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The Man Who Got Us to 'Like' Everything 

By GEOFFREY A. FOWLER 
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Shaun Fenn for The Wall Street Journal 

Soleio Cuervo in Palo Alto, Calif.

We used to "heart" things online, or give them five stars. Today, thanks to Soleio Cuervo, we "Like" them.

A product designer for Facebook Inc. since 2005, Mr. Cuervo is part of the team that introduced the thumbs-up Like button to the site. Now Like is the main signal of approval on the world's most popular social network and has spread to more than 2.5 million other websites. (The button is such a part of pop culture that the rapper T-Pain tattooed one on his forearm.)

At Facebook, Mr. Cuervo, 29, creates a visual language for how people learn about and share things with others online. Unlike Apple Inc. products that demand attention for their own beautiful forms, "we wanted to make sure Facebook was calling attention to people, rather than itself," he said.
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Facebook 

A sketch by Facebook designers for the launch of its Questions product.

To create a site that embodies that philosophy, Mr. Cuervo draws inspiration from sources as disparate as low-resolution 1980s videogames and urban planning. He arrived at Web design via music; Mr. Cuervo studied composition at Duke University and learned to program websites by creating one for his band. After graduating in 2003, he set up his own Web development firm. A Facebook employee came across his work and invited him to interview at the company in late 2005. 

Mr. Cuervo's role at Facebook can involve thinking very small. He draws the site's tiny 16-by-16-pixel buttons one dot at a time using Photoshop, with two windows open—one zoomed in so that each pixel is a big box, the other shrunk down to actual size. But 80% of the work, he said, is in coming up with the right plan for what to draw. 

When he needs to visualize the big picture, he sometimes captures screen images of the site and shrinks them so that he can see the patterns on several pages at once, as if he were flying over them. "Sometimes it is easy to get lost in the details and the micro-level," he said. "But people experience Facebook as a whole."

His favorite quiet spot to work is the public library in Palo Alto, Calif., near Facebook headquarters. "There is a ton of trial and error in designing products. You have to be willing to throw away a lot of work," he explained. "It is difficult to do that if you are moving between meetings, or sitting in a public space. I find having a little solitude makes me more productive, and the public library is good for that."

He is a student of airports. "People don't go to airports to hang out. They go from point A to point B," he said. He tries to channel the feeling of being lost. "What was it like not to find that bathroom for 10 minutes?" he asked.

Checking your Facebook page in a hurry isn't so different from needing a bathroom in an airport, he said. "If you have 12 minutes to use Facebook before work, how do you get maximum value out of it?"

Simplicity has been both a design strategy and a practical necessity for Facebook, which even today has just about 35 designers organized in a relatively flat hierarchy.

That approach also keeps the boss happy. "Keep it crisp, keep it clean—Zuck always has an affinity for those things," said Mr. Cuervo, of Facebook Chief Executive Mark Zuckerberg.

The Like button came to the site in its current form as part of an effort that Mr. Cuervo spearheaded to unify the ways in which people left comments on the site, which in 2008 varied wildly. As part of the overhaul, he wanted to introduce an idea that had been cooked up at one of Facebook's "hackathon" coding sessions—irregular (but frequent) all-night events where employees gather to work on projects that they haven't had time to do on their regular jobs. The idea, implemented by a handful of other sites, was a simple tool for users to declare that they like something. Internally, it was called the "awesome button."

Most other sites represent the idea of a favorite with an icon of a heart. But Mr. Cuervo felt a disconnect between love and the less extreme notion of liking. "We wanted Like to not have that heavy weight," he said. They settled on a thumbs-up icon because Facebook was already known for a hand gesture used in its "poke" feature. The Like first appeared in February 2009.

In some nations, a raised, pointed thumb is a rude gesture. Facebook considered localizing the Like image with a different icon in some markets, but Mr. Cuervo insisted that it needed be a universal icon. So far, not many have complained. 

Iconography

• "We have a saying at Facebook: Photoshop lies," said Mr. Cuervo. Instead of relying on mockups filled with pretty fake text, Facebook designers create Web-browser-ready versions of their designs that can be filled with real user content, which tends to look very different from what designers might want ideally. "On Photoshop, it is very easy for me to fabricate an imaginary world where users type in very poignant statements, but that is not how people will populate the system," he said.

• Some of Facebook's look was inspired by the videogame look of the 1980s. "Back then, the aesthetic had a very limited color palate relative to videogames today. Everything is a bit blocky, without smooth surfaces," he said. Yet, "there is a level of artistry in videogames that is unparalleled." 

• Before starting on a design, Mr. Cuervo sometimes will force himself to write out in sentences what the design or product is supposed to do. "Having it in written prose helps me frame the problems," he said.

• If a design—even one that took months to create—isn't working, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg will toss it out entirely. "It is nerve-wracking for new designers," said Mr. Cuervo. "I think of the stuff we do [as being] like building sand castles." 

Write to Geoffrey A. Fowler at geoffrey.fowler@wsj.com 

