience to another, without the need to first take the time to understand how the new system works” (Yablonski 2025). Users from the target age range “expect interfaces to be streamlined and as easy as possible” (Loranger et al. n.d.) so this is especially important. 
Mappings should also maintain “consistency and standards”, which “follow platform and industry conventions” (Nielson, 2024). Users from my target age range “don’t like to learn new interactions and expect websites to reflect familiar interaction patterns” (Loranger et al. n.d.) Discord follows conventions that are more familiar to social media like Instagram and YouTube where the navigation for channels or chats are positioned on the left. This is more conventional to this type of user since 18–21-year-olds grew up using this software.

Norman also talks about the principle of visibility in UI design. The role of the interface is to make visible the information users need; to be able to interact with the system. At the same time, it should withhold extraneous detail of the system to prevent overwhelming the user. The user doesn’t need a complete model of how the system actually works as long as it accurately conveys the operations and operational outcomes (Norman 1998). 

Pleasure

In Man, Play and Games (Caillois 2001) defines play to be on a spectrum depending on how structured it is. On one side of the spectrum “Ludus” play is structured under formal goals and rules whereas “Paidia” is “improvised” unstructured play. 	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: Is this too broad do I need concrete examples of projects that use these principles?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: I think this is fine.
Gamification is an approach to UX design that applies the design of Ludus play. It uses “points, levels, achievements, leaderboards, and (intrinsic) rewards, in non-game contexts to motivate and increase user activity and retention.” (Lucero et al. 2014). On the other hand, playfulness concerns itself with the design of Paidia play. This relies on the user's ability to take on a playful mindset whilst interacting with the design. A playful attitude is achieved when users approach activities “as something not serious, with neither a clear goal nor real-world consequences” (Lucero et al. 2014). 	Comment by Tony Pellicone: Is this also from Lucero?
Both approaches can add value to the overall user experience by increasing the users enjoyability through the use of playful experiences. The PLEX framework divides playful experiences into 22 categories: 
[image: ]
Figure 5. A list of playful experiences in 22 categories (Lucero and Arrasvuori 2010)


. . .


Reflection On Practice

How I applied my skills	Comment by ELLIE SMITH: Should this section come after the what I got out of the project so the reader has context of why these skills are beneficial to me?	Comment by Tony Pellicone: I think the current stucture works pretty well.

This project gave me a chance to learn Figma to redesign the Teams interface. I’ve never used Figma before, so I had to learn the basic workflows involved including: wireframing, setting up components / styles / layouts and prototyping user interactions.

At the beginning of the project, I created a time budgeting plan. My project involved a lot of different components, so it was important that I stuck to this time plan to make sure I’d have adequate time to get everything done. This demonstrates soft skills such as time management / project planning.

The user studies I completed demonstrate several things. I had to learn how to design a user study. This meant considering the parameters of the study and the possible ethical implications of doing it. To be able to run formalised testing is a great skill to have as a game developer because testing is a fundamental part of agile workflows. Analysing the results of a test are also critical as a game developer because it shows that I can gather evidence to make informed decisions to iterate and improve on features. 

What I got out of the Project

Although my portfolio is generalist, UI/UX design is an area I’m interested in and is one of the core skills I’ve specified on my portfolio. ‘UI designer’ is one of the jobs I’ll be looking for in the industry after university. Within this project I've learnt core principles of UI/UX design by researching academic literature particularly looking at the work of Don Norman and the Nielson Group. By improving my understanding of UI/UX principles I will be able to make better interfaces for games. 

Primarily I’m looking to go into the games industry, but if I ever needed or wanted more options UI/UX skills gives me a lot of options for jobs. UI/UX skills can be applied in front-end development of mobile, web and software applications. It also gives me a foot in the door for product design if I wanted to advance my skills down that route. Product design is something I’ve considered previously but never seriously explored because I’ve been trying to specialise into games to give me the best chance at getting a job within the industry.

Figma is an industry standard tool for UI/UX design so if I did want to explore outside the games industry this gives me a good advantage because I have a demonstratable project, which uses an industry standard tool.
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Revised list of heuristics
H1: How well does the system, its rules and affordances present itself to the user?

H2: How well does the system provide natural mappings between the user’s
understanding of the action and the actual action that happens?

H3: How well does the system prevent the user from making mistakes?

H4: How well can the users experience be tailored to their skill level and confidence with
using the system?

H5: How well are users able to diagnose and recover from errors independently?
H6: How well does the system provide accurate feedback when users perform actions?

H7: How well does the system engage the user with playful experiences?
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Meet ~

Make meetings more impactful with features
like PowerPoint Live, Microsoft Whiteboard, and Al-
generated meeting notes.

Learn more

Call ~

Make and receive calls directly in Teams with features like
group calling, voicemail, and call transfers.

Learn more

Collaborate ~

Create spaces that keep everyone in sync with the help
of channels, shared task lists, and collaborative apps.

Learn more

Chat ~

Be inclusive and connect quickly using emojis, suggested
replies, and Microsoft Loop components.

Learn more
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Experience

Captivation Forgetting one’s suroundin;
Challenge s in a demanding task
Competition ‘Contest with oneself or an opponent
Completion Finishing a major task, closure
Control Dominating. commanding, regulating
Cruclty ‘Causing mental or physical pain
Discovery Finding something new or unknown
Eroticism A sexually arousing experience
Exploration Investigating an object or situation
Expression Manifesting oneself creatively
Fantas, ‘An imagined experience

Fellowship Friendship, communality or ntimacy
Humor Fun, joy, amusement. jokes. gags
Nurture Taking care of oneself or others
Relaxation Relief from bodily or mental work
Sensation Excitement by stimulating senses
Simulation “An imiation of everyday life
Submission Being part of a larger structure
Subversion Breaking social rules and norms
Suffering Experience of loss, frustration, anger
Sympathy Sharing emotional feclings

Thrill Excitement derived from risk, danger





