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the papers.

While a lot of lip service is paid to interdisciplinarity as an academic practice, as a mat-

ter of fact for many reasons it doesn’t happen as often as would be desirable. With this 

experience in mind I am very happy that the authors of Designing Experience turned 

out to represent a selection of academic and professional thinkers from four continents 

with backgrounds as diverse as Architecture, Design, Fine Art, IT, Psychology and the 

Social Sciences, contributing their particular disciplinary views on the making of experi-

ences. The contributors to this book believe that only through such practice Experience 

Design – an area that is inherently interdisciplinary – can be adequately studied.

In result Designing Experience attempts to strike a balance between academic rigor and 

validity, professional applicability, and intellectual accessibility to accommodate its 

readership of creative professionals and academics with backgrounds in disciplines like 

(User) Experience Design, Interaction Design Product Design and/or Architecture, but 

also from psychology, sociology and other social sciences – many of which are repre-

sented through the contributors to the book.

I hope and expect that our joint efforts will provide insight and reason for further 

discussion.

To achieve our intention we relied not only on the contributors, their works and the 

discussions between them, and therefore I would like to express at this point my grati-

tude to the initial reviewers of the submitted papers who spent time and efforts to see 

through many abstracts at a stage, at which this project might’ve still failed:  Prof. Mat-

thew Turner from the School of Creative Industries, Napier University Edinburgh, United 

Kingdom;  Prof. Linda Leung of the Institute for Interactive Media & Learning, University 

of Technology Sydney, Australia; Prof. Yang Wenqing, College of Design and Innovation, 

Tongji University Shanghai, China, and Director of LOE Design, Shanghai, China; Mr 

Kingsley Ng, in the meantime my new colleague at the Academy of Visual Arts, Hong 

Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, but then with Jack Morton Worldwide, Hong Kong; 

and Ms Effie Chou, Senior Principal Designer, Pico International, Hong Kong. I’m indeed 

very grateful for the faith these colleagues have shown in me, despite some of them I 

only got to know through the work on this volume.

I am similarly grateful to Ms. Rebecca Barden, Senior Commissioning Editor Design at 

One would like to add that the same is true about the penetration of the design com-

munity with concepts, principles and methodologies for designing experience. One 

could therefore be tempted to dismiss the entire notion of Experience Design as a kind 

of ‘professional bubble’ that didn’t stand the test of time, and simply forget about it.

Nevertheless, the notion of ‘experience’ as an economic value is well accepted today, 

and it is common practice in a variety of professional (design) fields to refer to some 

sort of ‘experience’ as one practice outcome. Lingo such as ‘experiential marketing’ and 

‘brand experience’ permeates the advertising business, down to the most common 

levels of promotional communication, producing such redundant slogans as ‘Feel the 

Experience’ (the slogan of Daytona International Speedway, Kazy Music and others). 

Similarly ‘product experience’, ‘customer experience’, but also ‘travel experience’, ‘edu-

cational experience’ and other similar experiential derivations are commonly accepted 

notions within almost any new product or service development.

Thus another picture emerges: although ‘experience’ is clearly a design issue, Experi-

ence Design remains ‘stuck’ in playing a poorly defined service role for other areas and, 

in this sense, is merely one approach amongst a number of competing concepts. The 

full potential of Experience Design as a distinct creative discipline in its own right still 

needs to be articulated and recognised academically and professionally.

With this background in mind it was the intention of this book to collect ‘over-the-

shoulder-looks’ of the current state of discourse about the notions that underlie the 

designing of experiences: What is ‘experience’? How can specific ‘experiences’ be con-

structed purposefully, i.e. through which means can experiences be designed, regard-

less of their medial articulation? What are possible methodologies and practices to be 

used? What are the influences, overlaps and relations of Experience Design with other 

academic/professional disciplines? Etc.

To achieve this endeavour not only academics, but specifically also professionals from 

the field were invited to submit their proposals in an open call for abstracts initially 

circulated through relevant online forums in late 2012. From the submissions received 

the final list of contributors was subsequently selected through double-blind peer-

review: Every proposal was vetted twice, once by an academic, once by a professional 

with Experience Design-background, producing ultimately a normalised score to rank 
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Editorial Introduction

By Matthew Turner

It is easy to see why the exhilarating ideas about experience design, experiential mar-

keting and even the experience economy should have emerged in the United States 

two decades ago, during the roaring nineties.
 
Intangible values epitomised this exuberant decade. Investment and employment 

boomed across the service sector, invisibles such as tourism, and creative enterprises. 

Disembodied brands escalated in value above the objects to which they were attached, 

while share prices of immaterial dot-coms soared above those of substantial industries. 

As real manufacturing was offshored, stock markets surged on thin-air futures and 

derivatives as bankers were loosed from regulation and, as it transpired, from reality. 

Bloomsbury London, and her assistant Ms. Abbie Sharman who have been as support-

ive as can be throughout the process of developing this book. 

Finally, this book shall not go to press without me acknowledging the impact my (over-

all) wonderful students from of the Experience Design-programme of the Academy of 

Visual Arts’ Master of Visual Arts-programme have had on me and my work in recent 

years. Without the challenges and fun my encounters with them – especially with the 

class of 2013 – have brought to me, I might’ve not gotten as involved with this area to 

this extent. Amongst all of those students especially Ms. Wong Mei-Yin, Cathy deserves 

special mentioning in this context, for all the help and support in IT-matters she pro-

vided over the last 15 months. 

To all of you, and those many more who offered help and support, but are not specifi-

cally mentioned:

Thank you. :o)
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Contributors to this volume explore in more detail the sea change in corporate strategy 

that followed, in which user experience came to be seen as a new resource for value-

creation. However, this was not simply a product of the nineties bubble. As several 

writers in this collection observe, the change may be seen as a culmination of ideas put 

forward decades earlier by proponents of the post-industrial society.

 

However as we interpret the nineties ideal of a coming experience economy it clearly 

offered a vision of future prosperity beyond materialistic consumption, and this may 

have secured its widest appeal.  For here was a chiliastic vision of 21st century capi-

talism, not capitalism triumphant but transcendent, cool, purified and sensuous: a 

designer utopia.

 

It is less easy to see why this vision should retain its appeal today, after the bursting of 

the dot-com bubble, the return of global insecurity and instability, and the collapse of 

the global economy after 2008. 

 

Accordingly, the design scholars and practitioners assembled in this volume critically 

explore the substance behind the rhetoric of Experience Design. In the opening section 

they turn to fundamental questions neglected by the pioneers of Experience Design. 

Just what is experience, and what theories or methods help us to grasp its manifold 

forms? And two decades after the assertion that the experience of commodities would 

be transformed into the commodification of experience, they evaluate the extent to 

which such claims can be realised in practice.

 
Critical exploration can be dangerous territory, for the commodification of experience 

is not without a history, or critics. For centuries, intellectuals have inveighed against the 

metropolis, or capitalism, or the mass media, or global corporations for diminishing and 

corrupting human experience. 

 

As early as the mid-18th century Rousseau saw authentic experience being dissolved in 

the whirlpool of spectacle and fashion that was the modern metropolis. A century later, 

Marx grieved that capitalism had wrested our deepest experiences of love, virtue and 

conscience into the marketplace of tradable commodities. And in the last century Wal-

ter Benjamin gloomily chronicled the ways in which collective experience and shared 

memory had atrophied under relentless assaults of media spectacle that cultivated 

disconnected, individual consumption. Over the last hundred years these critiques 

were also dramatized, first as dystopian novels from We to 1984, then as popular attacks 

on advertising from The Hidden Persuaders to No Logo. Finally, the theme runs through a 

score of Hollywood blockbusters that portray dystopian futures satiated with consumer 

delights, but in which human experience is surveilled, manipulated, standardized and 

controlled by a corporate state.

 
Paranoiac movies aside, there are now practical concerns about the extent to which 

individual experience is mediated, manipulated and merchandised by digital technolo-

gies. The enhanced user experience offered by web-based companies and Internet 

giants has taken a toll on personal privacy. The scale of data collected on search his-

tories and social media use may be insidious, if not as pernicious as recent revelations 

concerning global online surveillance by the National Security Agency and its partners. 

If the pioneers of Experience Design were not burdened by ethical or political concerns 

this was largely because, two decades ago, the Web was in its infancy and the potential 

for gathering intimate data on entire populations was inconceivable.

 

Confronting contemporary ethical dilemmas in Experience Design is a crucial issue for 

contributors to this book. Each surveys the subject from a different standpoint and 

takes differing positions on the moral and political implications. Some question the in-

flated scope of experience design, others its status as a practice.  Not all subjects need a 

formal discipline or a profession. Like experience, play, or love offer inexhaustible scope 

for reflection without recourse to ‘ludics’ or ‘amatology’.  

 

I. Positions

Contributors to the first part of this collection also take differing positions on the 

particular theoretical understanding of experience essential for design practice. This 

is hardly surprising. Philosophers are sharply divided in their approach to experience, 

while the major branches of psychology have neglected the subject. While psycholo-

gists intensively study cognitive and affective modes of thought they rarely discuss 

the conative, although this mode promises greater insight for design and marketing. 

Nevertheless, the authors in Part 1 all draw attention to philosophers’ advocacy of expe-

rience as a collaborative enterprise, and implicitly agree with Donald Norman, pioneer 

of the term ‘user experience design’, who later rejected the word ‘user’ as unhelpfully 

isolating and alienating.
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Ian Coxon opens the first section by introducing the principal philosophy of experience: 

phenomenology. In particular, he explores distinctions drawn by Heidegger and oth-

ers between experience as shared memory and wisdom, and experience as everyday 

sensation, event and spectacle. Although the latter is the normal sphere for design, 

Coxon considers the potential, as well as the problems of designing embodied, shared 

experience. The problem, in Coxon’s view, is reconciling the diversity of experience 

with the designer’s impulse to standardization. His conclusion is that philosophers and 

designers alike are only at the beginning of an understanding of experience.

Connie Svabo and Michael Shanks approach the nature of experience from another 

perspective by introducing us to the philosophy of Michel Serres. While this self-pro-

fessed chaotician dismisses phenomenology and disregards pragmatism, his views on 

collective memory and embodied knowledge share many insights with both Heidegger 

and Dewey.  Svabo and Shanks discuss Serres’ use of weaving as a metaphor for the in-

divisibility of experience between the body and world, and consequently his rejection 

of unitary explanations for the complexity of experience. The authors advocate Serres’ 

concept of flux, here related to the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s idea of ‘flow’, 

as a perspective that lends support to the complexity of design practice. 

 
Catherine Elsen and Pierre Leclercq expand this section with a discussion of time, a 

crucial dimension of experience for phenomenologists as well Serres. The case studies 

here are studio projects used to investigate professional designers’ strategies to imag-

ine what experiences audiences may have of their product. In the context of the studies 

in this section, Elsen and Leclercq are intrigued that in longer, more reflective studio 

sessions designers generated complex insights into imagined audiences. In contrast, 

short professional projects produced only limited, and rather dismissive references to 

‘end users’.

 

Linda Leung concludes this section by invoking a troublesome ethical issue of 

Experience Design. The author’s premise is that, as a new refinement on ‘user-

experience’ for ‘target markets’, Experience Design is inherently exclusive, discriminatory 

and unequal. When one market segment or community is enticed to share experiences, 

another is excluded. Leung’s subjects are refugees living in Australia whose marginal 

status is underscored by exclusions from web-based community programmes. From 

Leung’s perspective, Experience Design is ‘business as usual’ with little scope for social 

innovation. Nevertheless, this study asks what happens when marginalized groups 

attempt to engage experiences that were not designed for them – an intriguing 

enquiry with implications for all forms of Experience Design.

II. Objects & Environments

Part 2 of this volume investigates real-life experiences of (product) design and 

architecture from the perspective of that essential, usually anonymous but occasionally 

disruptive figure: the ‘user’. They argue that shared experiences, meanings and lasting 

impressions of design are created as much in the public domain as in the designers’ 

studio.  In the era of customer focus, enhanced consumer experience and increasingly 

customized product their insight appears intuitively true, and inherently encouraging.

 

For example, if lost in Jakarta the traveller may well be directed to the Mad Pizza Waiter. 

This monumental statue on a traffic island, one of many dating from the Sukarno era, 

is a bellowing, high-stepping figure that strains to hold aloft a flaming disk. He once 

represented ‘Eternal Youth’ but has since acquired a new identity and a new function to 

help drivers navigate the city. The phenomenon is universal. Ambitious new buildings 

such as London’s ‘Gherkin’ routinely acquire monikers that stick. Old buildings about to 

be torn down spontaneously focus shared memories that can lead to popular protests 

against demolition.  At an individual level we tend to anthropomorphize or personify 

products such as automobiles, and we all adopt, adapt, appropriate and amalgamate 

our possessions in particular ways to express personal and collective identities.

 

Of course we do, because the alternative would be an environment governed by 

unbending determinism. Architectural determinism is a doctrine of social control that, 

while it appealed to a few Modernists, would be monstrous if it were not so silly. In 

large part the criticisms launched against this doctrine succeeded. Philosophers such 

as Benjamin spoke instead of the ‘porous city’ (in a curious travelogue sandwiched be-

tween reminiscences of smoking hashish in Morocco and buying antiques in Moscow), 

while Lefebvre spoke of space not as a designer’s abstract void but as constituted by 

real social relations. Encouraged by such critiques, the architect Aldo van Eyck com-

bined order and accident in buildings of ‘labyrinthine clarity’ to encourage informal 

adoption by occupants.

 

Until comparatively recently however, architects and designers tended to imagine their 

practice as a one-way street. The role of the professional was to prescriptively deter-

mine not only how anonymous users should behave, but also how they ought to feel. 
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The attitude was cultivated in the young. Anyone involved in design will recall student 

presentations in which the audience was assured that all projects will involuntarily be 

appreciated by ‘distal end users’, the ‘target market’ or similar dehumanizing terms.

 

But whether on an intimate, domestic scale, or on the public stage of institutions and 

cities, the case studies assembled in Part 2 reveal our everyday experience of design 

to be a crowded two-way street. Here and there the intent of designers may coincide, 

or collide with the preoccupations of individuals or communities, although these case 

studies suggest most people harbour their own perceptions, preconceptions and ob-

sessions, and remain largely indifferent to the designer’s intent.   

 

Contributors to Objects & Environments take their insights a stage further: that if experi-

ences of design are negotiated rather than imposed, the corollary would be a more 

collaborative, even collective design practice. Indeed, in recent years for designers have 

begun to reject the cult of egotistical originality and claim themselves to act as facilita-

tors of participation.

 

In reality, collective participation in professional design process remains rare, while the 

scope of experiential design is often limited to short-lived spectacles intended to spur 

individual consumption. The utopian vision glimpsed in Part 1 of a future experience 

economy transcending materialistic consumption remains just a vision.

 
Theorists might be dismayed that Experience Design is circumscribed by marketing 

strategies, but this will hardly come as a surprise to practitioners. Professional designers 

in the events industry of expos, destination tourism, themed spectacles, cities of culture 

and the like have a long tradition. From the Field of the Cloth of Gold to the Beijing 

Olympics, the income of most architects and artists has often depended on contracts 

to design religious and state festivals, aristocratic tournaments, revels and carnivals, 

royal entrées and magnificences, theatrical pageants, masques, allegorical tableaux and 

spettacoli. Yet being ephemeral, the visual history of this tradition since the Renais-

sance is now largely forgotten.  It may be that attempts to define Experience Design by 

its newness and imagined prospects misses a much richer historical context, although 

this is to suggest another book. 

 

In Part 2 of this volume, Silvia Grimaldi opens by revealing the fragments of narrative 

that articulate our interactions with everyday products such as a teakettle. Like the 

classic devices used in theatre and film, objects play a crucial role in the presentation 

of the self and the domestic mise en scène. And like extras on a film set, these hum-

ble objects often play multiple roles in our personal dramas. Grimaldi’s metaphor is 

reinforced by theories of narrative, and by reference to four films in which a kettle plays 

roles from a murder weapon to a masochist’s delight that was certainly not intended by 

the designer. 

 

Xavier Acarin and Barbara Adams focus on the museum as a site for investigating Expe-

rience Design. This is particularly appropriate now that visitor experience and com-

munity participation have become key to justifying the museum’s modern role.  Acarin 

and Adams explore the tension between the museum as an institution that determines 

value, and as a platform for a critique of institutional authority promoted by the very 

artists invited to deliver creative engagement programmes. With a particular focus 

on work by Christoph Büchel, the authors trace the lineage of the white cube gallery 

space, and contrast this with the Situationist tradition of subverting the museum’s role 

in defining and delimiting culture. Their conclusion on this uneasy compromise is that 

museums offer a rare example of Experience Design that stands apart from the promo-

tion of consumption.

 

Peter Benz continues this section on the contested relationship between design and its 

users with an arresting aphorism from the architectural critic Eduard Führ: “The usage 

of a building relates to architecture as a football game relates to the pitch.” The case 

study here is an international hotel group with nine hotels in the city of Hong Kong – 

an example that offers insight into wider debates in Experience Design. The particular 

dilemma faced by the group’s management is how to maintain brand identity while 

differentiating sites, and how to standardize operations while cultivating customer 

focus. If the ‘choice of pillows programme’ seems a less than satisfactory solution, Benz’s 

conclusion takes up the more challenging solution proposed by the architect and 

phenomenologist Juhani Pallasmaa: that Experience Design demands a reengagement 

between designers and those whose lives they affect.   

 

Finally, Lakshmi Priya Rajendran, Stephen Walker and Rosie Parnell also consider the 

multiple and fluid experiences of design by tracing the ways in which city-dwellers con-

struct a sense of place and identity through elements of their urban environment – in 

this case the city of Sheffield in the centre of England. Adopting methods drawn from 

phenomenology and ethnography the authors analyse the ways in which residents 
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narrate ‘spatial experience’ in concrete terms of boundaries, belonging, exclusion and 

even the restorative quality of nature. The abstract space of the city is presented not as 

a background but as a field that, together with communication technologies, enable 

disconnected objects to be related in ways that construct a sense of place. 

Taken together, the case studies in Objects & Environments reveal Experience Design 

to be a complex rather than complicated practice. Airliners and skyscrapers are highly 

complicated, yet their myriad elements can be specified and the final design produced 

with accuracy.  

 

By contrast, the complexity of Experience Design has proved resistant to modelling, un-

predictable in outcomes and impossible to measure. Consider, for example, a typically 

interdisciplinary project involving destination tourism. The project will demand coor-

dination of architecture and design alongside digital information systems, marketing 

and service design. All these elements will be, in turn, presumed to articulate external 

promotion and attract increased visitor numbers, if not inward investment. At the same 

time, such a project will have to meet civic expectations for cultural development, com-

munity engagement, urban regeneration and perhaps social cohesion.  

 

The lesson of complexity and chaos theory for Experience Design is that such a myriad 

of small, fluid elements in multiplex projects like this will have unexpected outcomes 

that defy forecasting and elude impact assessment. Yet at the same time, the lesson of 

Experience Design for more settled branches of practice from fashion to graphics, is 

that in essence all design may be chaotic.

III. Interactions & Performances

In the final part of this collection the authors confront a contentious issue raised in ear-

lier sections: the opportunities and obstacles to designing for communal experience.

 

As we have seen, philosophers distinguish, perhaps too sharply, the kind of experience 

typified by momentary, individual distraction from that of shared experience that 

passes into collective memory and wisdom. In practice, Experience Design focuses on 

the former, and this has led many design scholars to question its claim to be a discipline 

that transcends established practice. For example, professional design demands 

sensitivity to place, occasion and atmosphere, an emotional empathy with particular 

groups and communities, and a user-centred approach characterized by action 

research. Can Experience Design justify its promise of a wider public reach?

 

Contributors to Interactions & Performances explore the ways in which design can 

encourage individuals to share their experience by interacting with others, if only 

momentarily. The public settings for these interactions range from subways to banks, 

restaurants to theme parks. 

Sara Malou Strandvad and Kristine M. Pedersen open this section by presenting 

communal experience as a phenomenon only partially shaped by design. The case 

study here is the unruly ‘liminality’ of Denmark’s Roskilde Festival. In such a setting the 

authors argue that design provides just the ‘platform’ for communal experience to be 

co-created by its participants. The authors propose pragmatism as the most effective 

philosophical approach to understanding co-creation in other, less riotous forms of 

experience design. In the writings of Dewey at least, pragmatism is closer to phenom-

enology than might appear, but his comparative clarity makes his philosophy more 

amenable to practical application. Indeed Denmark has taken practical application to 

government level where the experience economy has been adopted as national policy. 

That most Danish scholars have been unable to measure the value of experience, and 

express skepticism that it represented a blueprint for development, lead Strandvad and 

Pedersen to remind us that pragmatism’s model of collaborative production offers a 

more practical approach to designing shared experiences.

This section on Interactions and Performances also takes a fresh methodological ap-

proach to experience design by drawing on concepts and methods developed in the 

field of Human Computer Interaction. Initially, this interdisciplinary subject focused on 

interactions with static equipment but as digital technologies have become mobile, 

ubiquitous and in the case of social media communal or even political, its scope has 

become increasingly wide-ranging.

Amy Findeiss, Eulani Labay and Kelly Tierney approach the design of collaborative 

experiences through a mix of interaction studies, action research and a polite form 

of Situationist provocations. In contrast to the troublesome issues of exclusion raised 

earlier by Linda Leung, the optimistic conclusion here is that spontaneous interactions 

can create a sense of community. The group’s site is the New York subway, and their aim 

is to create informal participatory events that, if only momentarily, bring individuals 

together. Successive experiments with dance and poetic interventions such as the 
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‘Memory Exchange’ promote the intangible value of spontaneous and ephemeral 

interactions, and dramatize the want of communal experience in an age of atomized 

individualism.

A similar, if more practical commitment to communal social need informs Gretchen 

Rinnert’s study of patients’ lost within the confusing world of medical treatments in 

the United States. Working closely with individuals suffering from Crohn’s Disease 

and Cystic Fibrosis she develops a ‘patient-centred’ approach that goes beyond social 

research methods to engage Experience Design strategies, such as the use of personas 

and animated walk-throughs. Rinnert negotiates the precarious boundary between the 

aloofness of medical authority and the immediacy of quack opinion garnered through 

Google by building on patient’s mobile, online support communities.

Claus Østergaard also discovers the limits of conventional research methods when at-

tempting to grasp social systems in continuous flux, as well as the fluidity of individual 

consciousness. The particular case study considers user-oriented and context-aware 

mobile concepts to enrich visitor experience in a theme park. Even conventional design 

methods prove inadequate to the task, and Østergaard proposes a less rigid and more 

reflexive system of feedback loops partly inspired by Human Computer Interaction.

 

In a similar way, Tara Mullaney suggests that conventional design methods imply a 

reductivist view of experience. Adopting experimental design concepts informed by 

Human Computer Interaction, her case studies of electronic banking transactions on 

the eve of the ‘cashless society’ rethink the social experiences that might be possible 

at these financial waypoints. Like a hacker, Mullaney toys with disruptive interventions 

to provoke transformative experiences, concluding that approaches to digital forms of 

experience design are moving from problem-solving to problem-setting.

Problem-setting is an appealing tactic, yet it begs the question of evidence for claims to 

provide transformational experience. In a unique study, the group of design researchers 

Werner Sommer, Felix Bröcker, Manuel Martín‐Loeches, Annekathrin Schacht and Birgit 

Stürmer seek evidence for the anecdotal observation that experiences of dining are 

shaped by the setting as much as the cuisine.  Once again, their approach reveals the 

limitations to more reductive design research methods. Like a culinary equivalent of 

the Heisenberg principle, the researchers discover that the investigation of experiences 

as they happen displaces the very object of their study. Sommer et alia reflect that 

communal experience may be less about momentary sensation than memory. 

Experience understood as the shared recollection of an event (a meal in this case, but 

it may be a product, building or service) offers a fruitful direction for evidence-based 

Experience Design.

It is clear from the studies in this collection that ‘Experience Design’ is still a developing 

term, and one that necessarily draws from a very mixed bag of philosophies and 

methods when stretched across the widest range of practice from architecture and city 

planning to design for products, mobile interactions, performance and events. At the 

same time, it is clear that the term articulates an unmistakable sea change within the 

profession, which that has already evolved from a speculative idea concept to become 

an indispensible adjunct to practice.

As the chapters in this volume reveal, the practice of Experience Design, its scope, 

principles, methods and ethics are all contested. Diversity in approach and method is 

inevitable in any emergent subject, and controversy is vital in every field. Without the 

informed critical debate represented by contributors to this volume the theory of Expe-

rience Design would soon becomes dogmatic and its practice routine. 

It is clear from the studies in this collection that ‘Experience Design’ is still a developing 

term, and one that necessarily draws from a very mixed bag of philosophies methods 

when stretched across the widest range of practice from architecture and city planning 

to design for products, mobile interactions, performance and events. At the same time, 

it is clear that the term articulates an unmistakable sea change within the profession, 

which has already evolved from a speculative idea to become an indispensible adjunct 

to practice.

As the chapters in this volume reveal, the practice of Experience Design, its scope, 

principles, methods and ethics are all contested. Diversity in approach and method is 

inevitable in any emergent subject, and controversy is vital in every field. Without the 

informed critical debate represented by contributors to this volume the theory of Expe-

rience Design would soon become dogmatic and its practice routine. 
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Fundamental Aspects of Human Experience: 
A Phenomeno(logical) Explanation

By Ian Coxon

Ian Coxon, Assistant Professor of Experience-based Designing at the Institute of Tech-

nology and Innovation, University of Southern Denmark, is interested in the structure 

and epistemology of human experience. His most current research interests in this re-

gard focus on fostering an Ecology of Care – promoting a healthier, more balanced zone 
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for’ others and what it means to people who are receiving the benefit of the things 

they design. Design industry related fields such as Experience Design, the Experi-

ence Economy as well as an array of design occupations that incorporate experiential 

elements into their work (User Experience Design (UX), Experience-Based Designing 

(EBD)), increasingly need a cohesive and consistent terminological basis for ‘experience’ 

as concept; one that enables a common story to be communicated by designers to 

their audience and also between designers themselves. 

Words are always a fluid communication device, and they take their meaning from the 

context of use, but if the context is ever changing and always different (individual) then 

how can the concept of experience ever be usefully communicated? Before experience 

became popular as a marketing tool, people were immersed in their experiences as a 

natural part of their everyday lives. Long after it is no longer fashionable to produce or 

promote products with experience ‘tacked-on’ as a value adding component (real or 

not) people will still be immersed in it. The primary purpose of this chapter is therefore 

to provide a starting point for understanding just what experience really is at a very 

fundamental level so as to help clarify some of the misconceptions that have crept into 

the discourse in recent years. 

A Key to Understanding Experience (Philosophically Speaking)

With the exception of a definite beginning (birth) and end (death), the bulk of our 

understanding of conscious life is constructed through our phenomenal1 way of being 

in, or of experiencing, the world as we live travel through it. 

This concept of having a ‘phenomenal’ understanding of experience is an impor-

tant one to grasp. The term phenomenal essentially means ‘our’ way of experiencing 

something based on all of our life experiences (of various phenomena) that have gone 

before, as interpreted through filters such as the social (family, friends etc.) and cultural 

history (religion, ethnicity etc.) that we bring to it. That is, all of the ‘baggage’ that helps 

1	  “There is a ‘phenomenal field’ in which a phenomenon takes shape as the appearances of things, 
other people and so on. It is in the nature of perceptual experience to forget this phenomenal field, for phenom-
ena themselves always direct us beyond themselves to the things they present, the things of which they are 
the appearances. Nonetheless, if I want to return to the beginning, the foundation, of my understanding of the 
world, I need to reawaken this ‘pre-objective’ experience, the phenomenal field , in order to understand how my 
familiar conception of the world, the system ‘self-others-things’ is manifested within experience.” (Baldwin 2004: 
14) 

“The central difficulty is that experience is not an explanatory posit, but an ex-

planandum in its own right” (Varela 1996)

Introduction

It’s the same situation every time; I’m in a bar or at a dinner party. I meet someone new 

and the inevitable question is posed, ‘so what is it that you do?’ I cringe knowing from 

experience that this can go one of two ways, and neither is usually very much fun for 

anyone. And so I begin the now familiar dance of the Experience Design explanation. 

Stage one, ‘I am a researcher and teacher in an engineering faculty.’ ‘Oh yes,’ they reply 

(the initial naïve interest which leads to the next dangerous question). ‘So what is it 

you teach?’ (a fatal question, because now I have to explain it). ‘I teach engineers about 

human experience,’ (they usually look at me with total bewilderment or the intelligent 

ones nod as if they understand and kill the conversation there; the novices tend to 

plough on).

‘What do you mean by experience?’ they usually ask. I fire back, ‘You know what ex-

perience is right?’ ‘Yeah sure.’ ‘So what is it?’ I hit them with, a little aggressively. (Now 

is when they look like a deer caught in the headlights and the beginnings of that, ‘I 

wish I hadn’t asked’ look). I usually feel sorry for them by this stage and soften off the 

conversation by beginning to explain. ‘Ok, so we are sitting here in this room right, talk-

ing and drinking, eating food etc. We are in this place having an experience together, 

but what is that thing we call experience? And how would you explain that something 

to someone else? How would you begin to understand it in any kind of structured or 

organised way?’ This is when the foolhardy push on and want to know more, and the 

less foolhardy say ‘thank you,’ and suddenly need more wine or to be somewhere else 

where the ‘normal’ people are. 

This common everyday experience (of mine) points to the fundamental questions that 

this chapter will address. How can we more clearly understand what experience is? And 

as people who are interested in the field of Experience Design, how can we use this un-

derstanding to further our field as well as to enhance the way we design, so as to more 

positively contribute to the experiences of others?

There is a distinct imperative – in the design world at least – for a clearer understanding 

of the concept of experience – what it means to people who are doing the ‘designing-
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study it in some methodical way (epistemologically).

The foundations of Phenomenology3 arguably developed by Edmund Husserl and 

his many predecessors; later refined by Martin Heidegger and others; made infinitely 

clearer by the American pragmatist John Dewey and modernised by many current 

scholars since, have provided us with not only a philosophical view of experience but a 

practical way of understanding it – a methodology. So, without summarising the many 

hundreds of years it took to develop; what is it about Phenomenology that we really 

need to know about to help us in our search for ways to understand experience at its 

most fundamental level? 

Language of Phenomenology 

A good place to start with any form of discussion of this nature is to speak the same 

language. In order to assist those trying to understand experience for the first time (and 

for some of the old hands), this section will present a few of the essential terms and 

concepts that have evolved over many years out of seminal works in the field. In recent 

times it has become fashionable, particularly in the highly competitive design world, 

to develop new terms for existing concepts in order to colonise a section of the market 

(a form of intellectual branding). This has led to an oversupply of neologisms that offer 

very little more than to further confuse and mislead those who are new to the field. 

Thus in the following paragraphs we will present and discuss some of the foundational 

terms that will help us to clarify what we are talking about when we say ‘we are working 

with experience.’

Experience – What do we Mean Literally?

The original etymology of the word experience is vaguely dated from 14th century 

origins but it can be loosely interpreted from the Latin experientia, or the French esperi-

ence to mean ‘to test’ or ‘to try out’. This tends to imply a physical interaction with or 

exploration of something, i.e. to physically experience something. In the 18th to 19th 

century many of the German philology scholars (Husserl, Heidegger and Gadamer 

among them) used various terms to describe ways of referring to experience that 

provided more subtle variations of meaning and began to use words that implied more 

meta-physical qualities. To describe these concepts we might consider at least three 

3	  Heidegger, Being and Time (1962); Gadamer, Truth and Method (1975); Dewey, Art as Experience 
(1934)

us to see the world in the unique way that we do. 

An experience that we have is always our phenomenal experience, and the meaning 

we ascribe to an experiential event is always a mental construct that is uniquely ours. 

When we talk about our phenomenal view we understand that it (including the percep-

tions we develop out of it) are continually changed (shaped) by our interactions with 

the world through our experience of it, and so the cycle continues. 

To look at this another way, we can say that our experience of the world is coloured by 

our perception of it, and this is a product of the phenomenal (ontological2) view that 

we have developed through our living of life in the way that we have done it, so far. This 

progressive absorption of life events adds to our ‘cumulative experience’ of the world 

and subsequent memory structures, which in turn contribute to and continually colour 

our ontological view – and so we go around again. 

The ‘Logical’ Role of Phenomenology

If we are going to talk about experience, especially the human kind (let’s leave monkeys 

out of it for this chapter), and we want to do it in a structured or organised way, we 

really need to consider what conceptual framework we will use to approach the task. 

That is, the type of scientific framework that we will apply to ‘filter’ our philosophical, 

theoretical and practical understanding of the concept. 

If experience is subject to our ontological view of it, then how we understand it will also 

be subject to the epistemological framework we apply to understanding it. At a philo-

sophical epistemological level, there is only one philosophy that is particularly focused 

on understanding human lived experience as well as providing the methodological 

tools we will need – and that is Phenomenology. Drawn from a human science tradition 

(and tracing its lineage back to Socratic times) this philosophical view recognises that 

experience is always phenomenal (as described above), and it naturally follows that the 

study (logos) of such a thing should be called phenomenology. It is both a philosophy 

(a way of thinking about how we live in the world) and a methodology (a way for us to 

begin to understand our experience of the world). It provides a sound framework for 

beginning to understand the nature of experience (ontologically), and how we might 

2	  The close link between our phenomenal view of the world and our ontological view of it is well es-
tablished. See for example Varela (1996: 334): “The ontology of the mental is an irreducibly first-person ontology.”
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An Experience – A Singular Unity of Experience – A Natural Experience

The concept of ‘unity’ within discussions of experience can be contentious and possibly 

confusing depending on the way in which the writer interprets both experience and the 

term unity. However, it is an important concept in developing a clear understanding of 

what an experience is and is not. In the following we take unity to mean ‘the identifica-

tion of differentiating factors that help to define an experience’s uniqueness’. Husserl7 

and others called for us to focus our attention on the “things themselves“ and so we 

draw parameters around an experience (its unity) from the nature of the experience 

itself – what factors make the experience what it is. 

This sounds a little like double talk so perhaps an example might help:

What if we wanted to explore the experience of say, shopping at Walmart? For this 

experience then to become a unit that can be studied and understood, it must have a 

defined beginning and end. So if we wanted to understand an experience of shopping 

at Walmart we might adopt the unity of (or establish a boundary around) the shopping 

experience, such that we decide to understand it from when a customer enters the 

parking lot (therefore it does not include the drive there) and end it when the customer 

leaves the parking lot. 

We realise that everyday experience is continuous, seamless and endless and that we 

are simply trying to understand one small unit of it. For example the customer we are 

studying might have had three other interesting experiences on the way there and two 

more on the way home. A researcher wishing to understand the experience of shop-

ping at Walmart needs to place boundaries in such a way so as to define a unit of this 

experience. These unitary boundaries are drawn from and so help to define the thing 

itself – i.e. the experience of shopping at Walmart. In research terms, defining the unity 

is necessary for identifying the experience we wish to understand. Researchers need 

to be able to say, ‘We want to understand the experience of […],’ so they can begin to 

limit the scope of the project. This can also be very important for shaping the guiding 

phenomenological question ‘What is the experience of […] like?’

7	  That the phrase “to the things themselves“ is often attributed to Edmund Husserl (Feenberg 1999) is 
a source of ongoing dispute and it has not been clearly established to whom it should be attributed – however, 
its origins are not vital to this discussion.

ways of looking at the English term ‘experience’:

Erlebnis: referring to conscious experiences felt deeply, lived ‘through’ or personally felt; 

e.g. reading this text;

Erfahrung: everyday experience that is undergone – perhaps unremarkable or not very 

memorable; e.g. walking to the bus stop every day;

Erlebnisse: our cumulative set of separate experiences that have contributed to our life-

experience and our phenomenal view.

The German terms themselves are not particularly important in this discussion, but 

they offer an initial (traditional) way to look at experience as having different forms or 

natures, and this again offers a basic structure that we can explore more deeply.

If we want to understand experience we don’t have to be always considering Erlebnis, 

Erfahrung and Erlebnisse all together. We can say, that in this instance we are focusing 

on a specific identifiable and isolated4 experience, an Erlebnis or ‘an experience’. Also in 

most discussions about the meaning of experience both, the earlier and the modern 

phenomenologists5 are principally concerned only with the concept Erlebnis (person-

ally felt experience) as an event that fully encompasses the experiencer6 and has a 

profound effect on him or her. 

However, in difference to the phenomenological discourse, in the context of this chap-

ter the first two – Erlebnis and Erfahrung – are of interest to our understanding of ex-

perience because they are the ones which a designer might directly influence through 

design practice. In our attempt to understand experience we might start with ‘an 

experience’ whether it is a particularly poignant one (Erlebnis) or not (Erfahrung), yet it 

will be nearly impossible for us to understand and consider all of a person’s cumulative 

experiences of life (Erlebnisse) in the process of a design.

4	  We acknowledge the continuing nature of experience, yet for the purpose of study we will consider 
‘an experience’ as if it was an isolatable part of the continuum of cumulative experience.

5	  Earlier: Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur; Modern: Moran, Van Manen, Willis

6	  The term ‘experiencer’ draws attention to the whole person having the experience of a product, ser-
vice or event as well as to the experience as an entity in itself. In contrast to this, the term ‘user’ is strongly linked 
to the interactive and functional aspects of product use, very often associated with marketing and consumer 
behaviour (Redsrom 2006). 
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takes place in its recording (encoding) and retrieval (decoding) in memory. This is one 

aspect of ‘the problem’ of subjectivity that is often referred to as a source of unreliability 

in qualitative research approaches. That is not in any way to infer that such approaches 

are without value or are lacking in reliability – it is just so we fully appreciate how they 

are qualified by the phenomenal nature of experience. 

An interesting variation on recollective experience that we might consider here relates 

to re-enacted experience – that is, how a person feels or experiences a re-living or re-

viewing of the previous experience (watching video of themselves or others during 

role play – i.e. during participatory or collaborative generative design exercises). This 

experience of recollection is not a regeneration of the previous experience, but an 

externalized interpretation of the person’s filtered recollection of the experience – per-

haps a close representation of it maybe, but still quite a different thing, from the actual 

(natural) experience when it first occurred.

Van Manen offers another perspective on this by introducing the concept of meaning 

construction. He says that an experience is not only something that is lived through 

but also something that I “recognise as a particular type of experience” (1997: 177). 

This proposition hints at another layer beyond the immediate experiencing; one that 

contains some quality derived through reflection or mental ‘value construction’. 

Reflection may or may not take place during or within the experiencing event, but it 

can add subsequent layers of complexity, after it is processed into memory; adding 

what might be generically called meaning. Gadamer commented that, “if something is 

called or considered an Erlebnis [experience] that means it is rounded into the unity of 

a significant whole” (1975: 58). 

We have taken the significance of the wholeness he describes to refer to the increase in 

complexity attributed to the experience after the event. The manner in which it “consti-

tutes itself in memory” (ibid: 58) that is, the way it grows in stature, develops a lasting 

quality and achieves greater depth of meaning, again through the intervention of our 

phenomenal attitude. 

The internal ‘processing’ of experience as a rich and valuable source of information and 

particularly meaning, is an area of interest which design and engineering have pursued 

as a ‘holy grail’ for many years (Anolli 2005), but how to reliably access this meaning 

Dewey appears to agree with the importance of unity when he says, “An experience has 

a unity that gives it its name, […] The existence of this unity is constituted by a single 

quality that pervades the entire experience in spite of the variation of its constituent 

parts.” (Dewey 1934: 37–40)

So human experience as it happens and as we wish to understand it, is an experience 

with a beginning and an end (a unity that is defined by and takes place in its original, 

natural setting). 

Gadamer (1975) once suggested that real, original or new experience only ever takes 

place once and that all other experiences after that are repetitions of the original. This 

does not really bear out when we consider that a particular experience might appear 

to be similar to a previous experience in every way but it will never really be the same. 

Time, context and perhaps other contextual elements that constitute an experience 

will ensure it is never exactly the same – so in this way it is inconceivable that we can 

ever have the same experience twice – and so our cumulative experience builds in an 

experience-specific way. 

This does however raise the topic of repetition – for instance experiences that build 

skill and familiarity through a repeated experience of use. This line of thought takes us 

further into the realm of cumulative experience and memory (recalling experience). 

Recollection or memory enables us to internally (reflection or self-talk) and externally 

describe our past experiences as well as to draw on these and apply them to perform 

various tasks that require learned (previously experienced) skills. 

Recollective Experience or Experience as Reflected Upon

When we are recalling or remembering an experience, as is the case when a researcher 

asks us about it, or in a more natural setting when we are simply thinking back on 

an event – we re-experience the event through a mediating filter, i.e. how we selec-

tively remember it – not necessarily how it actually happened. We interpret the event 

(phenomenally) as it goes into our memory, and as time passes and we have other 

experiences, our recollected (resurfaced) memory of the first experience can change 

and become distorted giving it the kind of character that Forlizzi mentions (Forlizzi 

2004a). Thus our cumulative memory of events is always phenomenally filtered by our 

ontological view both going in and coming back out. Experience in memory or recollec-

tive experience is always biased or prejudiced by the phenomenal transformation that 
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ring to them as a form of shared experience, it would be more accurate if they were 

described as an experiential event (not an experience) at which two or more people are 

present or participate in, at the same time. We contend (from the epistemological per-

spective described earlier in this chapter), that experience is always phenomenal and 

therefore co-experience is literally and theoretically unattainable. What we are really 

describing is an episode of interaction or communication between two people about 

or in a similar event space. That is not the same thing and really cannot be described as 

co-experiencing.

In the first instance, due to the presence of the two parties, the nature of the experi-

ence is changed from that which either would have experienced had they been alone 

(as difficult as having a one sided mobile phone call might be). As the experience is al-

ways phenomenal, even if two people share the same event in close proximity, each of 

those people will always experience the event to some degree uniquely. The presence 

of the other is a part of the phenomenal experience of each of the experiencers and 

vice versa. Co-experience is not a different form of experience it is simply the separate 

experiences had by two or more people at the same time. 

It is true that each of the parties to this experiential event will be influenced by the 

presence of the other in the same way that the presence of the mobile phone, the 

café that one participant is sitting in and the bedroom that the other is staying in will 

also have an impact, but the mobile conversation as locus, does not make it the same 

experience.

“Co-experience reveals how the experiences an individual has and the interpreta-

tions that are made of them are influenced by the physical or virtual presence of 

others.” (Forlizzi 2004a: 263)

The experience is only the same (the ‘co’ part) in that it might be a similar spatial 

context as it is for the other person sharing the event however, there are always phe-

nomenal and contextual elements that make the experience subtly different for each 

participant. We may talk about a shared experiential event (a mobile phone conversa-

tion) but not a shared experience. If we are to truly understand experience we must 

remember that the most fundamental aspect of its nature is that it is phenomenal. It 

cannot ever be known (or shared) by another – this is germane to understanding its 

character as an experience – and as much as it might fit with our desire as designers 

layer continues to allude us. The importance of the goal of making things more mean-

ingful and therefore more desirable especially can be clearly seen in the role that ‘own-

ership’ or engendering a stronger bond to an interaction with a product or service has 

in designing for longevity or customer loyalty (Bate 2007; Coxon 2008; Fuad-Luke 2002).

Cumulative Experience – Being Experienced – Experience

A longitudinal, collective conceptualisation of experience might also be understood in 

terms of an anthropological view of experiences or as experiences appear to us over 

time – the way in which whole experiences or snippets of experience might be stored 

and recalled in a certain phenomenal way as they are absorbed into an individual’s 

entire well of accumulated experience. 

This is one of the ways of considering experience that is most difficult to access as it is 

the subject of a lifelong experiential continuum, which is buried deeply in the human 

psyche. It brings in matters concerning the conscious, non-conscious and unconscious 

layers of mind that we have little knowledge of and in most cases little access to. It is 

also a way of categorising experience in broad abstract terms such as personal experi-

ence, business experience, life experience. 

Such categorisations tell us something about a type of cumulative experience that the 

speaker is referring to but they tell us little about the nature of the content within them. 

As mentioned earlier, to even begin to understand a person’s life experience we would 

be talking about a very big book indeed. To begin the process of understanding experi-

ence at all we really need to focus on one person’s individual experience i.e. an experi-

ence. Once we move beyond this individual phenomenal view (which is hard enough 

to understand) we are applying a process of abstraction that only distances us further 

from the truth we are trying to gain access to – the real meaning in an experience. So 

if we begin by attempting to understand groups of experiences, group experiences or 

for that matter, different forms of joint-experience, we are starting at a level abstraction 

that can only be counterproductive.

In recent attempts to understand user experience as well as designing for experience 

there has been a considerable body of work that focuses on common experience or 

joint-experiences. In light of the above, this might be interpreted as a generalization 

or normalization of experience. This can most readily be seen in recent research into 

co-experience (Battarbee 2003, 2008; Forlizzi 2004a). In these situations, instead of refer-
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Beginning with inauthentic experience – this aspect of experience can be understood 

as the ordinary, everyday, often dream-like way that we encounter every day. We get 

up, brush our teeth, shower and make breakfast, get the bus to work etc. often without 

really thinking much about what we are doing. We have all had those moments when 

we stop and realise we have walked or even worse, driven a car a certain distance along 

a familiar route without really being conscious of seeing or noticing anything along the 

way. We have ‘zoned out’ or been simply too ‘lost’ in thought to notice our immediate 

surroundings. Of course this condition can also be explained in psychological terms 

such as mild forms of disassociation or detachment. Other fields might refer to it as not 

being ‘present’.

Let’s say we change those familiar surroundings to a strange city or our first day at a 

new job – all of a sudden we become much more aware of everything – its difference 

to what is familiar and its strangeness to us. We experience new stimuli, new informa-

tion inputs, we become very aware of our new-ness in this place and we might even 

feel slightly alien in these surroundings. We begin to feel and become more aware of 

ourselves, our lack of familiarity with the terrain, perhaps new feelings of vulnerability 

and possibly some discomfort in our awareness that we feel this way. This is an example 

of what an authentic mode of being might be like – being consciously aware of our self 

and who we are. The example above is a little negative sounding but of course a highly 

authentic experience is not always uncomfortable. It could just as easily be a very pleas-

ant situation that also raises our self-awareness.

Natural (primordial) experience always contains a balance between these two facets of 

inauthentic and authentic experience. If we were to live in a state of inauthentic experi-

ence all the time we would not be living very well – we would be in a quite robotic, 

dreamlike state. Conversely if we were to try to be authentic all of the time we would 

be living in such an intense way that we would have no ‘down-time’ or periods where 

our brain activity and stress levels could slow down and relax – it sounds exhausting. 

So our natural everyday experience of the world is always balancing act between our 

inauthentic experience needs and our desire for authentic experiences. This balanc-

ing process manifests itself in lots of behaviours in our lives. We want a job with good 

security and a regular pay check but we don’t want to feel that we are in a rut. We crave 

new and exciting clothes that make us look good, but we do not want to stand out too 

much from the crowd. We eat a reasonably varied diet because we could not stand to 

live on chocolate. 

to say we understand the experience of another, we must accept that we really are not 

able to create co-experiences or for that matter to co-create an experience. 

One More Way to Look at Experience – the Authentic and Inauthentic Balance

In our discussion of various aspects and ways of considering experience we have so 

far talked about ways in which we can understand and describe experience in terms 

of language, unity, and its key defining quality – its phenomenal nature. These ways of 

looking at experience have a somewhat functional character to them as they serve to 

enable us in understanding how to work with experience however they do not describe 

the level of intensity in terms of how well we ‘attend to’ or are ‘conscious of’ the experi-

ence as it takes place. 

Heidegger proposed two different terms for this which I feel are very important in 

helping to understand what experience is. He used the terms8 authentic (eigentlich) 

and inauthentic (uneigentlich) (Heidegger 1962; Moran 1999). Moran clarifies these two 

Heideggerian concepts in this way: 

“Authentic moments are those in which we are most at home with ourselves… we 

have a deep concrete experience of ‘mineness’, of ‘togetherness’. However in our 

more usual, normal, everyday moments, we do not treat things as affecting us 

deeply in our ‘own-most’ being. Heidegger thinks we live in an inauthentic way most 

of the time.” (Moran 1999: 240)

These two terms are not the most elegant translations from their German origins, and 

they are a little difficult to grasp, but at the same time they offer a powerful way of 

understanding quite a different set of qualities in everyday experience. 

Before we go further, it is very important to understand that both of these facets of 

experience, the authentic and inauthentic, always exist in the same experiential space 

simultaneously. They are never discrete or separated facets of an experience and we are 

always in both modes simultaneously – just the mix or balance differs according to the 

experiential circumstances. 

 

8	  This coincides with Heidegger’s concept of ‘inauthentic life’ or being in a state of ‘inauthenticity’ 
(Carmen 2003, Heidegger 1962).
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stand experience and the life-world in which it takes place, it cannot be simply ob-

served, it must be experienced. Putting actual experience at the centre of observational 

techniques is the only way to understand the life-world in a ‘truly human way’. The 

primacy of personal experience in this way becomes part of an epistemology of experi-

ential understanding, enabling a researcher to understand life experiences, from within. 

‘Getting at’ or into the natural life-world of others is a difficult thing for a researcher to 

accomplish, but there are practical ways, inspired by phenomenological and neurologi-

cal theory by which embodied experience might be understood and also applied as a 

research tool.

In this section we will discuss one of the most effective ways to bring both of these 

perspectives together in order to increase what Gallagher refers to as intersubjectiv-

ity (2005). In our research projects we broadly refer to this process as ‘embodiment’. 

Gallagher offers a significant perspective on the way a researcher might gain insight 

through an almost osmotic effect during a carefully applied and understood embodi-

ment exercise. This description also raises the added benefits of embodiment to the 

researcher as they become the object of their own subjective reflection (the researcher 

as instrument).

“In regard to embodiment, I want to explore to what extent and in what way an 

awareness of my body enters into the content of my conscious experience? To what 

degree and in what situations am I, as an experiencing subject, aware or unaware 

of my own body? Does intentional action, for example, involve an explicit or implicit 

awareness of the body? … Such questions, however, pertain to an important aspect 

of the structure of experience. If throughout conscious experience there is a constant 

reference to one’s own body, even if this is a recessive or marginal awareness, then 

that reference constitutes a structural feature of the phenomenal field of conscious-

ness, part of a framework that is likely to determine or influence all other aspects of 

experience” (Gallagher 2005: 2)

At the Experience-based Designing Centre at the University of Southern Denmark, 

researchers support or ‘prime’ their under¬standing of a particular life-world by ‘em-

bodying’ an experience that belongs to that life-world. Essentially they approach this 

as a design task where they need to design a ‘way-into’ the experience they wish to 

understand. This

is not always achievable to the highest degree, but the point is to come as close as 

These two sides of everyday experience are fundamental to our understanding of the 

life-world9 in which we live. Of course in a modern world our experiences are continu-

ously shaped by and in the process of shaping10 many of the things around us – our 

apartment, our workplaces, our relationships with others. We realise that our experi-

ences within these parts of our life-world are also always mediated by the ‘things’11 

we interact with, but in this discussion of experience we would like to focus on the 

phenomenal experience we have naturally. 

Of course we must acknowledge that our experiences are never really separated from 

the contextual (product, services and systems) world in which we live. We use the term 

naturally here to refer to understanding an experience in as un-mediated a way as pos-

sible – that is, to observe or understand what the experience is like when it first occurs 

and particularly when a researcher is not influencing it by their presence. What we are 

trying to get at in terms of a natural experience in the life-world is to understand what 

it is like when we are not there trying to study or control it in any way. This is a very dif-

ficult thing to do but there are ways in which we can approach this problem that help 

to mediate the impact of the researcher as ‘observer’. 

In terms of close observation, “the human science researcher tries to enter the life-

world of the persons whose experiences are relevant study material for his or her 

research project. The best way to enter a person’s life-world is to participate in it.” (Van 

Manen 1997: 69)

Embodied Experience – Embodying Experience - Embodiment and Intersubjectivity 

As the eminent researchers above have already indicated; in order to deeply under-

9	  The term ‘life-world’ is often used in Phenomenology and the human sciences to refer to the 
everyday world in which a person lives and experiences life phenomenally. This term assumes the primary role 
that each person’s phenomenal (ontological) view plays in shaping their world and how they understand it. Life-
world refers to the actual experienced world of a person corresponding to that person’s intentional awareness” 
(Willis 2001: 4)

10	  There is a wealth of material on the socio-technical relationship – how things shape us and how we 
in turn shape things. See e.g. the Actor Network Theory (ANT). Seminal authors in this field include Bruno Latour 
and Donna Harraway.

11	  Latour 2004: on the differences between objects and things – primarily the involvement of people 
with an object making it a thing
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Conclusion

Our intention in this chapter was to add some logical clarity to an otherwise muddied 

discourse on the way that human experience is understood and referred to in many 

design circles. For those who are new to the field we have provided a starting point 

for understanding what experience really is at a fairly basic level, in an effort to correct 

some of the many misconceptions and misdirection that has crept into the experience 

design landscape in recent years. We also hope we have presented aspects of experi-

ence in such a way as to have some unifying effect on what students of experience at 

many levels might relate to.

Our experiences are a powerful and important part of everyday life and if designers can 

understand them well and utilise that understanding properly, we will add consider-

able meaning and value to peoples everyday life-worlds. The key to this understanding 

is the fundamental phenomenal property of experience – the way we all experience life 

differently. Valuing and holding onto this aspect of experience poses considerable chal-

lenges to a design world which is so often predicated on standardised offerings. How 

do we begin to work with something that is so individual and unique (particular) as to 

be the very opposite to general (universal)? The parts and whole conundrum (such as 

an experience and our ontological view) can be seen in almost everything we do but 

this does not diminish the fact that it is a fundamental question for our humanness. We 

need to address it and not deal with it by increasing our abstraction from it.

The fundamental aspects of human experience that we have described in this chapter, 

Understanding an experience; understanding the wonder and limitations of our recol-

lections of our experiences; the near impossibility of understanding the complexity 

but necessity of our cumulative experience; the harmonising qualities of authenticity 

and inauthenticity and the significant but somewhat mysterious power of embodied 

experience are only initial steps – lead to an inescapable conclusion. We need to do 

much more work that will help us to understand how to understand experience as an 

essential part of the meaning we make in life and then to use this knowledge to benefit 

and not just to prosper. 
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livered by global corporations require teams of collaborating experts in many different 

fields.

There are different fields of design focus: design of activities and services, design of 

material objects, design of physical environments, and design of communication. 

Industrial designers create products, and architects create buildings. But modern life is 

permeated by design, and this design saturation brings with it an interesting challenge: 

not only to design singular objects, services, systems and environments, but also to 

understand, imagine, connect and choreograph all of these different designs.

A plethora of related terms have come into circulation in the last three decades as part 

of this challenge, this consciousness and attention to design: human factors, ergonom-

ics, user experience design, user-centred design, interaction design, experience-driven 

design, experience-centred design, experience-based design, emotional design, 

empathic design. Typically the common thread is that design may be unified and 

improved by focusing upon the human component, however that is defined – human-

centred design.

An illustration of changes from the point of view of design is the evolution of the work 

of designer and theorist Donald Norman. His summary of human factors design, origi-

nally published under the title The Psychology of Everyday Things (1988) was, as the title 

partly suggests, an approach to industrial design rooted in cognitive science and be-

havioural psychology. The argument was that research and knowledge of how people 

interact with things was essential to good design. And Donald Norman’s book was full 

of examples of both bad and good design, with the difference lying in their psychology. 

By the time he wrote Emotional Design: Why we Love (or Hate) Everyday Things (2005), he 

had quite radically changed his views to emphasize that designers need to accommo-

date the sometimes irrational emotional relationships people have with objects in their 

everyday world. This perspective is included in the revised edition (2013) of The Design 

of Everyday Things, as The Psychology of Everyday Things was renamed, while he also no-

tably expands discussion to include the context of business, ethics, and the pragmatics 

of teamwork. Such human-centred design focuses on improving well-being, whether 

through the ergonomics of a chair or a user-friendly interface for a piece of medical 

technology. There is usually an ethical orientation, with innovation tied to improv-

ing people’s lives. With others, Norman outlines “design thinking” as the transferable 

process of innovation at the heart of all design – a process for imagining and realizing 

A Fuzzy Field: Design

While we generally use the term design in a rather loose way to refer to purpose, inten-

tion, significance and agency in making, it is certainly right to connect the emergence 

of the distinctively modern field of design with the growth from the eighteenth century 

of industrial manufacture associated with increasingly radical division of labour. Design 

became a process most often separate from manufacture – creating a plan or specifica-

tion for something, an artefact, system, service, or, now, an experience, and one that 

might even transform you.

While designers work with mass manufacturing processes in the industrial design of 

everyday objects, they have also always had to deal with quite intangible issues of taste 

and style, functionality and desirability, safety regulation and legality, and the emotion-

al impact of what they design. Immediately implicated are the structures and cultures 

of modernity, class, gender, ethnicity – horizontal and vertical distinctions at the core of 

individual and group identities in an everyday world that has come to revolve around 

manufactured goods. Market competition has thrown emphasis upon innovation – 

developing products that offer something new or different.

Then there are the different and sometimes competing design philosophies that have 

come to drive much design – notoriously, of course, modernist design where form is 

supposed to follow function.

Since the 1960s four factors have contributed to a growing consciousness and empha-

sis upon design:

· The growth of the service economy, and not in just tourism and entertainment, but 

involving a broad business focus upon customer satisfaction;

· Information technology that has come to deal with complex interactions between 

people and increasingly intelligent machines and that require attention to human fac-

tors of use, function, and cognition;

· Investment in design research, training and education, accompanying a rationalization 

and formalization of design practice; and

· The expansion of design beyond the simple studio – complex goods and services de-
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szentmihalyi calls “various play-forms”: rock-climbing, chess, dance and playing ball, for 

example. Flow experiences are characterized by complete absorption in an activity and 

a transcendence of ego-boundaries. The concept of flow has an inherent orientation 

towards the experiencing subject, but flow experience is not a purely mental phenom-

enon. Central to flow experience is the merger of action and awareness.

Interestingly, the picture does not become much clearer when one looks at the sectors 

of “the experience economy”. These include tourism, art and culture, entertainment and 

leisure, lotteries and gambling, design, image and branding, and ICT-based experi-

ences; the most mentioned businesses are hotels, restaurants, travel agencies, TV 

companies, amusement parks, museums, and producers of smart phones and applica-

tions (Sundbo & Sørensen 2013: 10). Pine and Gilmore connect all these and more with 

the proposition that experience is performative, that designing for experience is like 

staging, involving set, props, scripts – scenography and dramaturgy. This is a powerful 

notion firmly rooted in social and cultural theory.

The global design consultancy IDEO is explicitly concerned with promoting human-

centred design. One of its founders, Bill Moggridge, produced two extensive treatments 

of design involving many interviews with designers: Designing Interactions (2007) and 

Designing Media (2010). While not explicitly concerned with the design of experience, 

it is clear that experience is a key concept at the heart of this contemporary design 

work. Rather than offer definitions, Bill explores design thinking, process and pragmat-

ics – how designers go about their work of designing experiences that reach beyond 

the artefact. His close colleague David Kelley certainly describes his work as that of 

designing experiences.

In spite of such treatments, our opinion is that for the design world experience is some-

thing that remains fuzzy, indeterminate. Experience may be conceived to have mental 

and physiological features and may involve absorption and the engaged merger of 

action and awareness. But there is no clear definition, and there is no clearly marked 

sector or business.

What, then, might be the character and value of Experience Design?

Transcending Singular Fields

Perhaps a central value of a field of Experience Design might lie exactly in its dispersed 

positive change that can be applied to anything.

With a much broader view beyond design, Joseph Pine and James Gilmore in their 

book The Experience Economy (1999) captured changes in business in the developed 

economies of the west that took off in the 1990s – a shift to offering not just services 

to consumers, but experiences. If a service business charges for activities you perform, 

an experience business charges for the feelings customers get by engaging it, while 

a transformation business charges for the benefit customers (or “guests”) receive by 

spending time there.

A Fuzzy Concept: Experience

What then might experience designers create? Experience designers design for experi-

ence, obviously. But other fields of design would probably also say the same. Might 

there be something in Experience Design that makes it distinctive, either through the 

concept of experience, or in its particular design practice? Or perhaps it is simply the 

case that all design is experience design, in which case might we improve the concep-

tion of design and its practice through reflection upon the concept of (human) experi-

ence?

References to experience may be found in various design fields. Shedroff’s Experi-

ence Design 1 (2001), for example, primarily covers the design of digital interfaces. 

Klingmann’s Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy (2007) and Schmitt’s 

Experiential Marketing: How to get Customers to Sense, Feel, Think, Act, and Relate to 

your Company and Brands (1999) are inspired by Pine and Gilmore’s advice about the 

experience economy. Generally however, and as pointed out both in this volume and 

in earlier work (Sundbo and Sørensen 2013; Sundbo and Darmer 2008), no commonly 

accepted and authoritative definition of experience exists. 

In Handbook on the Experience Economy editors Sundbo and Sørensen suggest a defini-

tion that stresses experience is a mental phenomenon (2013: 2). They also note that 

some authors highlight that experience is triggered by sensory stimuli; that internal 

mental processes have a physiological basis (Jantzen 2013). Sundbo and Sørensen 

furthermore point to the concept of flow, developed by the psychologist Csikszentmi-

halyi (1991), as being one of the more precise attempts at defining experience, albeit of 

a particular kind. Flow is the experience one gets while being immersed in an activity. 

Flow covers the self-reported experiences people have while engaged in what Csik-



5352

Designing Experience Experience as Excursion: 

The experience of a museum exhibition, for example, is not an experience of a singular 

design. The visit consists of a service encounter, an engagement with the architecture 

of the building, the design of the exhibition, the specific designs of each exhibit, as well 

as the influence exerted by signs, folders, portable media, fellow visitors, preconcep-

tions and expectations, even personal memories and dispositions.

Experience Design should allow researchers and designers to cross boundaries and 

inquire into such interrelations, negotiations and entanglements between various 

elements. The central relevance of Experience Design is its potential sensitivity to the 

complex combinations of heterogeneous elements which are at play in practices and 

situations of use. Experience Design may thus act as umbrella term for a number of 

design approaches that take point of departure in actual situations of use – and are 

‘human-centred’.

Experience Design analytically makes it possible to follow experience as it emerges 

in relations between heterogeneous elements. The relevance of Experience Design as 

umbrella term and a central focus in contemporary design work and research is exactly 

that it crosses boundaries between design disciplines. Instead of taking the singular 

logic of one design as point of departure, the potential starting point in Experience De-

sign should be what science and technology scholar Jaap Jelsma calls “use logic” (2006): 

the complexities which emerge in situations and practices where multiple designs 

interrelate.

Putting experience centre stage and exploring how it is enacted in various kinds of 

situations in complex physical environments and with the participation of various 

elements makes it possible to build sensitivity to all of the relations and combinations 

which otherwise may be located in peripheral, unfitted junctions.

But how exactly can this be done?

A central idea in Experience Design is that it is important to pay close attention to situ-

ations of use. Experience Design is site specific. It is necessary to understand the people 

and the situations for whom designers design. Designers need to understand, imagine 

and fulfil human needs and desires. This implies building empathy, watching what 

people do and how they interact with things, environments and each other; engaging, 

ethnographically, for example, with real world users in real world situations. Experience 

character and in its variegated and situated capabilities. An interesting potential of 

Experience Design lies in the ability to transcend singular design fields. Experience De-

sign as research and as practice can travel: Experience Design may help draw forward 

the interrelations and complex combinations that emerge when people engage with 

multiple designs in complex physical environments and manifold social constellations. 

Experience Design analytically should make it possible to follow experience as a phe-

nomenon which is enacted in relations between heterogeneous elements, for example 

in human interactions with a place, modes of transportation, mobile mediation as 

well as the potential influence exerted by, say, a pair of high-heeled shoes. All of these 

singular designs contribute to and shape experience.

As we have said, life in modern, economically developed countries is saturated by 

design. We live in designed environments, are surrounded by design objects, and in 

many situations have our attention, capacity and movement negotiated by design. As 

design and material culture scholar Ben Highmore points out, paraphrasing Herbert 

Simon, we live in artificial worlds; design is everywhere (Highmore 2008: 3). This makes 

it a central challenge for design research and practice to be able to conceptualize and 

choreograph the ongoing experience of combinations of designs.

In the words of IDEO chief executive Tim Brown:

“As more of our basic needs are met, we increasingly expect sophisticated experi-

ences that are emotionally satisfying and meaningful. These experiences will not be 

simple products. They will be complex combinations of products, services, spaces 

and information.” (Brown 2009: 8).

Experiences emerge in the intertwinement of varieties of objects, interactions, spaces 

and information. People seldom interact with just one thing in one tidy and orderly 

situation. On the contrary, people interact with multiple things at the same time, 

in shifting environments and in various social constellations. So, as pointed out by 

Brown, this poses challenges that experience be designed as complex combinations of 

objects, services, spaces and information. The pertinence of performance as a model of 

Experience Design is very clear here: with staging as the coordination of actors, props, 

scenery in dynamic, kinetic association, and intimately associated with location and 

audience.
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In practice, in actual experience, however, these component parts are quite difficult to 

keep separate.

“The distinctions among the three levels of experience are theoretical; in daily 

product experiences the layers are closely intertwined and they may influence each 

other.” (Desmet, Hekkert and Schifferstein 2011: 5)

Sense, emotion and cognition are intertwined – and not only with each other, but also 

with the rest of the world. As pointed out by Desmet, Hekkert and Schifferstein, the 

purpose of analytically breaking down experience is to help designers think about 

experience: the concepts of sense, cognition and emotion are “prostheses for think-

ing”. These propositions, that in actual experience sense, emotion and cognition are 

intertwined and that the purpose of analytical concepts is to support thinking, are an 

invitation to account for experience in a different manner.

Yet, breaking down experience into constituent components can overlook the entan-

glements and shifting flows of movement and attention which also constitute experi-

ence. It may seem helpful to break experience down into constituent components such 

as sense, cognition and emotion, but the key question is how helpful such reductionist 

analytical acts are in understanding and designing experiences of complex combina-

tions of objects, services, spaces and information. 

We suggest that an alternative to understanding experience is to unfold it as fluidity. 

Experience is well conceived as shifting entanglements and engagements, as vectors of 

movement. This honours that Experience Design, if we wish to so designate a field, may 

be interesting exactly for its ability to follow engagements and entanglements across 

different spatial, object, and digital relations, and over time. 

Nomadic Metaphysics

Here, with more time and space, we would explore that long and rich philosophical 

tradition of Phenomenology – the study of structures of consciousness as experienced 

from the first-person point of view.

Instead we offer a particular perspective. In contemporary social and cultural thought 

the examination of the fixed has been displaced by an interest in exploring the fluidities 

emerges from and is enacted in these situations. This much is covered in what has been 

formally parsed as design thinking, such as is taught by one of us at Stanford d.school, 

the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design. This is a pragmatic approach to the challenge. 

Let us however also consider quite how we might conceive experience in relation to 

the interconnectedness of the everyday.

Designing for Experience as Think-Sense-Feel

One way of attempting to design for experience is to focus on thinking, sensing and 

feeling. With point of departure in product design and working from the basic prem-

ise that all products are for users and that a good way to think about these users is by 

focusing on experience, Experience Design scholars Desmet, Hekkert and Schifferstein, 

argue that experience-driven design can be used for all sorts of design: “from the 

design of floating wheel chairs to the design of mobile car parks” (2011). Traditionally 

in product design, and as we have just indicated, the user-product relation has been 

understood in terms of the physical and cognitive abilities of the user (which encom-

passes physical capability, i.e. ergonomics, as well as sensory perception, i.e. aesthet-

ics), and cognition (which is an orientation towards the mind as information processor, 

as well as towards meaning making). Now these foci have been supplemented with 

emotions; thinking of the user-product relation also as an emotional relationship. 

The central feature here is that design aims at experience through three processes: 

cognition, sensory perception, and emotion. A similar orientation towards sensory and 

emotional aspects is found in ‘beyond cognitivism’ approaches to be found in interac-

tion design and digital user experience design, as well as in architecture (Klingmann 

2007). According to McDonagh, Hekkert, van Erp, and Gyi (2004), thinking of the user as 

an emotional being, as well as body and mind, calls for experience-driven design strate-

gies and methods.

Understanding experience as sense, emotion, and cognition may well be useful in 

design processes. Dissolving experience into physiological, emotional, and cognitive 

dimensions provides a take on what experience is, and thus also provides potential 

points of focus in efforts to design for experience. Desmet, Hekkert and Schifferstein, 

for example, suggest that thinking of experience in this way is useful in design activity, 

reflection and evaluation:

“The value of making the distinction is that it enables us to evaluate experiential 

impact from multiple angles.” (Desmet, Hekkert and Schifferstein 2011: 5) 
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ated choreography of engagement.

Experience as Excursion

In his book Les Cinq Sens (1985/2008) Michel Serres develops what he calls “a philoso-

phy of mingled bodies.” He argues that a central feature of sensory perception is direc-

tion, orientation. Sense is movement, wandering, visiting. Consciousness and body are 

on conjoint excursion (1985/2008: 236ff). To experience is to go somewhere, move to 

something (and from something else). To sense is to wander, to move from one location 

to another, from one object, one intersection, one place of meeting to another.

Movement, meeting, intersection and exchange are central in Serres’ writing. A lucid ex-

ample is found where Serres lets the sense of touch “play ball” with consciousness. Try 

it: take your finger and put it to your mouth. Use your finger to press slightly on your 

lips. In that moment your lips are an object to the touch of your finger. Now remove 

your finger from your lips, and instead – kiss your finger. Your finger is now an object to 

the kiss of your lips, and consciousness has moved.

 

Consciousness resides in the contact between the finger and the lips – and it may 

move. When the finger touches the lips, consciousness resides in the finger, the lips 

are the object for touch. When the lips kiss the finger, the finger becomes object for 

the kiss. What is central here is not the location of consciousness, but the “playing ball”. 

Consciousness flares around. It does not reside in one particular location. Conscious-

ness is on excursion (Serres 1985/2008: 22f; Connor 2008: 5). In sensory perception 

body and consciousness intertwine.

Serres describes sensory perception as point of exchange and extension. This has con-

sequences for how sense and experience are defined. Sensory perception is no longer 

located in the realm of the physicality of the body, while experience is the amalgam 

of physicality, cognition and emotion. Experience is a mobile convulsion of energies – 

sense, body, mediation, consciousness, and world. Experience is on the move. Experi-

ence is a nomad.

In the example where consciousness and body play ball, the human body and con-

sciousness is in exchange with itself. But it is central in Serres’ philosophy that sense is 

not limited to the human body. In the example where sense plays ball with what is con-

sciousness and what is object, sense is the intersection between body and conscious-

of the world. A paradigmatic orientation towards mobility, process and fluidity is seen 

across various disciplines: in sociology, in Urry’s call for “a sociology beyond societies”; 

in anthropology as studies of culture and identity, as fixed and rooted phenomena are 

replaced by studies of routes where identities are negotiated and performed through 

travel; in culture studies where lived experiences of exiles, migrants and refugees 

show the need for nomadic thought in order to make sense; in geography where the 

permanence and stability of place, territory and landscape are challenged, and instead, 

as suggested by Thrift (1994), theorized as “stages of intensity” – as traces of move-

ment, speed and circulation; and in architecture, in Tschumi’s vision of architecture as a 

“movement of vectors”.

This paradigmatic re-orientation implies working with and from the ontological, indeed 

Herakleitean position that reality is always in dynamic change: fluid, in process, on the 

move. Tumult, whirl, confusion, clamour and hubbub all precede tidiness, alignment, 

composition, symmetry, pattern and structure. Stability emerges against a background 

of process, change, movement. Instead of change being perceived as something which 

passes over substance and stability, the relation between change and stability are 

reversed. Order exists against a background of disorder. This stands in opposition to the 

belief that reality consists of permanent substances. Cresswell outlines that this para-

digm and its nomadic metaphysics offer a radical break from what he calls “sedentarist 

metaphysics” – approaches which work with and from “the incessant desire to divide 

the world up into clearly bounded […] units” (2006: 26). 

A Nomadic Ontology and Account of Experience

Focusing on flux and flow, kinetics and dynamics makes it possible to account for 

experience as ongoing processes of becoming. In a world on the move, experience has 

to be conceptualized also as being on the move. This links up with our experiment with 

accounting for experience as fleeting and shifting entanglements and engagements. 

The articulations – concepts – of nomadic metaphysics, which we relate to Experience 

Design, are marked by two central, philosophical influences. Explicitly there is Michel 

Serres’ philosophy of mingled bodies, which is introduced with the purpose of translo-

cating experience from foundation to flow. Implicitly, in the background, sneaking in 

terms without references, is the rhizomatic thinking of Gilles Deleuze. Serres’ philoso-

phy of mediation and multiplicity (Svabo 2010) and Deleuze’s related approach (see 

Shanks 1992 for an early exploration) support thinking about experience in terms of 

flow, rhythm and movement, and seeing Experience Design as an ongoing and negoti-
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being directed towards something, but it is also distraction, the flickering gaze, moving 

on. Sense is the continuously moving intersection between body and consciousness, 

between human and world.

Experience as Ongoing Engagement

With inspiration from Serres’ philosophy of mingled bodies, experience may be ac-

counted for in a manner where nomadic and voyaging features are highlighted, and 

where experience is explored through terms such as intersection, kneading, friction, 

interference and exchange. In this account experience is the moving intersection of 

sense, consciousness, body and world. Experience is ongoing engagement. This ac-

count challenges us to understand experience as a verb in movement, rather than as a 

noun sitting still.

It furthermore follows from this that experience has rhythm, patterns, temporality and 

spacing. It includes pauses, breaks. Experience is not smooth, frictionless, always, all 

of the time. Experience is also (being) subjected to kneading, turbulence, disruption, 

distraction. There is friction in experience. Experience is the kneading of orders.

Nomadic Design

It is a central challenge for design research and practice to be able to conceptualize and 

orchestrate the experiences of combinations of designs and their ongoing reconfigura-

tion (Brown 2009: 8; Ehn; Simonsen et al). One way of doing this is to approach experi-

ence from the fluidities of such a nomadic metaphysics, where experience is multiple, 

continuously negotiated and on the move (Crang and Thrift 2000: 19), and where 

design is an arrangement and ongoing assembling activity (Highmore 2008: 4) that 

takes place in an active field of engagements and entanglements where established 

combinations themselves may combine (Highmore 2008: 3). When experience is given 

account as voyaging engagement, nomadic convulsions of energies, Experience Design 

becomes an effort to choreograph forces, engagements and energies: to manage, 

manoeuvre or direct the interrelations and combinations of heterogeneous elements 

and to stage patterns of interference. This implies envisioning patterns of (inter)action 

and providing rhythmic possibilities for engagement. Experience Design becomes a 

situational choreography of heterogeneous forces.

Using this approach in design implies developing imagination and sensitivity towards 

shifting patterns in the interrelations between heterogeneous elements. These inter-

ness, but the senses mediate also between the world and the I (Serres interchangeably 

uses consciousness, soul and I). “I mix with the world which mixes with me” (Serres 

1985/2008: 13). Sense is both the location where consciousness and body mixes with 

itself, and where it mixes with the world. Sense is the mingling of body, consciousness 

and world (Serres 1985/2008: 26).

Sense does not belong to the body. Sense belongs to the-body-and-the-world. Sense 

is mediator, intermediary, point of exchange and extension. This implies that sense is 

dispersed. Sense may be extended into an object; the point of connection between the 

person and the world may be located outside of the body, in an object, a tool, a vehicle. 

It is the fusion and intertwinement, the propagation and distribution which Serres’ 

stresses. “The hand is no longer a hand when it has taken hold of the hammer, it is the 

hammer itself, it is no longer a hammer, it flies transparent, between the hammer and 

the nail, it disappears and dissolves, my own hand has long since taken flight in writing. 

The hand and thought, like one’s tongue, disappear in their determinations.” (Serres 

1982/1995: 30)

“So what is a hand? It is not an organ, it is a faculty, a capacity for doing, for becom-

ing claw or paw, weapon or compendium”(ibid: 34). 

The flowing together in action is stressed by Serres. This applies to an act such as ham-

mering, but it also applies to thought, for thinking. Again it is the fusion and intertwine-

ment that is stressed. “When I think this object, that subject, there is no doubt that I am 

this subject, that object, if I truly think them; when I think a given concept, I am entirely 

this concept, when I think tree, I am the tree, when I think river, I am the river, when I 

think number, I am through and through from head to toe, number. That is the unques-

tionable experience of thinking.” (Serres 1982/1995: 30).

With Serres we here see sensory perception as prosthetic, and distributed. Human, tool, 

thought, body flow together. They are fused in activity. Be this thinking or hammering. 

Or driving an automobile. World, sense, body and I are mingled, intertwined in activity. 

But this unison is temporary. And this is important, for sense wanders. Sensory percep-

tion holds the capability of being directed at something – to be fused in activity, (which 

is very much like what Csikszentmihalyi (1991) describes as ‘flow experience’), but 

above all, sensing is visiting (Serres 1985/2008: 304ff): Being on the move, in continu-

ous propagation, incessant dispersion and excursion, coming and going. It is the act of 
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experience is the moving intersection of sense, consciousness, body and world. This 

nomadic approach is an invitation to experiment with new metaphors for experience. 

(Metaphor, in fact, means ‘transport’.)

What happens if we think of and design for experience as movement, passageway, 

excursion and transportation? Walk, hop, skip, jump and dance.

relations can be explored as patterns of interference and engagement, as connection 

and disconnection, an ongoing making and breaking of relations. Experience Design 

is a gathering of engagements and distractions where various elements intersect and 

negotiate.

A Metaphysics for Design Pragmatics

This nomadic and fluid metaphysics (see also Harman 2005 and Bogost 2012) is com-

pletely suited to design thinking, the shorthand term for the pragmatics of a transfera-

ble creative design process (Moggridge 2007, 2010; IDEO 2011, Brown 2009; Kelley and 

Kelley 2013; Norman 2013). Indeed, we have portrayed what we construe as Experience 

Design as a manifestation of such design thinking.

Thrown in media res, the designer makes no attempt to wipe the slate clean and start 

afresh, but attends to the flow of experience, aiming to become mindful of need and 

desire in the complex, inter-folded flux of bodies, intentions, artefacts, identities, mean-

ings, in the heterogeneous and ever local assemblages that constitute the human con-

dition. Collaborative empathic understanding accompanies constant research forays to 

ascertain and then try out solutions to design problems that remain always provisional 

in interminably iterative cycles of question, discovery, trial and return to the design 

challenge, whatever it may be.

Attention to this metaphysics opens up new avenues of design research and practice 

because it sharpens focus on the character of human experience, offering significant 

elaboration of the notion of the human in human-centred design, beyond the cognitive 

and behavioural, beyond think-sense-feel.

Conclusion

Experiences emerge in the intertwinement of a variety of objects, interactions, spaces 

and information. Experience Design can act as an umbrella term for a number of design 

approaches which target complexities and heterogeneity in situations of use. Experi-

ence Design can allow researchers and designers to cross boundaries and inquire into 

interrelations, negotiations and entanglements. One way of attempting to design for 

experience is to focus on thinking, sensing and feeling, but in actual experience these 

elements are intertwined. For this reason, a nomadic approach, as found in Serres’ 

philosophy of the five senses is entirely appropriate – with its accent on the mingled, 

mediated and propagating character of sensory engagement. In such an account 
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direct feedback loop between experience, design and making is interrupted. 

Users (operators, inhabitants, customers, … direct or indirect) are pro-actively and 

differently stimulated by a complex range of intrinsic and extrinsic characteristics. In 

this regard Crilly, Maier and Clarkson (2008: 18) write: “consumers approach artefacts 

with their own motivations, experiences and expectations, and therefore artefacts 

will be interpreted in different ways by different people in different contexts.” Experi-

ence is shaped by particularities, inherent to each individual: personality, moods and 

background; cultural values and beliefs; skills and capabilities; motivation and expecta-

tions (linked to previous experiences and memory) as well as the physical, social and 

economic context (Desmet and Hekkert 2007). Law et al. (2009) share this viewpoint 

and show, through a 275 participants survey, that researchers and designers from 25 

different countries are indeed aware of the highly dynamic, context-dependent and 

subjective nature of User Experiences (or UX), similar observations being certainly valid 

in the field of Experience Design as well.

Though research has been conducted on tools and techniques that help gaining 

insights about users’ needs, there is currently indeed no single “best practice” for 

determining how designers should employ these various tools. Olsen and Welo (2011) 

did compare four of the most popular methods and discovered that web based survey, 

and to some extent interview, do not provide much more than “surface information”, 

whereas workshops and observations provide more deep and complete informa-

tion, but are also more difficult to deal with for practitioners. Oelhberg, Roschuni and 

Agonino (2011) formalised a list of tools helping designers to capture, reflect and share 

information about users, but did not provide a clear explanation about why those tools 

ought to be used.

Besides tools and techniques (and maybe even more fundamentally), timing, type and 

quantity of information that should be collected about end-users also remain open-

ended questions. Depending on the viewpoint, time spent on early phases design, 

where more than 70% of the final costs are being defined (Ehrlenspiel 1995) and where 

considerations for experiences traditionally unfold, is either considered as beneficial, or 

entirely in contrary as detrimental.

On the one hand, some consider that time and research volume granted to preliminary 

design constitute the safety net that guarantees incubation processes, more informed 

Designing ‘for’ experiences, taking into account end-users, their explicit and tacit needs, 

devoting time to empathic understanding, dealing with emotions and senses are topics 

currently fostering interests and populating debates. Methodologies such as ‘Design 

Thinking’ or ‘Creative Problem Solving’ (considered by some as likely to become com-

pany cultures) extensively prone human-centred design approaches in product design 

(Brown, 2008). Likewise fields such as service design, marketing and even management 

more and more take inspiration from human and social sciences to develop new ways 

to deal with contemporary challenges (Olsen and Welo 2011).

In the meantime, one has to admit that little is known theoretically and empirically 

speaking about the context in which such approaches can ideally unfold: contradictory 

statements frequently flourish in the specialized press and few fundamental researches 

bring light on those assertions. While von Hippel, Thomke and Sonnack for instance 

underlines how users (seen as innovators) heavily impacted 3M world-wide success 

(1999), Steve Jobs has been reported saying that there was no market research done 

at Apple (Morris 2008). There are thus tremendous opportunities for research in the 

area of designing for experience. This chapter will more specifically focus on one of 

its aspects, sometimes even picked out as one of its shortcomings: the time it takes to 

gain better understanding of end-users1 in order to properly design possible real-time 

experience for them.

State of the Art

In traditional societies, where human-made objects were conceived, made, and used 

by the same person (Jones 1970), the experience of using the object could be fed back 

directly into its design and making. The industrial revolution, however, introduced a 

separation between the designer (the person who conceives an object), the maker (the 

person who produces it), and the user (the person who experiences it). As a result, the 

1	  According to Wilkie (2010), the term ‘user’ (or, by extension, ‘end-user’) finds its origins in cognitive 
sciences where it was used as a rhetorical object to distinguish the addressee from the term ‘operator’, often 
used inside the human factors and ergonomic discourse. While the term has been widely impoverished during 
Modernism, it now regains a collective meaning translating different approaches to needs and requirements. 
The term ‘user’ opens again towards the ‘experience’ in a more broad sense of the word (Redström 2006) and 
will be used in that sense in this chapter, in reference to anyone getting in contact with an artefact, consciously 
or unconsciously. Seen as an overall term, it will thus also translate the fact that the user, the inhabitant, the 
customer, … is most of the time nothing else than an assemblage of partial models of thoughts – a mix between 
what the designers know about other people, what they believe, what their future interests in the people are 
and how those interests evolve through time.
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· How the experimental protocols, their inherent limitations and artificialities, do shape 

the designers’ involvement in the process of designing for an end-user’s experience.

The next section will present how, methodologically speaking, we defined protocols to 

gain insights about these concerns.

Methodology and Data Treatment

This chapter is built on the comparison of four distinct settings, including three experi-

mental settings building up their protocol on a real-life design project.

This real-life setting, nurturing the whole research process and offering us the op-

portunity to work with a coherent and valid design brief, consisted of a six weeks 

ethnographic observation of professional designers, conducted within one design 

firm (i.e. developing critical and socially embedded understanding of experiences and 

phenomena through close exploration of several types of data, such as active note tak-

ing, audio-video recordings, open but targeted interviews, etc.; see Ingold 2008). Three 

designers (two experienced professionals, one intern) were busy with answering a com-

petition call when our research team first contacted them. They welcomed us as well 

as two of our cameras to their office. We were permitted to access all visual documents 

related to their project (the ones they received as design brief, the ones they looked at 

for inspiration, and the ones they themselves generated), discuss their ongoing activi-

ties, and follow the design process step by step to the final stage of printing the file for 

submission.

All along the six weeks several dozens of documents (sketches, CAD printouts, refer-

ence material, technical sheets etc.) were systematically scanned and inventoried, 

and around twenty-four hours of video were recorded, from which a little more than 

six hours were selected for this analysis. They constitute records of design meetings 

happening in presence of an intern freshly admitted to the team, new to the world of 

design as well as to the project. Very curious and asking a lot of questions, he pushed 

the other two designers to verbalize a lot about their decisions (past and present) and 

he solicited explanations about how the design process had unfold until his arrival. 

Both lead designers, being naturally inclined to include him as fast as possible in the 

design process in order to make him an efficient team-member, were observed provid-

ing much richer and more detailed explanations during those conversations than dur-

and creative outcomes, sound critical distance towards some prescriptive (and some-

times inadequate) desires, and even serendipity. Arguments supporting this approach 

can be found in the area of research on design tools. Yang, for instance, found statisti-

cally significant, positive correlations between the time students spent on “design” (in-

cluding the research, ideation and sketching phases) and the final grade they received 

for their project (2005). Acuna and Sosa (2010) also suggest that a higher investment on 

sketching and model-making time tends to be linked to more original solutions. More 

specific insights about designing for user experiences, in this regard, are more sparse.

In other research, user-centred approaches are indeed rather considered as “too time 

consuming” (Cain 2005; Postma, Zwartkruis-Pelgrim, Daemen and Du 2012). This view-

point is nowadays shared by a growing number of practitioners, that operate under the 

assumption that spending time in a ‘wrong’ way will lead to decreased efficiency and 

poor use of precious design resources during this critical phase. In terms of pure user-

centric research, Lai, Honda and Yang showed that quantity of interactions with users 

and time spent with them were not necessarily linked with better design outcomes 

(2010). Quality of the information gained, however, could contribute to richer under-

standing and validate design directions. In another study, teams that generated the 

most design information, notably in terms of potential end-user groups, did not have 

a better design outcome (Elsen, Häggman, Honda and Yang 2012). Moreover, even if 

results were not strongly statistically significant, the overall trend suggested that the 

smaller the number of user groups generated (and, consequently, the faster and the 

stronger the focus), the better the overall ranking of the teams. 

Globally speaking, considering the current state of the art about Experience Design and 

how it unfolds, it seems that at best designers can try to design ‘for’ an experience, that 

is building a context that could (possibly) favourably lead to some kind of experience. 

When and how they should inform themselves about users’ needs in order to fulfil this 

goal, however, is still unclear.

Research Questions

In view of these sometimes conflicting viewpoints, we frame two research questions:

· How ‘time-framing’ the design process possibly filters (positively or negatively) the 

awareness designers have about end-users (their explicit, tacit needs; their experi-

ences);
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minutes. This ‘45 min’ subject was a Master student in mechanical engineering with ad-

ditional background in art and design. He drew and annotated nine distinct ideas (in 37 

drawings) on 15 sheets of paper, using exclusively a black sharpie.

The last experimental setting was intentionally designed quite differently. We asked an-

other Master student (with similar background in mechanical engineering and product 

design2) to start from the same design brief but this time to use the brainstorming tech-

nique (Osborn 1963) during a 20 minutes ideation session around the specific notion 

of users’ needs and expectations. Equipped with sticky-notes and sharpies, this ‘20 min’ 

subject was told to write down as many users’ needs he could think of when confronted 

with this brief. He would stick his notes to the wall, take a few steps back to look at it 

and reflect, while thinking aloud.

All three experimental settings were video-recorded and every document safely regis-

tered. The subsequent analysis was based on the entire corpus of data, and conducted 

along an iteratively defined grid. Variables for analysis were eventually fixed as follows:

· Qualitative description of the user: in what terms are the designers referring to the 

different types of users ? Do they describe profiles, abilities, anthropomorphic informa-

tion, responsibilities, tasks etc?;

· Usage scenario: are the designers simply listing users and their qualities, or are they 

envisioning them in action, in movement, in interaction ? Do users follow explicit goals? 

This projected ‘role-playing’ of users in action is, following Darses and Wolff, one of the 

designers’ most important mental representations about users (2006);

· User experience: are the designers envisioning users having certain types of experi-

ences ? Here Medway’s work on experience analysis was used to structure the possible 

experiences in four main levels (see Luck and McDonnell 2006), namely Functional or 

Structural Perception (perception of objective elements of the artefact); Perceptual 

Awareness (second levels’ attributes that can be perceived, such as light, sound, heavi-

2	  The three subjects who took part to the experimental settings were chosen for their similar back-
grounds in engineering and design (all three majoring from Massachusetts Institute of Technology). Among 
other possible participants, they were chosen because of their trusted abilities to answer a design brief of such 
nature, their willingness to sketch and their voluntary interest in taking part in such experiments.

ing our interviews, therefore justifying our selection of sequences.

The design project per se was about designing public furniture for a National Lottery, 

that would be displayed inside various outlets (libraries, gas stations, supermarkets 

etc.). This furniture, called the ‘game area’, had to enable gamblers to play, fill-in or 

scratch lottery tickets in total confidentiality. The brief stated it should integrate a tablet 

to fill-in tickets (slightly tilted for use as a writing desk only; no other objects should be 

able to be left standing on it); a pen attached to a chain, and its pen holder; a trash bin 

to collect the useless lottery tickets (minimum opening to avoid throwing anything else 

than useless tickets); place to exhibit blank lottery tickets (with their specific sizes), and 

place to display lottery results and advertising campaigns. Each ‘game area’ ought to be 

designed for individual use only, but several of them might be connected in a modular 

way to fit each outlet’s needs. The game area should eventually attract attention and be 

immediately associated with the national lottery in question, which aspires to create for 

itself a modern, fresh and dynamic identity.

Submitted designs would be evaluated for market visibility (50%); design (25%); modu-

larity and ergonomics (25%), and the 15 pages design brief designers received would 

be their sole contact with the project holder.

The three other experimental settings were built on a simplified version of this design 

brief, a one page brief close to the summary presented above (the original brief enclos-

ing various technical files, superfluous and unfit to more time-constrained experimen-

tal settings). 

The first experimental setting was a 180 minutes design session during which a de-

signer was asked to sketch and write down anything that could, from his point of view, 

answer the brief. This young designer (with limited professional experience but a strong 

background in graphic and product design) was also asked to use the think aloud 

method (van Someren, Barnard and Sandberg 1994) during the whole design process. 

This designer, that we will refer to as the ‘180 min’ subject, drew and annotated 25 

distinct ideas (in 106 drawings) on 44 sheets of paper, using mainly plain and coloured 

pencils.

The second experimental setting was built on a similar protocol (including thinking 

aloud), except that this time another designer was asked to complete the task in 45 
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20 min Brainstorming 45 min Setting 180 min Setting Real-Life Setting

· Maintenance person

· Overall project holder 

(the national lottery)

· Maintenance person

· People with limited 

mobility

· ‘Gamblers’ (in the wide 

sense of the term)

· People with limited 

mobility

· Sales-person (not the 

owner), interacting with 

and manipulating the 

game area

· Maintenance person

· Overall project holder 

(the national lottery)

· ‘Gamblers’

· Sales-person

· Passer-by (pedes-

trian or inside a car), not 

entering the outlet but 

looking inside

· Manufacturer

· User at risk (in potential 

hazardous situations 

related to falling objects, 

sharp objects, lack of 

hygiene, ...)

Tab. 1 – Types of end-users considered respectively inside each of the four settings, on top of the four general profiles 
systematically referred to.

Table 1 summarizes all additional users considered inside each of the four settings. 

Interestingly, the real-life designers came up with many more different profiles, but not 

with all of them (compared to the other experimental settings, where users with limited 

mobility were for instance considered).

Figure 1 shows side by side, for each of the four settings, the total number of occurrenc-

es3 where end-users were referred to and the total duration (in minutes), either of the 

experimental settings or of the real-life setting (that is in total 364 minutes of meetings 

selected for analysis). The curve illustrates the ratio ‘total number of occurrences/total 

duration’.

3	  One occurrence was defined each time designers explicitly talked about end-users, or referred to 
them indirectly when saying “here you would put your arm like that on the tablet”. Quick follow-ups of several 
occurrences came up from time to time: in those cases, occurrences were defined for each different type of user 
executing different type of tasks (or experiencing different facets of the artefact).

ness etc.); Phenomenological Experience (such as feelings, experiencing an atmosphere 

etc.) and Symbolic Meaning (ideas evocation or reference to mystery, memory, cultural 

symbol etc.).

Starting from there, basic counting of occurrences was performed to reach exploratory 

quantitative results, while qualitative analysis of natural verbatim (during the real-life 

setting) or artificially stimulated think-aloud (during the three others experiments) 

provided additional support to illustrate any phenomena.

Results

Because none of the designers had access to real end-users during their design process 

(the ‘real-life’ designers simply looked at a few pictures of various outlets), they all heav-

ily relied on introspection and previous experiences (as a designer, a user or a gambler). 

While the ‘20 min’ subject was explicitly asked to use the brainstorming technique, we 

observed that other so-called creative methodologies were naturally  conveyed by 

other participants, such as analogies and forced-connections (or using metaphors to 

create new ideas).

In terms of types of users envisioned during the design process, we distinguished 

eleven profiles. Four of them were consistently referred to, whatever the design setting: 

· The ‘game area’ user, interacting consciously and directly with the furniture to fill-in or 

scratch a lottery ticket. The designers would further attribute this client with varying 

scenarios (different body morphology, social situations, props etc.);

· The visitor of venue in general, potentially interested by the outlet, the game area and 

the lottery tickets, potentially impacted and attracted by the branding, but not initially 

entering the outlet with this purpose in mind;

· The ‘lambda’ user, present at the venue with no projected intention towards the brand, 

but somehow able to interact with the game area user (by looking at what is being 

done, by being indiscreet etc.);

· The outlet owner, operating the game area on behalf of the national lottery and ex-

pecting extra outcomes from its display.
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Interestingly, designers from the real-life situation never drew any user references. They 

rather merely referred verbally to end-users, and even took measures of their own bod-

ies to make sure each part of the game area would be ergonomically fitted (but didn’t 

draw them out).

Figure 2 looks at how users are referred to in terms of scenario and experiences in abso-

lute number of occurrences, while Figure 3 refers to the same variables but in number 

of occurrences per minute (to see whether intensity of generating insights evolves with 

total duration). Both figures show that, when it comes to listing users, to simply describ-

ing them or asking questions about their characteristics, both short settings (20 and 

45 min.) display similar number of occurrences or frequencies. ‘Users in action’ seem 

to foster high interest from the ‘180 min’ participant (Fig. 2), and yet we see that this 

approach in fact creates, in terms of frequency, similarly important interest inside the 

three first settings (except for the real-life situation).

Looking more specifically now at users experiencing something, one can observe that:

· Functional and structural levels are important, relatively, for both 20 min and real-life 

settings. In the first case, it can certainly be explained by the nature of those experi-

ences, the most accessible and easy to think of in a limited amount of time. In the 

second case, we suggest that the competitive, realistic and constructive context creates 

more propensity to think of tangible solutions (in terms of human relations to shapes, 

Fig. 1 – Total number of occurrences, total duration in minutes and curve of proportional ratio.

Interestingly, the 20 min brainstorming participant was significantly more prolific in 

terms of generating insights about end-users (proportionally to the duration of his 

session) than the three others settings. This can be explained, partially at least, by 

the fact that this participant was explicitly requested to develop as many insights as 

possible, whereas the other participants were not specifically told about our interest 

in end-users. The 20 min participant later explained that he constantly had to refrain 

from designing solutions, images popping-up constantly into his mind. Respecting the 

protocol, he did not draw them out, but referred a lot to the design prompt and made 

a lot of analogies to personal experiences. His work was overall highly structured as he 

organized his sticky notes on the wall: in ‘columns’ of different users, with their respec-

tive characteristics and needs.

The 180 min design setting reaches the same number of occurrences as the real-life 

session, but in just around half the time. This participant also ideated a lot by using a 

wide variety of analogies (to a restaurant, to IKEA, to a forest, to an amusement park 

etc.) and also reached a wider panel of situations than the 20 min or 45 min designers 

(for instance in terms of impact of advertisement, attractiveness etc.). Interestingly, 

compared to the real-life setting, he is the participant suggesting the more eccentric 

physical positions for the end-user using the game area (not only standing or sitting in 

front of it, as suggested by anyone else, but also lying inside something, lying in a ham-

mock, walking on a bridge like ‘Indiana Jones’ etc.).

As for the real-life setting, it is interesting to notice that the designers made 67 refer-

ences to end-users (exactly the same as the 180 min setting), but that these references 

were partly of quite different nature. Both expert designers especially, knowing very 

well the complete version of the design brief, made much more reference to the project 

holder (the national lottery), as they were obviously under real competition pressure. 

Experiences also reach a higher level of detail: “the tablet should be covered with a 

spotty, smooth surface so pens will leave less marks and it will be considered as less 

dirty by the users”; similarly, “footrest should be painted grey so footsteps’ dirt will be 

less visible for users”, or, later, “we could cover the tablet with colourful decor, including 

figures so people could get inspired to fill-in their lottery tickets”. Projected users also 

were considered in more hazardous situations: “We should make sure the edges of the 

steel sheet are not to sharp so people don’t cut themselves”; later on “what could hap-

pen if someone stumbled on the footrest? Could the whole structure fall over?” Etc.
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the game area) could have a sense that someone was already using the furniture, but 

without perceiving too much of what was happening inside (sense of discretion).

Methodologically speaking, the ‘180 min’ participant, even if familiar with the think 

aloud procedure, had to admit being exhausted after the design session. He asked for 

two pauses and started repeating himself quite a lot the more time passed.

Fig. 2 – Absolute number of occurrences for each type of reference and each setting.

Fig. 3 – Number of occurrences per minute for each type of reference and each setting.

materials, structures);

· Perceptual awareness is also regularly referred to, especially during the 20 min and 45 

min settings;

· Interestingly, ‘higher level’ experiences such as phenomenological experiences or 

reference to symbolic meanings respectively decrease in frequency for longer sessions. 

The ‘180 min’ participant nevertheless refers a lot to symbols (as much, in absolute oc-

currences, as the real-life setting), which can be explained by his tendency to exten-

sively rely on analogies as idea-generator method.

Eventually comparing the number of ‘experience levels’ conjointly referred to when 

looking at a single situation, real-life setting creates the more rich, complex and intri-

cate stories with four conjoint levels inside a single occurrence. At one point, design-

ers indeed discussed about every type of outlet that could welcome such game areas 

(library, gas station etc.) and observed that most of these spaces were really messy and 

full of products to sale (cigarettes, magazines, snacks etc.). They compared these sale 

points to more minimalist, simple outlets fully dedicated to one product (for instance 

an Apple store, or a mobile company) and realized that “we will never be able to reach 

such a level of attraction and formal simplicity… too much mess in there to really at-

tract people in some kind of serenity”. In a handful of seconds, the designers in this way 

referred to functional perception (users seeing several objects side by side), to percep-

tual awareness (users perceiving some messy density), to phenomenological experi-

ence (feeling less at ease, less welcomed) and symbolic meaning (evocation of buying, 

emergence of consumerist desires).

‘180 min’ participant, similarly, was able to produce very brief but rich references to 

several levels (up to three). When designing some hanging device for instance, he said: 

“this would be like a sheet, hanging from the ceiling like some kind of ghost… and you 

would go in there”.

‘20 min’ and ‘45 min’ participants reached maximum two conjoint levels of experiences, 

but sometimes thought of aspects otherwise dismissed by other designers. The brain-

storming participant, for instance, talked about “how people should locate updates 

about the jackpot to be tempted to play more” (functional awareness; symbolic mean-

ing), while the ‘45 min’ participant’s main concern was how external users (not using 
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we would suggest to pursue investigation on how techniques such as brainstorming, 

analogies or ‘forced connections’ (seen as mediums for ‘disciplined creativity’) could 

constitute some powerful tools to quickly reach prolific, structured insights about end-

users (their types, behaviours, goals and experiences). In a second time, then, opting 

for more reflective approaches to designing experiences (seen as a global mind-set 

rather than some additional constraints you have to check-out with at some point), and 

provided that they are appropriately applied on a longer perspective, could provide 

designers with more detailed, informed and qualitative insights.

Insights on end-users, even if not yet universally acknowledged inside companies and 

institutions (because related to too playful, too ambiguous methods, not predictable 

enough or even just incompatible with compartmentalized R & D departments), nev-

ertheless constitute crucial assets for the whole Experience Design process and design 

outcomes. One should now focus on ways to develop more agile tools to support such 

human-centred research and design.
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Discussion

As a short debrief of these results, several points of attention may be summarized. 

Firstly, short brainstormings specifically oriented towards end-users, in the context of 

plausible design briefs, seem to constitute valuable methods to gain insights about 

users’ experiences and behaviours. We should yet underline that too time-constrained 

settings as well as prevention to sketch (even quickly) might impede a complete per-

ception of users’ variabilities. People with limited mobility were for instance completely 

missed out by the ‘20 min’ participant – as well as, remarkably, by the real-life design-

ers. Structuring sticky notes on a wall and taking a few steps back to reflect on those 

nevertheless helped the participant to reach a prolific, structured and non-repetitive 

panorama of end-users’ insights.

On the other end of the continuum, longer design sessions (180 minutes and more) 

contribute to a richer, wider perspective on end-users, nurtured with go and forth 

moves between reflection, ideation and representation. If the ‘180 min’ participant 

reached as many occurrences as the real-life designers, but in less time, we have yet to 

acknowledge that real-life designers had a more detailed, reality-focused vision of ex-

periences. Potential end-users were put into more varied situations (some of them haz-

ardous) and could be less proximal in their relationship with the designed artefact (for 

instance, some passer-by looking through a shop-window and discovering the game 

area). More time therefore seems to generate a more intricate set of scenarios, conjoint-

ly including more ‘levels of experience’. Analogies and similar strategies to reach more 

symbolic meanings, such as the forced connection method, were demonstrated by the 

‘180 min’ participant as other possible strategies to come to more ‘eccentric’, ‘out-of-the-

box’ end-users’ models.

Front-to-front with brainstormings and other tools for ‘disciplined creativity’, designers 

should most of all be aware that each strategy has different types of insights to offer, 

and that a combination of several of those techniques and approaches certainly is more 

advisable than a one-way of doing things.

Conclusion

Even if we have to treat those results with caution (as they are issued from limited sam-

ple, and certainly have been impacted by expertise levels, ‘personal’ style in designing 

or even previous, personal experiences designers might have in relation to gambling), 
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are discriminated against because they have not experienced or have little experience 

with technologies that were never designed for them. 

This chapter will draw on empirical evidence (Leung 2011; Leung and Finney Lamb 2010; 

Leung, Finney Lamb and Emrys 2009) to illustrate the kinds of technological experiences 

that are assumed and privileged, in such as way as to marginalise the experiential differ-

ences of minorities and exclude them from vital services that are intended to be acces-

sible to all. 

Not All Experiences are Equal

The notion of Experience Design suggests an intended experiential outcome on behalf 

of the designer for the end user. Much of the Experience Design or User Experience 

(UX) literature focuses on this intention (rather than the unintentional) and on instigat-

ing change. 

Shedroff (2001: 4) describes good Experience Design as a process of seduction, which 

involves enticement and then engagement before conclusion (Khaslavsky and Shedroff 

1999). Similarly, Forlizzi and Battarbee define it as follows: 

“An experience has a beginning and an end, and often inspires behavioral changes 

in the experiencer.” (Forlizzi and Battarbee 2004: 263)

Norman agrees that designers can appeal to users’ wants and desires through emotion, 

arguing that emotional responses can be designed accordingly to induce particular 

reactions. Positive affect can be produced by particular attributes (Norman 2004). 

Furthermore, experiences and objects can be designed with built-in ‘affordances’, such 

that users are more predisposed to certain experiential outcomes than others. For ex-

ample, a door knob generally affords twisting rather than pushing or pulling (Norman 

2002: xii)). Fogg (2003) talks about the ways in which technology can be designed to 

‘persuade’ users into particular courses of action. 

These affordances and persuasions can be seen in online experiences too. When com-

paring Facebook with LinkedIn, for example, we can see that they function in similar 

ways as networking sites. However, LinkedIn is intended as a professional networking 

site while Facebook affords a more informal, social networking experience. 

This chapter attempts to interrogate the crux of Experience Design, that is, whether 

experiences can be designed, when the outcomes can be so diverse and subjective. In 

particular, the consequences and inequalities that can arise when such experiences are 

mediated by technology will be examined. 

Experience Design is inherently exclusive. Much of the industry and practitioner-

oriented User Experience literature is concerned with user-centredness and designer 

awareness of who they are designing for, as much as who they are not designing for 

(Leung 2008). Therefore, some experiences are designed with the intention of not to 

being experienced by specific users or groups. This is evident in fields that are well-

practised in Experience Design such as fashion. Women’s fashion is not designed for 

men. Designer fashion is not intended for all women. 

The mediation of experiences compounds this exclusivity by requiring not only the 

availability of technologies that enable those experiences, but also access to the skills 

and knowledge to use them. In Wyatt et al (2001), I argued that while technology can 

enable, it can also create inequities. Furthermore, these qualities are not inherent in any 

particular technology, but rather a product of how such technologies are designed. This 

line of thinking can also be applied to the field of Experience Design. 

Firstly, as a discipline, the field of Experience Design also demonstrates a similar kind of 

Utopianism in that it is premised upon fixing problems and providing solutions that will 

deliver idealised scenarios. Secondly, Experience Design is explicit about exclusiveness 

as part of its practice of not designing for everyone. 

It follows then that experiences are inevitably unequal. What are the unintended con-

sequences when the design of experiences is not inclusive? How can this be reconciled 

with principles of accessibility? What happens when excluded user groups engage in 

experiences that were never meant for them? 

Most recently, my research has been concerned with refugees and their use of technol-

ogy. As a group, they are critically affected by forced migration and displacement. They 

are a group of users who are characterized by their mobility, yet they are not consid-

ered a target market for mobile phone use or indeed any technologies which might 

assist in sustaining connections with displaced family and friends. As a result, their 

access to such technologies is inequitable and their technical literacies variable. They 
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cars, people with vision impairments would normally be excluded from the target user 

group. This makes the experience of driving a car exclusive to those without vision 

impairments. 

This process of targeting particular users while excluding others makes experiences 

inaccessible to those who have been excluded. While those experiences might be read-

ily available, they often pose difficulties of access for people who are not part of the 

target group. Cars are readily available, but the experience of driving one is designed to 

be inaccessible to those with vision impairments. Furthermore, cars are designed to be 

inaccessible to others outside of target user groups, such as children and those without 

drivers’ licences. The point here is that availability does not equate to accessibility. 

Something may be available in abundance, but the way it has been designed and for 

whom it has been designed, may render it inaccessible. 

Web pages are a case in point. The internet is saturated with web pages. However, for 

those who do not read well, these pages are largely inaccessible. Similarly, they are in-

accessible to those who do not know how to use a computer or the internet. The World 

Wide Web Consortium’s (W3C) Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) has made attempts to 

improve accessibility through its Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). Critics 

acknowledge that the guidelines help to make web experiences more accessible to 

those with physical disabilities, that is, those with motor or sensory impairments who 

require tools other than a mouse or keyboard to use the internet. Unfortunately, the 

guidelines do less to accommodate those who do not read well (which may include 

those with learning disabilities, or people from non-English backgrounds), or new or 

novice users of the internet. Accessibility depends on the degree of inclusiveness in the 

design: increasing accessibility necessitates considering more target user groups. 

The design of experiences always assumes a certain level of audience literacy. Literacy, 

in this sense, is taken to mean knowledge and understanding of how to participate in 

that experience. Inclusive design can lower the literacy threshold required to partici-

pate in an experience, thereby making it more accessible. If web designers included in 

their target audiences those who could not read well, firstly, the web would look very 

different; and secondly, it would be more accessible to those for whom English is a 

second language, and/or those with learning difficulties. However, it still requires users 

to be able to navigate those pages with an internet-enabled device. In other words, an 

experience can be designed to be as inclusive as possible, but is still dependent on us-

Therefore, experiential inequality exists insofar as designers explicitly attempt to 

make interventions that privilege intended outcomes over the unintended ones. Such 

in-equalities are also extended to the particular kinds of users that designers seek to 

target. 

Discriminating Users

The practice of user-centred design (UCD) is about designing with targeted users in 

mind and ignoring other users. As Kuniavsky (2003: 129) argues, defining an audience 

too broadly is not defining it at all. The antithesis of the ‘everything for everyone’ ap-

proach, it requires the designer to focus on targeted users to the exclusion of others. 

UCD cuts across a range of design and other disciplines. This is acknowledged in exhibi-

tion design, which Dernie (2006: 13) argues, is now explicitly audience-focused. In 

business, the Pareto principle states that 80% of sales come from 20% of clients. In both 

cases, UCD advocates knowing those key audience members / clients and designing 

with them in mind. 

The practice of developing user profiles is precisely about personifying your target 

user, and solidifying an image of them. The persona is an archetype of a single person. 

Cooper (2004) is in favour of ‘narrowing the design target’:

“The broader a target you aim for, the more certainty you have of missing the bull’s-

eye. If you want to achieve a product-satisfaction level of 50%, you cannot do it by 

making a large population 50% happy with your product. You can only accomplish 

it by singling out 50% of the people and striving to make them 100% happy. It goes 

further than that. You can create an even bigger success by targeting 10% of your 

market and working to make them 100% ecstatic.”

Therefore, UCD promotes the discrimination of users as part of its practice, that is, de-

lineating between audience groups and then including or excluding them accordingly. 

Deliberate Exclusion

Exclusion is part and parcel of the design of experiences. While this is not done with 

malice, it does mean that inequality is built into the process of experiential design, 

unless it is explicitly intended as inclusive or universal design. Some experiences are 

not intended to be had by particular groups of people. For example, in the design of 
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to such technologies. The use of mobile devices by young people has particularly been 

well documented (see Katz & Aakhus 2002; Wilska 2003; Leena et al 2005; Buckingham 

2008). Yet the benefits of mobile phones to refugees, who are defined by their mobility, 

has hardy been explored. 

In every respect, refugees are unintended users of ICTs, and so experiences with this 

technology have not been designed for them. My research investigates the unintended 

outcomes when refugees come into contact with ICTs. What might designers learn 

about refugees’ exclusion from ICTs and their ‘undesigned’ interactions with them? 

Drawing from over 100 interviews and surveys with refugees, the following empirical 

evidence was collected from 2007 to 2010 across an Australian pilot study and subse-

quent funded research project. The data has been anonymised and consolidated into 

an online database at http://trr.digimatter.com that is possibly the most comprehen-

sive, publicly available collection of user research on refugees’ experiences of technol-

ogy. 

Exclusion by Lack of Availability

Participants from African countries of origin highlighted the lack of telecommunica-

tions infrastructure that meant communication over distances was limited to physically 

visiting people or using more rudimentary, analogue technologies such as hand-deliv-

ered letters. 

“People like me I was living without those electronics… The way that I communicate 

with my people in Sudan is through going to where the people is, because it was 

very hard there to communicate with the people… the population of the country 90 

per cent living without technology use.” A27, Sudan

“… it was a little bit difficult because we used to communicate by writing letters 

and then we have to possibly give it to someone to send it to communicate with 

the family… So sometime if there’s anyone going who you trust to take the letter 

directly to your person or your family, you can send the letter easily, you could still 

send sort of letters in couple of days depending on who would take the letter.” A7, 

Sudan

“Just letter. That time, just not too much mobile phone. When I want to write a letter 

ers’ literacies (such as those pertaining to technology and language) to be experienced. 

The variations in audience’s skills and knowledge thus make experiences uneven. 

Therefore, the design of experiences is inevitably unequal in that it: 

· Discriminates between intended and unintended experiences;

· Privileges targeted users over other users; 

· Does not make them inclusive or accessible just because they are available; and

· Relies on user literacy to participate in such experiences. 

Refugees as Excluded Users

My research has investigated the unevenness of technology experiences with us-

ers who are largely overlooked by technology designers. In particular, I have focused 

on refugees, who I have defined broadly as those that have been subject to forced 

migration and displacement from countries of origin due to conflict, persecution and/

or natural disaster. This includes refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced persons 

(IDPs), stateless persons and others of concern, which the United Nations High Com-

missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated in 2010 to be over 43 million worldwide. 

Refugees can be considered minority users or excluded users of technology for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, they often (but not always) originate from countries where 

the availability of information and communication technologies (ICTs) is limited, either 

because of lack of technical infrastructure, or any existing infrastructure has been 

damaged or heavily controlled due to war and political instability. Secondly, when 

refugees are compelled to flee their countries of origin, their lack of experience with 

ICTs mean they often have difficulty accessing those technologies even when they are 

readily available in intermediate or transit countries. Thirdly, during their displacement, 

refugees lack stable income and employment opportunities, so ICTs fall outside their 

realm of affordability. Therefore, refugees are excluded from ICT use through lack of 

availability, technical literacies which make ICTs more accessible, and financial capacity 

to afford such technologies. 

When specific technologies are studied, such as internet or mobile phone use, avail-

ability and access are assumed to be un-problematic (Preece 1998; Abdul-Rahman & 

Hailes 2000; Kadende-Kaiser 2000; Henderson & Gilding 2004). In other words, the use 

of technologies has mostly been studied with those who are advantaged in their access 
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technical infrastructure and development, but had been deliberately designed by 

governments: 

“… it’s hard to contact from Burma… you don’t have [open] communication… 

when we write a letter the postmen [were not] working well… We have several 

[times we lost] our letter.” I2, Burma

“… we don’t have [mobile phone]. Also we don’t have phone line. Just we communi-

cate with, when we saw some people who came from our state and they will write 

a letter… Probably just one or two times every year… just we can tell we miss you 

and we want to see you, just like that. Because also we are afraid of the government. 

Yeah, we cannot tell anywhere about our situation or what’s happened to us. Just 

only we miss you or we stay there, or something like that.” I6, Burma

“… as you know Burma is a very poor country. You can’t use the telephone, internet 

if you are not the member of the government. If you are not rich you can’t use at all 

because very expensive. Only people who, they work for the government, is a mem-

ber of government and if they are related to the government.” I12, Burma

“I even didn’t write a letter to them because I felt that it wasn’t safe for them.” Mr E, 

Burma (pilot study)

“I still feel very scared if I talk to my parents on the phone.” Ms D, China (pilot study)

“No mobile. It was not permitted to anybody to have a mobile phone when Saddam 

was the president.” M8, Iraq

“Only – I can remember – the people that use communication is walkie-talkie. Yeah, 

the military. Yes, I can remember that one. The police and the soldiers they use the 

walkie-talkie. They are the only means of communication at that time.” A18, Sierra 

Leone

While for many refugees, experience of ICTs was rare due to limited or lack of avail-

ability, technologies are also associated with power and privilege. Ruling bodies have 

successfully associated ICTs with fear, such that refugees are wary of them. 

I just call my friend who knew how to write, to write for me.” A11, Togo

	

“Well, at that time we never have anything like a cellphone… Through letter, mail 

letter, write, send it by someone to take it to the person.” A10, Liberia

“If we want to communicate with each other, if you go to my family place, I just say 

to you what I want to say to my family. You just – I talk to you and then you just go 

to them… no calling, we used the letter… For old people they don’t even use the 

letter because they don’t know how to write and read. So they just send a message 

through me and then I go there… Once a month. Two times a month, something 

like that.” A33, Ethiopia

The absence of widespread availability of ICTs led to two things. The first is that par-

ticipants had to design their own communication experiences without the use of ICTs. 

The second is the creation of privilege around communication technologies because of 

their scarcity. 

“But you see late 90s to 2000, it become more easier because we have access to use 

maybe home phone especially in the Khartoum area… But back at Southern Sudan 

– maybe because there was no home phones we just use when our parents or our 

family members are in the office, we use the office telephone actually. Like we use 

our own phone in Khartoum but there (Southern Sudan) we have to make sure that 

it is working hours so we can communicate with them during – what do you call it – 

in their working hours… From 2005 the mobiles were so spread out so everyone has 

mobile, it become more easier to communicate. It was anyone in all parts of Sudan.” 

A7, Sudan

	

“Landlines phones were only in offices. Some people had mobile phones.” A3, Sudan

	

“Yeah, we have the home phone. But mobile is, at that time, is very rare just for a 

work place… like airlines or telecommunication or government they use it.” A34, 

Ethiopia

	

The lack of availability of ICTs was not just experienced by refugees from African 

countries of origin, but was also common to refugees from other parts of the world. 

However, it was evident that such lack of availability was more than a product of poor 
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“Satellite telephone was also there but it was expensive and then unless you feel 

something burning, this is why you can go spend your money – it cost was expen-

sive to use the satellite connection.” A7, Sudan

“… my grandparents stay in Burma… They have to come a long way to the city 

and they have to pay for – they have to pay (approximately AUD$5) per minute in 

Burma… just to receive the phone call.” I3, Burma

“Well, phone was really expensive. The only way you get a phone is they have some-

one overseas who send you money to get a phone. If we get a phone we have to buy 

a chip. The chip, too, costs money, we have to buy the phone you buy the chip. If you 

want to recharge you have to go to the booth and pay your money for like if you 

need a credit or $10 credit you pay and they will send the credit to you, they don’t 

give you like a version number to put in. You only pay the money and they send the 

credit to your phone… We have a mobile but we didn’t use it much… Then say we 

have money, we will buy credit. That’s what we do when we use it.” A10, Ghana

“They contact us, yeah… Because in camp we didn’t have enough money to contact 

them… Yeah, it was too expensive to contact in the other country.” I4, Thailand

“So because I’m refugee and we have hard life in refugee camp, so I have to look for 

my daughter for food and to education stuff because if you have money, yeah, you 

can have mobile.” A37, Kenya

In addition to the geographical barriers to ICT access, refugees also experience financial 

barriers. Even if these are overcome, there are educational barriers to be addressed, that 

is, the lack of ICT familiarity and technical literacies inherited from countries of origin. 

Exclusion by Lack of Literacy

Assuming that a refugee might be in a location where ICTs are available and accessible, 

and they have the money to pay for them, how do they go about using them if they 

have never had any experience of this? Respondents indicated that they would have to 

pay others to make a phone call for them, or write and send an email, as some were not 

literate and could not use computers. 

“At that time actually emails were available but I could not have access to the email 

Exclusion by Lack of Accessibility 

The minimal and negative experiences of ICTs that refugees have in their countries 

of origin are brought with them when they are forced to migrate. When refugees are 

displaced to intermediate countries which have greater availability of ICTs at their dis-

posal, there are still many obstacles to accessing and using them. Apart from the fear of 

using such technologies, those in refugee camps were often in geographically isolated 

locations, so the range of technologies that could be experienced was limited, and their 

reliability inconsistent. 

“When I was in refugee camp, we are using radio – hand held radio. There is radio in 

the refugee camp in Somalia.” A25, Somalia

“Sometimes you know you have to write a letter. Because sometimes in the country 

no (mobile) network, because we are living in the city.” A41, Liberia

“What I can tell you because the camp I was is in Kenya. You cannot contact people 

in the camp because there’s nobody in the camp. There’s no telephone in the camp 

so you just – it’s like, isolated, so there’s nothing in the camp… There seemed there’s 

not [much] of technology… No mobile phones… You go to the city, so you just 

come to Nairobi contact your foreign wire, so you just stop there. You’d pay money.” 

A19, Kenya

“… in our village, we didn’t have anything – just only camera really… Not ours, just 

my friend… we didn’t have any electricity as well.” I5, Thailand

Refugees would often have to travel from their camps to urban areas to access a greater 

range of ICTs. However, this is only overcoming the physical barriers to access. 

Exclusion by Lack of Affordability

Finances also pose a barrier to technology acces,s and given that refugees, while 

displaced, have few opportunities for stable employment and income generation, the 

affordability of ICTs is a key issue. 

“Yes, there were mobile access. It was a bit expensive, so mostly we meet.” A30, 

Sudan
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What this suggests is that the literacy threshold for ICT participation is too high for refu-

gees to negotiate alone, and that they require the assistance of family and friends. It is 

also apparent that the design of these technological experiences has not been inclusive 

enough in considering the needs of refugees and similarly marginalised groups. 

	

Conclusion

There is an important role for designers to play in minimizing experiential inequality. 

This can only happen with awareness and understanding of neglected groups such as 

refugees, who are so often overlooked in the design of ICT services despite the enor-

mous benefits that access can potentially provide to them. 

Although it is commonplace within Experience Design to discriminate between users, 

this practice should be applied to better understand experiential differences with a 

view to inclusion, rather than to ignore groups of users altogether. It is in the process of 

excluding that inequalities arise, while conversely, the design of inclusive experiences 

explicitly attempts to address access barriers and lower thresholds to participation. 

In order for refugees to become targeted users of ICTs, the design of accessible, robust, 

reliable, low-cost or free technology products and services is needed. Not only must 

physical and economic barriers be overcome, but educational ones as well. That is, tech-

nological experiences must be designed to be as inclusive and universal as possible to 

accommodate the lack of ICT familiarity and technical literacies refugees have inherited 

from their countries of origin. 

because by that time it was not that easy to even own a computer. Although the 

internet café they start coming out in say mid 90s where you can go and pay your 

money. Then I can remember sending an email to the UK, I wrote my email and 

then I take it to the post office and then they went and forwarded the email… So 

I remember like taking my message and then taking it to them so that they could 

type the email and then send it.” A7, Sudan

“When I was in Congo, some of my relatives went to Canada. When they reached 

there, they sent us an email address, and then they gave us their mobile number. 

Then from their mobile number we could contact them. We go to the internet cafe. It 

was costly. And it’s only someone who’s educated can… use the email.” A38, Congo

 “In Thailand because we live in the refugee camp so we don’t know how to use the 

phone.” I4, Thailand

“… when we use, the owner press for us, just [we show] the numbers and they press 

for us… operate everything.” I6, Thailand

“I don’t have (phone) because I use some money – I pay for other people ring.”A37, 

Kenya

“First you must ring the company then they say a PIN number in English. In English 

I couldn’t understand. After this, when you press the hash key, you just start dialling 

your phone number. That time I knew how to use the phone card. Before, I didn’t 

know the phone card. In Iran, I didn’t know the phone card, but I used public phone, 

I used phone. I had to listen very carefully because I couldn’t understand English at 

that time.” Ms Y (on using an international calling card), Iran (pilot study)

Refugees reported having to use third parties to help them overcome (language and 

technical) literacy barriers to ICT access. 

 “They used to sell mobile phones. So they have to teach you how to use it. That’s 

how we learned this… they will teach you free. A friend who has knowledge will 

also teach you how to do it. How to open it, how to put a SIM card inside, how to 

load all these kind of things… I saw it from my friends.” A30, Kenya
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Most people use physical domestic objects, such as kettles, toasters, tables, sofas, every 

day without any second thought. We are used to having these objects around. We may 

think of them when the time comes to replace them, but we don’t usually look into the 

finer details of our interactions with these objects; they come to be part of the back-

ground. However, these are object we interact with on a daily basis, and they allow us 

not only to fulfil practical tasks, such as toasting bread or boiling water, but also to say 

something about ourselves through our choices. These objects, partially because of 

their ubiquity, start to form part of our identity and of our personal narratives.

“We have, each of us, a life-story, an inner narrative – whose continuity, whose 

sense, is our lives. It might be said that each of us constructs and lives, a ‘narrative’, 

and that this narrative is us, our identities.” (Sacks 1998).

I’m interested in analysing our first interaction experiences with these mundane 

objects, the stage before the interaction becomes automatic; then to see how this can 

influence the way in which this personal narrative around the object is formed, and 

what role these objects might have in the construction of this narrative. The project 

analyses two aspects in parallel: interactions with objects, and the narrative structures 

of fiction film examples. Following this analysis the aim is to create methods that can 

apply the findings from this comparison to generate designed objects, which “direct” 

narrative product experiences.

The idea that experiences are described, remembered and recounted as stories, so 

much so that it is almost impossible to talk about an experience or an interaction 

without “telling a story”, has been explored in psychology as well as in design literature 

(Bruner 1991; Dewey 2005; Forlizzi 1997; Hassenzahl 2010; Löwgren 2009).

The field of narrative theory has also been expanding its remit from analysing literary 

text to looking at a wider scope of interpretation of narrative. The term “narrative” has 

been used for a wider variety of mediums, from video games to immersive interactive 

environments. Real life experiences, or the recounting or remembering of these experi-

ences, have also been described as having narrative qualities (Abbott 2008; Bal 2002; 

Young and Saver 2001). 

The concept of narrativity is important in this shift, as it moves the question from 

whether an experience is or is not a narrative to whether an experience possesses narra-

tivity; this is intended as a quality, “being able to inspire a narrative response” (Ryan 

2005). In addition, narrativity can be seen as a scalar quality, so an event or an experi-

ence can be seen as “more or less prototypically story-like”, possessing more or less 

narrativity (Herman 2004). 

Narrativity

The concept of narrativity lends itself to be adopted by designers because of its adapt-

ability. If we look at an interaction with an object in narrative terms, we are looking at 

a sequence of events which present more or less opportunities for being told as an 

interesting, engaging, and memorable story. 

When looking at a single interaction with an electric kettle, this could be analysed in 

terms of micro-events: the user might look at the kettle first, then lift the kettle, open 

the top, fill it with water, close the top, replace the kettle on the base, switch the kettle 

on, wait for it to boil, hear the sound of the boiling water or the click of the switch or 

see the steam coming out the top, and then turn the kettle off, pour the water out, and 

Fig. 1 – Micro-events in the interaction with a kettle
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replace the kettle on the base (Fig. 1). 

Each of these can be seen as a micro-event within the object interaction, and these 

micro-events could be manipulated, or directed in a story-like fashion by the designer. 

In a similar way to a film director, the designer could play with

· The exact qualities of the micro-events, for example does a whistle alert us to the 

water boiling? What pitch? 

· The way in which these are sequenced, for example a light might get progressively 

more red as the water gets hotter, or a red light might just turn on when the water 

boils.

· The meanings formed by interpreting these events, for example a whistle as a scream 

of distress as opposed to a whistle as an efficient call to attention. 

In these ways the designer could influence the meaning that the user will attribute to 

the story of the interaction.  

These micro-events could be looked at according to Desmet and Hekkert’s Framework 

of Product Experience (2007), and the variations in the micro-events could be: 

· On the level of an aesthetic experience, for example the impression we might get from 

the colours or textures of the object;

· On the level of experience of meaning, for example the interpretation we might give 

to culturally relevant details; or

· On the level of emotional experience, for example looking at how the micro-events 

make us feel. 

These three levels are obviously connected and influence each other throughout the 

product experience; aesthetic elements will contribute to our creation of meaning 

around the object, the meaning we form will inform our emotional experience, and so 

on. 

This study proposes an additional level of experience, the narrative experience of an 

object. This narrative experience is influenced by all three levels described by Desmet 

and Hekkert, and in turn helps to structure or organise our cognitive processes in rela-

tion to all three levels. The advantage of using narrative as a framework is that it would 

allow designers to apply different aspects of the product experience in a time-based 

way to design objects in order to direct a user’s experience through the micro-events of 

the object interaction. This could create a highly tellable interaction (Baroni 2013), and 

thus lead to a coherent story of use which has a high level of narrativity. 

Agency 

When we retell a story about an interaction with an object we often give the object 

human characteristics, such as a “stupid” automatic cash register in a supermarket, or 

the door lock that won’t behave and let you into your office. It is hard to separate these 

human-like characteristics from the story; they are part of how we interpret events or 

happenings within our experience, and part of how we understand and remember the 

interaction. 

In narrative terms the object’s perceived will amounts to agency. Agency is what 

distinguishes a “happening”, for example “it started to rain” from an “event” for example 

“I decided to open my umbrella” (Abbott 2008). In the first example the event recalled 

is classed as a happening because there is no agency or will that decides to make this 

happen, while the second event clearly is the result of a wilful decision. Alfred Gell 

(1998) analysed the idea of agency in relation to artefacts from an anthropological per-

spective, and concluded that artefacts possess agency when they allow events to hap-

pen “in their vicinity”. In Gell’s analysis, artefacts then acquire human-like characteristics 

when they are perceived as having influence on the course of events. We therefore 

tend to interpret, recall and retell interactions with particular artefacts as an interaction 

between two beings, because in this narrative both beings (user and artefact) possess 

some form of agency. 

Mieke Bal in her book Travelling Concepts in the Humanities (2002) goes one step further, 

using her background in narratology to develop a narrative theory of interpretation. 

She starts from questioning the typical art-historical focus on the artist’s intention 

when interpreting works of art; she then looks at the agency of the object and how the 

object itself communicates to the viewer, in ways in which the artist could not have 

predicted. This shifts the focus of our interpretation from the maker of the work of art 
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to the actual work of art and its agency. 

However from here Bal brings the argument one step further, from the maker, to the 

object, to the viewer, through the concept of narrativity. Bal focuses on the relationship 

between the viewer and the object, and how the “story” of viewing and interpreting the 

object is created in the viewer’s mind. This focuses the critique of works of art, and I am 

extending this to design, away from the artist’s intention, through the agency of the 

object, and to the relationship between the viewer and the object. This relationship is 

not predetermined but can only be fostered by the maker’s intention (Fig. 2).

The focus on the cognitive activity of the viewer or user implies a narrative, because 

this activity necessarily happens through time, through an experience of viewing. 

“Narrativity is here acknowledged as indispensable, not because all pictures tell 

a story in the ordinary sense of the word, but because the experience of viewing 

pictures is itself imbued with process.” (Bal 2002: 281). 

This leads to a central hypothesis for this project: that objects perceived as possessing 

agency may have more potential for narrativity. In addition, this model points to the 

idea that a narrative is always created in a user’s mind when interacting with an object, 

and this narrative is central to the way the user will interpret, remember and approach 

the object. 

 

Schemata

The idea that the process of story interpretation is an essential part of the activity of the 

viewer or user is central to constructivist conceptions of narrative. Bordwell in particular 

(1985), when talking about the activity of the film viewer, states that the main activity 

of the (narrative fiction) film viewer is that of creating hypotheses about the way the 

story will develop, and then validating these hypotheses when the story develops as 

expected or disproving these when there are surprising turns of plot. 

Bordwell explains that this process of story construction is possible because we already 

have some expectations about the way events develop in everyday life, but we also 

have expectations about the typical forms of stories, the typical forms of stories within 

particular genres of films and the typical roles that agents such as characters, props, etc. 

might play. This is explained in terms of schemata theory. 

Because in film schemata aid the viewer to reconstruct the story from the information 

presented on screen, and aid in the forming of hypotheses, the idea of schemata would 

be interesting to apply to the design of objects. Two of the schemata that Bordwell 

describes would be particularly valuable as a method of constructing narratives around 

object interactions. 

Prototype schemata allow us to identify agents such as characters, props and locales 

as contributing something to the story, for example a character with a gun might be 

perceived as criminal or as someone who could potentially perform a criminal act. 

These agents allow us to start making some hypotheses about the way in which they 

will behave, or in the case of objects or locales the way in which the characters might 

behave in their proximity, and then it is up to the filmmaker to either validate or invali-

date these hypotheses. 

Prototype schemata in film use the semiotic understanding of the audience to drop 

clues into the story, which may or may not lead in the right direction, but will nonethe-

less be understood by a “typical” (and culturally specific) member of the audience. In 

parallel, semiotic understanding is often used in design to give clues to users about 

usability and interpretation of objects; however there is a potential for the designer 

to “play” with the idea of hypothesis validation or non-validation, which could lead to 

designs that reveal themselves with time to be surprising (Grimaldi 2008, 2006).

Template schemata represent abstracted narrative structures that allow the viewer to 

slot information into the right sequence when reconstructing a story. So a story that is 

told in an order that is different from chronological can be understood in the correct 

Fig. 2 – Diagram of Bal’s theory of interpretation
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chronology because we have these template schemata to assist us in ‘filing’ the infor-

mation into the correct place. For example, a sequence of cause-and-effect, regardless 

of what order it is presented in the film, will have to be unravelled in the viewer’s mind 

in a more or less chronological order for the viewer to understand which event might 

be the cause and which might be the effect. Incidentally, stories which are told in a way 

that is close to these template schemata are easier to remember, and, regardless of 

what order the story was told in the original film, viewers will make the story conform 

more to the template schemata when retelling or recalling. 

Template schemata have to do with the understanding of the way time is organised 

within the film, and in a similar way could help in the understanding of time within 

the interaction experience, creating for example patterns of surprise and predictability 

within the experience, or creating different rhythms and ‘dramaturgical structures’ to 

the experience (Löwgren 2009). 

In addition template schemata could help in the formation of cause-and-effect pat-

terns, so that if an object behaves in a certain way we might ascribe a cause to that 

behaviour through a template schemata. An everyday example of this is when the TV 

remote control is not working consistently, and we may try to turn it upside down; if 

it happens to work that time we tend to interpret that event as being the cause of the 

remote control starting to work again, and the next time we will try to turn the remote 

control upside down again to make it work. 

Designers could use template schemata to organise micro-events within an interac-

tion that happen over time in a way similar to a typical story structure; this might aid or 

foster the memorability of the object interaction, as well as the narrativity of the experi-

ence and the tellability of the object. 

The result of applying these schemata to designing objects might be that the object 

actively encourages an increase in the gusto that someone might have in retelling the 

story of their interaction, thus fostering word of mouth and increased recall. 

Analysis of Film Examples

The project is interested in outlining methods for designers to increase narrativity 

within the product experience. Therefore the idea is to analyse narrative elements of 

films in which the selected objects play a significant role, and then to apply these to the 

design of the objects themselves.

The first step in this process is to select a sample of objects and films and then analyse 

these in order to understand what elements could be incorporated into the object 

redesign. To select the objects a questionnaire was circulated online through message 

boards of people that were local, so that they could conveniently be involved with 

further stages of testing, and that were somehow interested in objects. More than 

seventy people replied to the questionnaire asking to identify the first five domestic 

objects that come to mind and the three domestic objects they most enjoy using and 

why. Objects that could not be redesigned for technical reasons, for example TV sets, 

and objects that would prove testing problematic, for example beds, were discarded 

(Grimaldi 2012). The final selection were to be the kettle, toaster, sofa and table. 

As the overall project is still in progress, it is being piloted with the kettle. In order to 

identify films in which the kettle appears in a narrative role, a questionnaire was posted 

on the Internet Movie Database (IMDb) forums, asking forum participants, who tend 

to be film enthusiasts, to identify film scenes in which the object appears and plays a 

significant role. This method was preferred over trawling script databases for references 

to kettles as the point was to identify those scenes in which the object had some sort of 

memorable impact, and resonated with the viewer, whether in the narrative construc-

tion of the scene or in the formation of meaning, as opposed to identifying scenes 

in which the object simply appears. For each object, four or five films were selected, 

taking care to have some variation in genres of films as well as in narrative roles the 

objects perform. 

For the kettle pilot the films selected were 

· Vera Drake (Leigh 2004) a historical drama in which the kettle helps establish the char-

acter of Vera as a caring individual, and helps to frame her activity of providing illegal 

abortions as a caring act;

· Wristcutters: A Love Story (Dukic 2007) a comedy in which the kettle’s whistle is used as 

a device to cut from one scene to another;

· A Tale of Two Sisters (Kim 2003) a psychological horror in which a boiling kettle is used 

as a weapon;
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· Secretary (Shainberg 2002) a comedy/drama/romance in which the kettle is used to es-

tablish a domestic calm scene but in that same scene is then used as a masochist’s tool. 

The film scenes were analysed from different points of view. The first level of analysis 

followed McKee’s guidelines (1999), looking at dividing the scenes into beats or actions 

and noting down the timing of those beats. Then each scene was analysed in terms 

of conflicts and goals of the characters as well as any changes in values and turning 

points in the beats. In addition to the analysis based on McKee’s framework, the films 

were also analysed in terms of the role of the objects in the particular scenes, noting 

any points in which the objects change meaning or in which the meaning of the object 

influences our understanding of the scene, noting the perceived agency of the object. 

Pictured is the ‘kettle scene’ from the film Secretary (Shainberg 2002) (Fig. 3). This scene 

unfolds as the opening credits finish rolling and it has been established that the pro-

tagonist has just left a mental institution and is trying to stop self-harming after coming 

back into the family home. 

The ‘kettle scene’ starts with a calm domestic evening setting, with the protagonist in 

a bathrobe making tea; the calm is interrupted by a violent fight between her mother 

and her drunk father. The protagonist grabs the now boiling kettle, calmly brings it 

up to her room, and proceeds to burn herself with it on the inner thigh. This seems to 

relieve her apprehension, ending the scene on a calm note. However we as an audience 

know that her goal is to keep herself from self-harming, so this is a very ambiguous 

resolution to the scene as the apparent calm is actually a very negative development 

for the plot. 

The kettle has a dual role in this scene: that of establishing a calm domestic scene, but 

also being a catalyst for action – it is a loaded weapon and by being hot it is ready to 

use. The pacing of the scene is also interesting; starting out with longer beats, pro-

gressing through the middle of the scene in short beats with sharp editing and cuts, 

and then resolving in a long final beat in which the ambiguous nature of the restored 

balance is made evident.

The film examples are used as starting points for the redesign of the objects in different 

ways through the idea generation process for the new designs. Some of the narrative 

devices of the films are incorporated into the idea generation process. The roles or 

Fig. 3 – Scene from Secretary

Fig. 4 – Beats in a kettle scene – Secretary 

meanings of the objects are used as starting points for design, by looking for example 

at the role reversal between the kettle as a symbol of domestic calm and the kettle as 

an available weapon. And the timing and structure of the beats within the scenes is 
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used as an organising principle for the micro-events within the interaction experience. 

Each of these approaches could lead to different design outcomes based on the four 

films analysed. 

Analysis of Product Experiences

As a comparison to the film analysis, and also to act as a first stage of testing against 

which to test the final designs, participant research was used to analyse the interaction 

experience of using a kettle. 

The participants were asked to film themselves using their own kettle at home. They 

then emailed the video to the researcher before their scheduled interview, so the 

researcher conducting the interview would be familiar with it. The interview was con-

ducted in three phases. The first phase consisted of the researcher briefly interviewing 

the participant about their use of the kettle; the second phase was conducted while 

both participant and researcher watched the video of the kettle use, and the partici-

pants were asked to talk the researcher through the video. 

It is interesting to note that the answers to this second phase were different from 

the first phase answers, proving the need for such triangulation and for the use of 

video. First of all the participants went more in depth about the details of the way in 

which they use the object, prompted by watching themselves on screen. But also the 

unexpected result was that the participants were more open, admitting to quirks of 

use, such as performing a ‘limescale inspection’ before filling the kettle, or about always 

rushing to the kettle as soon as it boils, claiming “I don’t like to let hot water wait, it 

defeats the point in my opinion”. One participant even admitted to reorganising all her 

kitchen things, putting the more expensive things to the front and hiding the cheap 

tea, though this obviously defeats the point of moving things around in the first place. 

The third phase of the interview consisted in giving the participants drawing and 

collage materials, and asking them to create a storyboard of their use of the kettle, 

followed by a few final questions about this storyboard exercise. One participant said 

that having to draw her kettle she realised that she doesn’t really know where the on/

off switch is located, nor what colour this is: she remembers that the colour of this light 

changes when the water boils, but is not sure from which colour to what colour. 

This storyboarding exercise also forced the participants to divide their interaction 

experiences into micro-events and this information came in useful when mapping 

the micro-events within this interaction to see which ones could be acted upon or 

modified. Daniel Stern’s (2004) work with visualising interview data about ‘the present 

moment’ was used to codify sequences of micro-events within the product interaction 

experiences in a way that is similar to the film analysis shown above, so as to easily 

compare the data visually. 

Fig. 5 – Storyboard 1
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The information about micro-events in the kettle use and quirks of use that emerged 

from the participants is useful when redesigning the kettle to provide recognisable 

additional connotations. 

Design Applications

This section outlines the methods that are being used as starting points for design. 

The key point of the theoretical framework is that of measuring, at least in a subjective 

way, the tellability of the redesigned objects. The final designs will be tested against 

the initial objects to measure whether there has been an increase in narrativity of the 

object interaction. 

The film analysis provides the raw narrative material to be adapted and adopted into 

the designs. This material comes from ideas around the form of the narrative (discourse) 

or the content of that narrative (story) (Abbott 2008). So for example the meaning of 

the kettle in a particular scene leads to a series of design ideas and concepts (content), 

which may be varied in terms of how the object is experienced in interaction (form) 

according to particular template schemata found in the films. 

Some of the briefs that have emerged so far have to do with 

· Role reversals: the kettle is usually interpreted as a reassuring object, but also has the 

potential of being used a weapon; this reversal of roles is used in the designs through 

contrasting connotations and through timed sequences of changes. One sample 

design is a kettle whose handle leaves a pattern imprinted on the user’s hand, which 

could be seen as a scar but in a positive light. 

· Micro-event structures: particular structures and timings of beats and scenes within a 

film are used within the kettle experience: the micro-events in the kettle experience are 

reorganised or timed so that particular events take more time and others are quicker, or 

so that there is a timing to a setting of the scene, climax of the scene and closure similar 

to that found in some of the film scenes. One sample design for this is a kettle that 

instead of signalling when the water boils it progressively starts glowing as the water 

gets hotter. 

· Narrative devices or tropes: kettles are often used in films, and in particular in one of 

Fig. 6 – Storyboard 2

the films analysed, to cut from one scene to another, through the use of the whistle, 

the steam, and the sound of the water boiling. These time markers are used within the 

redesigned product experience as signifiers of changes in state or changes in mean-

ing. One sample design is a kettle in which the whistle changes in sound, sometimes 

resembling a child’s scream, giving a sense of urgency, and sometimes whistling in a 

pleasant pitch. 

· Symbolic meaning of the kettle: the idea that a kettle can establish a character as caring 

or a scene as calm and domestic, is used within the redesign, both by being subverted, 

and by being reinforced or played with in an ambiguous way. One sample design for 

this is a kettle ‘clothed’ in a knit sweater, with pockets to warm your hands. 

The analysis of the participant interviews provides the raw material in terms of map-

ping the object interaction experience and in addition provides a ground to test the 

final designs against. The final designs will be tested again with the participants, fol-

lowing the same methods of the initial testing, and the interviews will then be analysed 

and visualised in the same way as the original. This will provide a good ground for test-

ing whether there has been an increase in narrativity of the interaction experience. 



117116

Designing Experience Narrativity of Object Interaction Experiences: 

The final aim of the project is to provide designers with a series of methods they can 

experiment with in the creation of designs that foster more narrative experiences. 

This is not to be seen in contrast with other design methods or focuses, nor is it to be 

seen in opposition to other ways of using narrative within the design process, such as 

scenarios for empathising with users (Blythe and Wright 2006; Wright and McCarthy 

2008). It is instead intended to add a layer of understanding to the design of product 

experiences and to guide designers in the different ways in which they could use this 

additional layer. 
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Over the last two decades artistic practices have expanded to include projects that 

are explicitly participatory, community-based and socially-engaged.1 Both in and 

beyond the museum, artists have developed roles of directing, planning and design-

ing situations and experiences to be enacted, inhabited and lived by various publics. 

Some projects target specific groups of people; others are planned to engage anyone 

who happens to venture within the institution. The narrative that underwrites these 

practices can be traced to post-minimalism and can be followed to relational aesthetics, 

through situationism, tropicalism and institutional critique. Participation, interaction, 

engagement, and empowerment have come to codify these works, often propelled by 

a critique of the living conditions of our contemporaneity. We see this clearly in projects 

such as Thomas Hirschhorn’s Bataille Monument at the 2002 Documenta, a participa-

tory project that sought engagement with Kassel’s Turkish community, or Paul Chan’s 

Waiting for Godot in New Orleans during the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. In these 

projects, there is a commitment to local communities that goes beyond the confines of 

established institutionalized structures. 

Museums function as unique institutions in their contribution to the construction of 

collective identity, memory and imagination. As such, museums face challenges in 

responding to our present conditions of emergency, inequality and social conflict. In 

this essay we observe practices realized inside the museum that elaborate the social 

realm of our existence. Starting with the origins of the museum, this essay traces how 

the museum has evolved into a spectacular repository for today’s social consciousness 

and the potential for creative practitioners to use and design the space of the museum 

to generate meaningful experience on the levels of the corporeal and social body. This 

effort is haunted by the ever-increasing commodification of experience that contrib-

utes to the museum’s struggle for relevance and viability in terms of the pedagogical, 

the political and the ludic. 

“Today … it is historical becoming itself that the museums claim to protect, and 

they pose no longer as custodians of dead artefacts, but as mavens and cultural 

producers, self-appointed purveyors of the social-aesthetic imagination.” (Kwinter 

2008: 23)

1	  See, for example, Bishop 2012; Helguera 2011; and Thompson 2012.

Since the appearance of art museums resulting from the enlightened and revolutionary 

processes of the 18th century, and its (re)formation in the context of 19th century coloni-

alism and industrialism, the institution has been linked to an educational programme.2 

In addition to the basic aims of collecting, preserving and exhibiting, there developed a 

general understanding of the institution as a place of knowledge. With the utopian im-

pulse that emerged from the renaissance, the search for a better society was attached 

to an encyclopaedic intention to comprehend the world. From Schiller to Dewey, the 

restorative power of art (and beauty) has been seen as a tool to bond social difference, 

promote cultural diversity and expand human spirituality. Nevertheless museums have 

also been used as propaganda machines, where economy and art meet to reinforce 

the national identity inside a modern official narrative.3 In this sense, the expansion of 

art institutions and venues since the 1990s, has successfully achieved local and global 

gentrification from Bilbao to Abu Dhabi. This section looks at the different formulations 

of the museum as a unique place to articulate an experiential encounter with art. 

The modern use of museum space has its roots in the Germany of the Weimar Republic, 

where a group of artists, designers, architects and museum professionals were innova-

tive in the design and resulting experience of the exhibition visitor. Charlotte Klonk’s 

study on this issue remarks on how the origin of museum display is directly connected 

to commercial exhibitions, from the 19th century bazaar to the early 20th century fair.4 

However it is with the innovative design of the Bauhaus members where the modern 

use of space pushes the museum towards a new model: one that presents different nar-

ratives, along with the use of white walls, flexible space, ceiling lights and the introduc-

tion of open windows to the exterior. This reworks the older model of display with the 

intention to include the viewer as a participant in the production of space. 

Alexander Dorner envisioned the museum as a power plant that generates energies 

that engage fields of knowledge other than art. Dorner believed that the division 

between art and science could be reconciled in the museum as the site of human 

creativity. 

2	  Bennett 1995. 

3	  Duncan 1995. 

4	  Klonk 2009.
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“The new type of art institute cannot merely be an art museum as it has been until 

now, but no museum at all. The new type will be more like a power station, a pro-

ducer of new energy.” (Dorner in Cauman 1958: 9)

Dorner imagined the Living Museum as a new kind of institution that would hold past 

and present together, to show how the present is a result of the past and to demon-

strate “the psychic history of the human race.”5 This innovative way to see the institution 

marked his time (1927–1937) as director of the Landesmuseum6 in Hannover, where 

he reorganized the collections to contextualise them as part of a sequence that would 

see the museum as “a history of expanding human thought and emotion.”7 Dorner 

proposed an adaptation of architecture and installation methods for each period show-

cased by the museum. These ‘atmosphere rooms’ situate the museum as a medium, an 

interpretative site where meaning is produced. His belief in a participatory model was 

based on the idea that by including the public, the museum could provide a forum that 

would contribute to changing the social reality. 

Dorner commissioned El Lissitzky (1927) and Lászlo Moholy-Nagy (1930) to design the 

contemporary rooms of the museum, although only Lissitzky could finish his commis-

sion, the Abstract Cabinet. This room was an example of a participatory layout, 

“There were sliding frames so that certain pictures could be moved. Sculpture was 

placed in front of a wrap-around mirror in the corner and there was a showcase 

underneath a blind window that needed to be turned if spectators wanted to see 

the entire display […] No two people had the same view of the works on display 

and the perception of each individual was affected by the actions of others engaged 

with the display.” (Klonk 2009: 117) 

Klonk underscores the significance of this invitation to participate as a change in expe-

rience comparable to “what [it] would be like to act as a collective subject in a post-

capitalist society in which interactive engagement counted more than individuality and 

5	  Ibid.

6	  For most of Dorner’s time there the museum was still called “Provinzialmuseum”, today it is the 
“Niedersächsische Landesmuseum.”

7	  Ibid.

interiority.”8 

Overall, the idea of Dorner was to engage the visitor with the artwork through an acti-

vation of the exhibition space, which would recall the original context of the artworks. 

Dorner’s intention to cultivate a utopian space for human knowledge is opposed to 

the future understanding of the museum space as heterotopic, as defined by Michel 

Foucault. The activation through contextualisation of the object was for Dorner a way 

to embrace the past and understand its evolution. For Foucault, the museum preten-

sion “to enclose all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the idea of constituting a place 

of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its ravages,”9 is part of the 

modern project that will reach its end in the post-war world. 

It is through the work of Alfred H. Barr at MoMA, that the establishment and triumph 

of the ‘white cube’ and the individual experience of art became the dominant model 

for modern art museums. Barr who travelled and knew the German experiments in 

the 1920s, presented multiple exhibitions the European avant-garde and created a 

narrative that now is taken-for-granted when thinking about the trajectory of American 

20th century art. With the 1936 exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art, Barr fully realized his 

ideas. The show “was above all didactic rather than atmospheric,”10 and the intention of 

Barr’s  programme was to disseminate a vision of art capable of establishing a correla-

tion with the actual moment. Barr’s  programme is opposed to that of Dorner as the 

experiences they promote are radically different. While Dorner involved the viewer in a 

participatory act, Barr’s individual experience reinforced a way to understand art and its 

value inside the logic of the self. These models collided when MoMA audiences entered 

the Bauhaus 1919–1928 show organized by Herbert Bayer in 1938.11 The audience, ac-

customed to Barr’s model, encountered an atmospheric exhibition that disrupted their 

viewing habits. Brian O’Doherty, reflecting some forty years later, saw in the strategy 

behind the white cube a market model of display, “the wall becomes a membrane 

through which aesthetic and commercial values osmotically exchange.”12 The white 

8	  Ibid: 118.

9	  Foucault 1986: 26.

10	  Klonk 2009: 150.

11	  For more on this, see Staniszewski 1998. 

12	  O’Doherty 1999.
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cube constitutes a piece in itself as an isolated capsule creating an experience sepa-

rated from the outside, clearly connecting to formulations of the museum as sanctuary 

or mausoleum. The white cube is the art exhibition space par excellence that responds 

to a particular ideology of modern art expanded by the success of Barr and the MoMA. 

While the white cube ideology was being developed at MoMA another kind of experi-

ence was being produced elsewhere that understood the exhibition as an immersive 

environment in direct relation with the artist’s intentions. The 1938 Exposition Interna-

tionale du Surréalisme at the Galerie Beaux-Arts in Paris and the 1942 First Papers of Sur-

realism at the Whitelaw Reid Mansion in New York, both organized by Marcel Duchamp, 

immersed visitors in a surrealistic environment.13 In a similar manner, the Fun Palace, a 

project by Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood in the 1960s, situated the museum as a per-

meable institution where people and their actions effectively produce the space of the 

museum.14 Price imagined an experimental laboratory in constant movement, where an 

open architecture allows the space to mutate and the visitors the chance to create: “The 

activities designed for the site should be experimental, the place itself expendable and 

changeable. The organization of space and the objects occupying it should, on the one 

hand, challenge the participants’ mental and physical dexterity and, on the other, allow 

for a flow of space and time, in which passive and active pleasure is provoked.”15 

Hans Belting has defined the museum as an “island of time,” as “the place for things left 

behind in the fight for the progress.”16 Following Belting the museum is the encounter 

with things, places and peoples. The increasingly virtual lives of our societies produce 

other forms of experience (for example, atemporal, mediated, disembodied), and the 

museum, as Belting argues, is one of the last holdouts that fosters and values direct, 

embodied encounters and interactions. Belting understands the experience of time 

in the museum not as a heterotopia as defined by Foucault as the space that creates 

a time apart. Rather, for Belting the museum exists as an autotopia that “establish[es] 

and manifest[s] the identity and perception of places in today’s world.”17 In this model, 

13	  This was not unprecedented, as the 1920 Berlin Dada Fair also took an experimental exhibition ap-
proach. 

14	  Lefebvre 1992. 

15	  Price and Littlewood 1968: 127–134.

16	  Belting 2001: 78.

17	  Ibid: 78.

we remain tied to our realness even in the age of the virtual. Moreover, the museum is 

seen as a tool for action and being in the world – by experiencing objects, spaces and 

people, our capacities as humans are revealed and the museum is expressed as a com-

pensation “for the loss of real or time-resistant places that result from today’s electronic 

networks.”18 

This model understands the museum as a meaningful hub in the democratic sphere 

characterized by active participation. This notion of the museum as forum, where 

global and local issues are discussed and debated, has been endowed with the possibil-

ity to rethink our present conditions. As Chantal Mouffe asserts, 

“Museums and art institutions could make a decisive contribution to the prolifera-

tion of new public spaces open to agonistic forms of participation where radical 

democratic alternatives to neoliberalism could, once again, be imagined and 

cultivated.” (Mouffe 2010: 326)

Sanford Kwinter echoes some of Mouffe’s insights from a design perspective: 

“When a major new museum, then, is not only built but, in fact, reconceived, and 

with a consciously philosophical view to addressing the future ways that humans 

will address themselves to the things they make, it must be realized that a critical 

political opportunity has presented itself… What is important are the relations a 

society permits its actors to maintain with art.” (Kwinter 2008: 27)

The methods used to design and evaluate the experience of visitors have evolved and 

moved from pre-designed flow maps and surveys to forms of collecting data that incor-

porate feedback and adapt in accordance with the data itself. For example, eMotion, an 

initiative that uses a glove with sensors, can detect the time a person spends in front of 

a work of art, their heart rate and skin variations.19 This aims to demonstrate the ways in 

which visitors may be attracted to forms of art, despite their knowledge of it. Thus far, 

eMotion’s research has included only sculpture and painting, extending their research 

to installation and performance might tell us more about the ways audiences respond 

18	  Ibid.

19	  See eMotion’s website at: www.mapping-museum-experience.com, accessed August 25, 2013. 

http://www.mapping-museum-experience.com
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to works when they are invited to participate. 

Understanding the museum experience has attracted attention not only from muse-

ums themselves, as they seek to increase attendance and widen their appeal, and not 

only from those interested in understanding our physiological responses, as the exam-

ple of eMotion above, but also from social researchers. These studies take into account 

“an interactive experience, resulting in a range of possible outcomes such as increased 

knowledge, as well as changed attitudes or enhanced social skills.”20 The nexus of 

personal, physical and social context converge in Falk’s “interactive experience model” 

resulting in a typology of museum goers including: explorers who are curiosity driven 

and seek to add to their knowledge; facilitators who enable the experience and learn-

ing of others; hobbyists who are professionally tied to museum content; experience 

seekers who visit in order to immerse themselves in the atmosphere; and rechargers 

who are looking for contemplative or spiritual experience. 21 Museums increasingly seek 

to capitalize on the wide range of visitors and in doing so, tap into the pervasiveness 

of the experience economy in which institutions, in order to remain culturally viable, 

orchestrate sensational and novel events for consumers.22 

Visitors get naked and float in a saline pool at body temperature; the artist sits opposite 

a visitor and stares silently in hopes of suspending time through a meditative encoun-

ter; visitors engage in conversation with “interpreters” regarding the theme of progress 

while moving through the museum’s interior; the artist replicates a swingers’ club in the 

museum where visitors can engage in sexual intercourse – these are just some recent 

examples of museums expanding the conditions of art reception through participa-

tion and interaction. The dematerialisation of the work of art during the last decades 

has increased the experiential essence of artistic practices.23 The object is no longer the 

centre of art production and has become more like a tool, or like furniture, a ritualistic 

object that facilitates the experience. As the importance of the object diminishes, gal-

leries are transformed into spaces for bodies, which are seduced, activated and realized. 

Challenging the art object, its visual condition and its commodity status, the reception 

20	  Dierking and Falk 1992: 173.

21	  Dierking and Falk 2011.

22	  Pine and Gilmore 1999.

23	  This follows the arguments put forth by Lucy Lippard in the late 1960s and early 1970s. See espe-
cially Lippard 1973. 

of experience-based works has shifted from the object to the subject. 

One can trace a genealogy of practices and work methods in which artists have 

redefined the conditions of their work, their position as authors, and art’s relationship 

with its audiences.24 As artistic practice moves beyond the limits of the gallery and 

the museum, the museum seeks ways in which it might adapt to accommodate and 

facilitate these larger shifts. The museum galleries become space to be manipulated, 

transformed and surpassed.  

We situate the examples below in relation to this genealogy. The works of Marina 

Abramovic, Tino Sehgal, Carsten Höller or Christoph Büchel, re-situate how we receive, 

relate and perceive the work of art. In these works, the visitor performs and there is no 

artwork without the visitor’s engagement. This change in the ways of ‘doing’ art, draws 

not only from a certain trajectory in contemporary art practice and discourse, but also 

involves the use and manipulation of the museum space, as the works can be read as 

commentary about the institution, its model and its dreams. Museums have historically 

demonstrated influence in the formation of community identity by presenting objects 

as representative of a common heritage. The denaturalization of the objects inside the 

museum and the loss of its original context, precisely what Dorner was concerned with, 

follow a similar process in non-object art. The conservation and exhibition of these 

works will also be affected by the loss of its original context and each re-creation will 

become a new piece, producing a whole new set of reactions and extending the pos-

sibilities of different relationships. As Sol LeWitt remarked, “Successful art changes our 

understanding of the conventions by altering our perceptions.”25

The dematerialisation of the reception of these works situates us in the space of the 

experience, the here and now where every single visitor relates differently with the 

work of art. If there were people crying in front of Marina Abramovic, this she defends, 

is because she acted as a mirror, a shaman guiding participants in a ritualistic journey. 

There were many reactions to Abramovic’s The Artist Is Present (2010) from people get-

ting naked to those throwing up to still others mimicking Abramovic. 

24	  These genealogies have been explored along varying trajectories. See Bishop, Artificial Hells and 
Nato Thompson, Living as Form (see footnote 1 above). 

25	  Sol LeWitt Sentences on Conceptual Art no. 20.
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Sehgal’s This Progress (2010) used the Frank Lloyd Wright ramp at the Guggenheim Mu-

seum of New York as an organic spiral activated by the conversations between a trained 

team of performers and those who visited the exhibition. Although Sehgal forbid par-

ticipants to document the work in any form other than that of human memory, many 

participants disobeyed these instructions by making pirate recordings. Dorothea von 

Hantelmann argues that “these forms of representation [imitation, impersonation and 

enactment] interest Sehgal in contrast to the permanence of the material object and its 

documentation via images.”26 Because Sehgal does not allow press releases, catalogues, 

or any kind of contract or preservation guide, he marks a transition from the “archived 

event” to the “event of archiving.”27 This can be seen as a democratization of the archive 

through participation.

The installation work of Carsten Höller and Christoph Büchel, can be differentiated from 

the previous cases of study in that they design the space or context for the experi-

ence, but they are not responsible for the performativity. In Höller’s piece, Giant Psycho 

Tank (1999), visitors’ bodies rotate together inside a saline pool. The experience was 

meant to be shared and negotiated by participants – an artistic intention that was al-

tered when, after two weeks of his show at the New Museum in 2011, the NYC Depart-

ment of Health restricted access to the pool to a single person at a time. The outcome 

was unplanned, yet expressive of the larger social fears and bureaucratic organization 

that characterize our times. 

Christoph Büchel’s work, Element 6 (2010), invites visitors to engage in sexual acts inside 

the institution guided by the usual regulations of a swingers club. The artist is in this 

sense, a constructor not only of replicas (objects), but also of the dematerialised (non-

object) experience. Again, the outcome is determined via the interactions of the bodies 

in attendance. The work creates a platform where various experiences are enacted from 

voyeurism to play to seductions to any number of other effects. 

The experiences generated through these exhibitions articulate a role that differs from 

the traditional role occupied by the museum visitor. The work seeks to activate visitors 

and include them in the production of the work. In this context, the museum becomes 

26	  Hantelmann 2010: 134.

27	  Ibid.

a space for action, mediation and social interaction. Gilles Deleuze in his essay Media-

tors, remarks on the necessity of mediators in the process of creation, 

“I need my mediators to express myself, and they’d never express themselves with-

out me: one is always working in a group, even when it doesn’t appear to be the 

case.” (Deleuze 1997: 285) 

The works presented here require the participation of the audience as mediators to 

complete the experience proposed by the artist. It is through the experience that the 

visitor fully participates and produces the work of art, reshaping the museum in the 

process. Moreover, the use of time to delimit the experience supposes a contrast with 

our high-speed rhythm of life. The museum succeeds when, as a laboratory, it cultivates 

experimental practices rather than promoting consumer behaviour. From the ritual 

of the museum as a pre-industrial formative institution to the consumerism of the 

industrial institution, the museums of the immaterial economy are re-situated as live 

laboratories to generate experience.

This is an opportune time for museums to reconsider the experiential qualities of 

their institutions in collaboration with designers, art producers, and various publics. 

Museums today struggle to serve wide publics in meaningful ways that go beyond 

the experiences offered by commodity culture. In the field of design we see a similar 

concern emerging as designers “look at capabilities rather than commodities.”28 The 

collaborative potential of sharing practices and expertise offers the possibility for the 

museums to become centres of experience. 

28	  Busch 2014. 
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In the ‘Prejudices’ leading towards the main argument of his essay ‚Frankfurter Küche‘ 

und Spaghetti Carbonara about the experiential quality – though the author doesn’t 

use this terminology – of Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky’s Frankfurter Küche the German 

architecture theorist Eduard Führ describes a principal conflict between the architect’s 

design intentions for a building and the experience of the space(s) by the public:

“In Architecture [discourse] it is common practice, to distinguish usage from produc-

tion, living from building. One firstly builds, then lives in. The building is produced by 

an architect, who identifies as artist: through an act of creativity he lifts something 

into existence, he shapes a piece of work, which did not – in identical form – ex-

ist before. The inhabitant lives in the building, after it was completed. Inhabitants 

are contrary to the artist, they are not creative; they don’t produce anything, they 

merely put up with it. They even are ‘anti-artists’, they don’t lift anything into exist-

ence, they consume the work by using it. […]

From the point of view of art theory the usage of a built work of art, inhabiting it is 

not only not an adequate method of reception and analysis of the work, it actually 

prohibits such. By living in it the architecture is not anymore perceived as a built 

artwork, yet merely as a building, an instrument of everyday life organisation and 

implementation. Everyday concerns over this and that don’t allow the inhabitants 

either the leisure, or the proper – necessarily unemotional, distant – attitude to truly 

perceive artistically. The everyday cannot not be artistic, which is why art may only 

be perceived after the exit from the everyday, exterior from the living.”1 [translation 

by author]

In the end of his extended investigation Führ humorously concludes with an unexpected 

analogy:

“The usage of a building relates to Architecture like a football game relates to the 

pitch. 

It is always a singular game. Particular games cannot be repeated. One may play at 

1	  Eduard Führ, ‘‚Frankfurter Küche‘ und Spaghetti Carbonara: Funktionalität von Architektur und 
Kunst des Gebrauchens’, accessed 10 August 2013, http://www.tu-cottbus.de/theoriederarchitektur/Lehrstuhl/
deu/Gebrauch.html.

the same venue, with the same players and referees, against the same opponents. 

Even if the same team kicks off, with the same player playing the ball in identical 

fashion to the same teammate, as a matter of fact each and every game immedi-

ately is a new game. Each game is concrete and singular. Every game develops over 

time and within the space of the pitch. A game is about bodily participation, about 

the layout of a concrete narration. In a game of football players interact, collabo-

rate and compete in the usage of the pitch.”2 [translation by author]

Führ thus essentially resolves the problem through acceptance of the bare facts of (eve-

ryday) life: an architect or other spatial designer may determine a spatial setup, and 

through the setup potentially also suggest particular rules and guidelines for use, yet 

ultimately it remains with the occupant(s) to give the space its functionality, and with 

that its (ever changing) identity.

Common experience suggests Führ’s line of thought at least not to be entirely off, how-

ever that leaves behind designers of spatial situations and entities with a significant prob-

lem, as any attempts of determining particular spatial experiences for the occupants of 

a built environment would a priori be destined to fail. Even if the target audience could 

be limited to one specific person only, every time they used the space it would instigate 

a ‘new game’ with unpredictable outcome.

This isn’t a new realisation, a similar problem is for example outlined by Adolf Loos in 

his polemic essay The Poor Little Rich Man3 of 1900. It is the story of a rich man who has a 

house built artistically balanced to perfection by a top-notch architect of the day.

“The rich man was overjoyed. Overjoyed, he walked through his new rooms. Wher-

ever he cast his glance was Art, Art in each and every thing. He grasped Art when he 

took hold of a door handle; he sat in Art when he settled into an armchair; he buried 

his head in Art when, tired, he lay it down on a pillow; he sank his feet into Art when 

he trod on the carpet. […]

The architect had forgotten nothing, absolutely nothing. Cigar ashtrays, cutlery, 

2	  Ibid.

3	  Adolf Loos, ‘The Poor Little Rich Man’, in Spoken into the Void: Collected Essays 1897–1900 (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982).
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light switches – everything was made by him. […]

However, it must not be kept a secret that he [the rich man] preferred to be home as 

little as possible. After all, one also wants to take a rest now and then from so much 

art. […]”

Finally the entire experience goes entirely downhill when the rich man celebrates his 

birthday, and gets many presents from his family:

“The architect’s face grew noticeably longer. Then he exploded, “How do you come 

to allow yourself to be given gifts! Did I not design everything for you? Did I not 

consider everything? You don’t need anything more. You are complete!” […]

Then a transformation took place in the rich man. The happy man suddenly felt 

deeply, deeply unhappy.”

In this story the architect’s (experiential) design intentions for the house come into con-

flict with the everyday life of its inhabitant: The architect provides a wealth of sensory 

experiences, yet denies the rich man even the merest personal token, thus ultimately 

renders the entire spatial design meaningless. The inhabitant is not only unable to ap-

preciate the (superior) artistic quality of the built experience, but in effect is even ham-

pered in the pursuit of his everyday life.

Of course, both of the previous examples refer to one particular use of space only: ‘living 

in it’, i.e. they are concerned specifically with residential spaces. It is intuitively agreeable 

that the residence of a particular person/family will always eventually take on features 

of the identity of its inhabitant(s), and thereby becomes recognizably ‘their home’ – in 

difference to merely ‘a space in which somebody lives’, and also in difference to whatever 

the architect’s design intentions might have been. This is not merely an effect of placing 

personal presents – as the rich man wanted to in Loos’ story –, or putting up family pic-

tures and displaying personal knickknack, but can also be summarized in more abstract 

terms: a residence may be stylish, comfy, cluttered, messy, relaxing…

This spatial adaptation process usually results in the appropriated ‘home’ developing 

meaning to its inhabitant(s): i.e. they develop an emotional relationship with the space, 

and begin to identify with it – which essentially is a core purpose of many attempts of 

building brand identity: creating the setting for a meaningful relationship with a com-

pany’s audience/clients/guests/visitors. 

For example the Intercontinental Hotels Group (IHG) is a British multinational hospitality 

corporation operating more than 4,500 hotels under several brands – the most impor-

tant ones being InterContinental, Crowne Plaza, Holiday Inn, and Holiday Inn Express – in 

about 100 countries. The vast majority of IHG-hotels are run under franchise agreements, 

implying that IHG effectively provides the name/brand for any of ‘its’ hotels, together 

with the ‘identity’ as well as guidelines and – to some extent – managerial support to 

articulate and realize that identity, but does not own the hotels as such4.

As one of only few cities worldwide Hong Kong is home to a total of nine IHG-hotels 

including all of it’s major brands: two InterContis, two Crowne Plazas, one Holiday Inn 

and three Holiday Inn Expresses. With so many hotels of the same group in a geographi-

cally relatively small and very clearly distinct area it is an urgent necessity – if not for IHG 

then certainly for the business-interests of their franchise partners – to very distinctly 

articulate each of their brands’ identities. Otherwise why should a guest stay at the In-

terContinental Hong Kong if the Holiday Inn Golden Mile (almost literally) just down the 

road provides a similar experience for a lesser price? 

IHG recognised this issue early on, and – starting in 2007 – over a period of two years 

went through a comprehensive world-wide re-launch of all its brands that included ar-

ticulating specific brand identities, and developing guidelines for their implementation/

realisation on site. These guidelines obviously define the various common issues of Cor-

porate Identity – graphic appearances etc. – but also go much further in detail on issues 

like facilities, equipment, services, and particular spatial experience. 

The core business of any hotel is the temporary lease of personal living space to the 

guest. The experience that this space – i.e. the guest room – provides to the guest there-

fore has to be of prime concern to any hotel management. In the case of IHG with its 

multiple brands at varying pricing levels spatial experience also has to be a paramount 

consideration in the articulation of (brand/hotel) identity, as again: why should a guest 

stay in – and pay for – a room at the InterContinental Hong Kong if the rooms at the 

4	  Interconti Hotel Group, ‘The World of IHG’ (presented at the IHG Brand Briefing, Crowne Plaza Tsuen 
Kwan O, Hong Kong, 24 November 2012).
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Holiday Inn Golden Mile are essentially the same, yet cheaper?

The general setup of the IHG hotels in Hong Kong – close geographic proximity, similar 

urban contexts, comparable ownership structures and clientele – is brought to an ex-

treme in the suburb of Tsuen Kwan O where within one month – on 28 September 2012 

and 26 October 2012 respectively – a newly built Crowne Plaza and a new Holiday Inn 

Express opened in the closest possible vicinity of each other: they literally share the same 

drive way. Both hotels sit on the same building lot, are owned by the same holding (Sun 

Hung Kai Property, Hong Kong), were designed be the same architectural firm (Richards 

Basmajian, Hong Kong), and – in a rare move by IHG – even have the same management 

team5. Thus – as all parameters are effectively identical – what makes the difference that 

would make the guest want to pay more at the Crowne Plaza? 

IHG’s management argues the difference is in the brand identities, which supposedly 

also articulates also through the guests’ experience of their rooms:

The Crowne Plaza is “an upscale brand […] offering business travellers high level of 

comfort, service and amenities”6. Guests of this brand would be “travelling for success”7, 

which is supported through Crowne Plaza’s signature “one-step-ahead service”8 that al-

lows guests to feel “productive, accomplished and re-energized during their trip”9.

The Holiday Inn Express in return is “a fresh, clean, uncomplicated hotel choice offering 

comfort, convenience and good value”10 with guests that are “an unpretentious, ambi-

tious, self-reliant, sociable group of people“11 – or in short, as the brand claims: “Everyday 

Heroes”12. 

The respective general brand guidelines also briefly touch on – amongst other things 

5	  Heinsen Chan, Crowne Plaza & Holiday Inn Express, Tsuen Kwan O, 22 March 2013.

6	  Interconti Hotel Group, ‘The World of IHG’.

7	  Ibid.

8	  Ibid.

9	  Ibid.

10	  Ibid.

11	  Ibid.

12	  Ibid.

– the articulation of the spatial experiences of respective guest rooms. E.g. at the Holi-

day Inn Express “guests enjoy the best possible sleep experience in a fresh uncluttered 

space of their own. […] The real world bathroom is bright, fresh and up-to-date”13, as it 

provides “an invigorating bath experience with great shower pressure, plenty of room, 

and absorbent towels”14. The Crowne Plaza rooms instead feature the Crowne Plaza Sleep 

Advantage, which is established by a “designated quiet zone, luxurious and soft bedding, 

aromatherapy and a guaranteed wake-up-call”15.

Aside from these “hallmark experiences”16 promoted in its corporate publication materi-

als in practical terms IHG takes a very ‘mechanical’ approach to the experiential design of 

its guest rooms: it developed a ‘brand book’ that standardises almost every imaginable 

guest room feature in respect to the specific brand. E.g. for each brand IHG defines the 

appropriate square meterage for guest rooms, standard items of furniture and equip-

ment, but also details like bed-sizes, TV-screen diameter, thread density of carpet floor-

ing, items in the mini-bar, and specific ‘sensory experiences’ like room scent and music 

blend. 

Despite these brand-specific standardisations in the first half year of operation of the 

two houses in Tsuen Kwan O – i.e. from September 2012 to March 2013 – the Holiday 

Inn Express had occupation rates of over 90% on average – in line with other IHG hotels 

in Hong Kong –, while Crowne Plaza only achieved about 75% average occupancy. Ap-

parently the experiences provided were neither distinct nor specific enough to prevent 

‘target guests’ of Crowne Plaza to book into Holiday Inn Express. While today’s consum-

ers may be prepared to put particular experiences over more traditional commodities 

during their purchase deliberations, if no distinct experience can be identified, quality 

or – as in this case – price still make the purchase decision.

All the various definitions in IHG’s brand book establish quantifiable standards, which 

make all of their hotels ‘good hotels’, but apparently they do not amount to a particular 

experiential design. Indeed, when asked specifically about any experiential features in 

13	  Ibid.

14	  Ibid.

15	  Ibid.

16	  Ibid.
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their guest rooms, IHG management in Tsuen Kwan O could only name their ‘choice of 

pillow’ programme17 and their ‘signature shower’18 – both of which trigger sensory ex-

periences, but do not necessarily pass the threshold of achieving ‘experiences’ – i.e. a 

complex synthesis of sensory perception, cognition, and emotion19.

It appears in a context in which hotels strive to be ‘a home away from home’ – while at 

the same time homes increasingly look like hotel rooms as a visit to any of IKEA’s show 

rooms around the world easily reveals – the spatial experience of hotel rooms poses a 

dilemma: an entangled set of somewhat fuzzy issues evolving around space, its experi-

ence, the identities they are intended to communicate in contrast to those they actually 

may create, and the meaning that develops from all of this for the guests.

Going back to our case: IHG would be playing the part of the architect, having the inter-

est and need to communicate a fairly specific brand identity through a spatial setup – in 

Loos’ story represented by the ‘Art’ –, while the hotel guest is the rich man struggling 

to maintain his own identity within this ‘imposing’ environment: through living in the 

guest rooms, the guests come into conflict with the identities predetermined by IHG, 

and can ultimately not perceive the original intention anymore, thus render IHG’s efforts 

meaningless.

This dilemma is not least the result of a particular aesthetic notion that is present es-

pecially with architects –  who consider themselves artists, but also engineers – yet is 

common throughout the community of visual arts practitioners: the notion that beauty 

is an ideal, universally recognisable state of harmonious order, established through the 

magic-like correlation of design principles like balance, rhythm, contrast and others. 

Such mostly static state of perfection inevitably is irreconcilable with the dynamic messi-

ness that is our daily life, thus must lead to the effect as noted by Führ.

A resolution of the dilemma could follow from a reconsideration of the aesthetic notion 

on which much of design practice of today is based on, namely a Pythagorean line of 

thought, favouring clear cut geometric forms and numerical proportions. For example 

17	  Chan, Crowne Plaza & Holiday Inn Express, Tsuen Kwan O.

18	  Ibid.

19	  Pieter Desmet and Rick Schifferstein, eds, From Floating Wheelchairs to Mobile Car Parks: A Collec-
tion of 35 Experience-Driven Design Projects (The Hague: Eleven International, 2011).

Anthony A. Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury already in The Moralists (1709) outlined a 

concept of ‘practical aesthetics’, which he developed specifically in contrast to the more 

prevalent ‘rationale aesthetics’ outlined above. 

 

“Nothing surely is more strongly imprinted on our Minds, or more closely interwo-

ven with our Souls, than the Idea or Sense of Order and Proportion. Hence all the 

force in Numbers, and those powerful Arts founded on their Management and Use. 

What difference there is between Harmony and Discord! Cadency and Convul-

sion! What a difference between compos’d and orderly Motion, and that which is 

ungovern’d and accidental! between the regular and uniform Pile of some noble 

Architect, and a Heap of Sand or Stones! and between an organiz’d Body, and a Mist 

or Cloud driven by the Wind!

Now as this Difference is immediately perceiv’d by a plain Internal Sensation, so 

there is withal in Reason this account of it; That whatever Things have Order, the 

same have Unity of Design, and concur in one, are parts constituent of one Whole, 

or are, in themselves, intire Systems. Such is a Tree, with all its Branches; an Animal, 

with all its Members; and Edifice, with all its exteriour and interiour Ornaments. 

What else is even a Tune or Symphony, or any excellent Piece of Musick, than a 

certain System of proportion’d Sounds?”20

Shaftesbury admits to a concept of order as the basis for aesthetical considerations, how-

ever he dismissed the notion that such order is established through “the force of Num-

bers, and those powerful Arts”. Instead he contrasts a principle of “Unity of Design”, which 

is not rationally deducted by connoisseurship, but may be “immediately perceived by a 

plain internal sensation”, which also implies that such unity should be accessible to all, 

also without previous education. 

Shaftesbury continues to elaborate on what constitute “intire systems”, and how they 

establish their particular identities:

“I know you look on the Trees of this vast Wood as to be different from one another: 

20	  Anthony Ashley (3rd Earl of Shaftesbury) Cooper, ‘The Moralists: a Philosophical Rhapsody. A Recital 
of Certain Conversations on Natural and Moral Subjects’, in Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, 
ed. Philip Ayres, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1999), 3–124. Page 51–52.
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And this tall Oak, the noblest of the Company, as it is by it-self a different thing from 

all its Fellows of the Wood, so with its own Wood numerous spreading Branches […] 

‘tis still, I suppose, one and the self-same Tree. Now shou’d you, […], tell me that if a 

Figure of Wax, or any other Matter, were cast in the exact Shape and Colours of this 

Tree, and temper’d, if possible, to the same kind of Substance, that therefore it might 

possibly be a real Tree of the same Kind or Species; […] I shou’d satisfy you what I 

thought it was which made this Oneness or Sameness in the Tree or any other Plant; 

or by what it differ’d from the waxen Figure, or from any such Figure accidentally 

made, either in the Clouds, or in the Sand by the Seashore; I shou’d tell you, that 

neither the Wax, nor Sand, nor Cloud thus piec’d together by our Hand or Fancy, had 

any real relation within themselves, or had any Nature by which they corresponded 

any more in that near Situation of Parts, than if scatter’d ever so far asunder. But 

this I shou’d affirm, “That wherever there was such Sympathizing of Parts, as we saw 

here, in our real Tree; Wherever there was such plain Concurrence in one common 

End, and to the Support, Nourishment, and Propagation of so fair a Form; we cou’d 

not mistaken in saying there was a peculiar Nature belonging to this Form, and 

common to it with others of the same kind.” By virtue of this, our Tree is a real Tree; 

lives, flourishes, and is still One and the same; even when by Vegetation and Change 

of Substance, not one Particle in it remains the same.”21

I.e. according to Shaftesbury the particular nature/identity of any object is not defined 

by its substance or its form – those could even change –, yet through “such sympathizing 

of parts”; identity accordingly is uncoupled from any material articulation, yet instead is 

the result of a conceptual relation: not the parts a such make the object, but the ‘idea’ 

that brought them together. 

“Here then, said he, is all I wou’d have explain’d to you before: “That the Beautiful, 

the Fair, the Comely, were never in the Matter, but in the Art and Design; never in 

Body it-self, but in the Form or Forming Power.” Does not the beautiful Form confess 

this, and speak the Beauty of the Design, whene’er it strikes you? What is it but the 

Design which strikes? What is it you admire but Mind, or the Effect of Mind? ‘Tis 

Mind alone which forms. All which is void of Mind is horrid: and Matter formless is 

21	  Ibid. Page 80–81.

Deformity it-self.”22

To Shaftesbury this principal observation is also true for the human self: 

“You see therefore, there is a strange Simplicity in this You and Me, that in reality 

they shou’d be still one and the same, when neither one Atom of Body, one Passion, 

nor one Thought remains the same.” 23 

Like all other things also the nature of a person is not established through either her 

material physicality, or her emotional capacity, or her intellectual activity alone; only all 

of them in combination establish the identity of the self. Interestingly body, passion, and 

thought as listed by Shaftesbury represent exactly the triumvirate of sensory perception, 

emotion, and cognition that are considered – in design practice today – the constitu-

tional basics of what is ‘experience’24. 

Later in the 18th century Shaftesbury’s thoughts were followed up by David Hume in his 

Treatise of Human Nature25 (1739/40), who introduces the notion of ‘impressions’ (=per-

ception) and ‘ideas’ (=cognition) as two principal components to make up complex sen-

sory experiences:

 

“’As the fancy delights in every thing that is great, strange, or beautiful, and is 

still more pleas’d the more it finds of these perfections in the same object, so it is 

capable of receiving a new satisfaction by the assistance of another sense. Thus any 

continu’d sound, as the music of birds, or a fall of waters, awakens every moment 

the mind of the beholder, and makes him more attentive to the several beauties of 

the place, that lie before him. Thus if there arises a fragrancy of smells or perfumes, 

they heighten the pleasure of the imagination, and make even the colours and 

verdure of the landschape appear more agreeable; for the ideas of both senses 

recommend each other, and are pleasanter together than when they enter the mind 

separately: As the different colours of a picture, when they are well disposed, set off 

22	  Ibid. Page 106–107.

23	  Ibid. Page 82.

24	  Desmet and Schifferstein, From Floating Wheelchairs to Mobile Car Parks.

25	  David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. Lewis A. Selby-Bigge and Peter H. Nidditch, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). Page 284.
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one another, and receive an additional beauty from the advantage of the situation.’ 

In this phænomenon we may remark the association both of impressions and ideas, 

as well as the mutual assistance they lend each other.”26

A little later also William Hogarth in his Analysis of Beauty (1751) defines beauty – and 

with it identity – as an entangled relation of parts, which he summarises in the observa-

tion:

“[…] in shipbuilding the dimensions of every part are confined and regulated by fit-

ness for sailing. When a vessel sails well, the sailors always call her a beauty: the two 

ideas have such a connection!”27

In difference to his predecessors Hogarth quite distinctly defines beauty in terms of a 

modern concept of ‘functionality’ of the parts, and their contribution to the functionality 

of the overall entity.

“Our necessities have taught us to mould matter into various shapes, and to give 

them fit proportions for particular uses, as bottles, glasses, knives, dishes, etc. Has 

not offence given rise to the form of the sword, and defence to that of the shield? 

And what else but proper fitness of parts has fixed the different dimensions of 

pistols, common guns, great guns, fowling-pieces, and blunderbusses; which differ-

ences, as to figure, may as properly be called the different characters of firearms, as 

the different shapes of men are called characters of men.”28

In the 19th century ideas and concepts of the ‘practical aesthetics’ were finally also trans-

ferred into architectural practice, namely by the German architect Gottfried Semper and 

his book of the early 1860s Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts; or Practical Aesthetics. 

But already during his stay in London (1850 to 1852) to where he had fled after his in-

volvement in the German Revolution of 1848 had gone sour he paraphrased Hogarth in 

a letter to his friend Heinrich Hübsch:

 

26	  Ibid.

27	  William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty (Pittsfield, MA: The Silver Lotus Shop, 1909).

28	  Ibid.

“After all what have I done in 48, that one persecutes me forever? One single bar-

ricade did I construct – it bore up, because it was practical, and as it was practical, it 

was beautiful.”29 [translation by author]

From this brief historical excursion it appears viable to deduct for the purpose of our 

case that

· Identity is constructed through a specific and intentional relationship of parts;

· Experience is a construct of perceptional, cognitive and emotional elements; 

· Identity is experienced – in the context of (spatial) design – through the practical 

functionality of the design; and

· Identity can be understood as a dynamic experiential ‘product’ construed in real time 

while it is experienced. 

The Finnish architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa in his essay Geometry of Feeling 

(1985) comes to a similar realisation when he develops the ideal of a phenomenological 

‘Architecture of Imagery’:

“The artistic dimension of a work of art does not lie in the actual physical thing; it 

exists only in the consciousness of the person experiencing that object. The analysis 

of a work of art is, at its most genuine level, an introspection by the consciousness 

subjected to it. The work of art’s meaning lies not in its forms, but in the images 

transmitted by the forms and the emotional force that they carry. Form only affects 

our feelings through what it represents. […]

As architects, we do not design buildings primarily as physical objects: we design 

with regard to the images and emotions of the people who live in them… [The] 

effect of architecture stems from more or less shared images and basic emotions 

connected with building.”30

29	  Cord Machens, ‘Neues zur Entstehung der Arten für Charles Darwin (1809*) und A. von Humboldt 
(1859†). VI. Tektonische Versuche im Steinkohlenwald.’, Bauwelt, 2010.

30	  Juhani Pallasmaa, ‘Geometry of Feeling: The Phenomenology of Architecture’, in The Architecture 
Reader: Essential Writings from Vitruvius to the Present, ed. A. Krista Sykes (New York, NY: George Braziller, 2007), 
242–245.
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Pallasmaa thinks very much in line with his British predecessors but he introduces also a 

new ‘category’, which he refers to as the ‘effect’ of a building or its ‘meaning’. While Shaft-

esbury originally developed his aesthetic theory in the context of his investigations into 

morality31, thus is indeed concerned with the notion of ‘meaning’, he does not explore 

how meaning is to be achieved or even purposefully designed.

At this point is seems useful to ‘jump’ forward this argument and to introduce some 

thoughts by Adrian Poole, a professor for English Literature at Cambridge University, 

who considered ‘meaning’ in the context of identity in his Darwin Lecture The Identity 

of Meaning (2010):

“To summarize: within the whole range of the meanings of meaning both current 

and obsolete, the sense of intention or purpose or will to signify, communicate or 

make something happen is inalienable. So too is the sense of effect and impact and 

consequence, of meaning as something that passes between speaker and listener, 

between artist and audience, between lovers and between warriors. It is something 

that goes through a process in time, space and history. Against this there is the 

desire for meaning that lies outside vicissitude and even intentions, at least human 

intentions, a desire especially invested in great religious symbols that command 

widespread belief, such as the Cross and the Crescent. Yet even the most sacred 

objects of contemplation require stories to be told about them if their meanings are 

to be grasped. Meaning means interpretation in the sense that it requires and en-

tails it. ‘Know what I mean?’ Think of the way we appeal to such harmless, pathetic 

everyday fillers. Almost devoid of content, they mark the desire for connection, 

sometimes minimally, as who should say, ‘you know, like, uh, hey, man, I mean, cool, 

huh?’.”32

Poole’s deductions on the meanings of ‘meaning’ provide ample touch points to inte-

grate the notion of meaning with the theories of Shaftesbury and Pallasmaa as well as 

31	  John McAteer, ‘The Third Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713)’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(2011), http://www.iep.utm.edu/shaftes/.

32	  Adrian Poole, ‘Identity of Meaning’, in Identity, Darwin College Lectures 21 (Cambridge, UK; New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

with everyday design practice, namely the necessity of a story/interpretation, a narration 

for meaning to unfold, and the ‘sense of intention or purpose or will’ to communicate. 

For the case of the IHG hotels it’s quite safe to establish a failure in their attempts of 

producing meaningful guest relations, as neither the guest rooms of the Crowne Plaza 

or the Holiday Inn Express instigate experiences that allow distinct identification. Guest 

rooms of both houses essentially allow for identical functionalities – to sleep, to shower, 

to watch TV etc. – as do all guest rooms in all hotels of reasonable standard. The qualifica-

tions as provided in IHG’s brand book consider the parts of the overall design, but it do 

not establish a coherent idea of relation of these parts that in return could be a narrative 

and thus produce meaning, or – in Shaftesbury’s analogy – they are all perfect wax repli-

cas of the same tree, yet lack the ‘sympathising of parts’ that is the nature of the original. 

Shaftesbury – and others after him – also particularly point out that ‘the parts’ of a whole 

include not only its material – i.e. sensually perceptible –, but also cognitive and emo-

tional elements. Despite the obligatory ‘hotel art work’ present in all guest rooms, these 

levels of possible guest engagement are rather little considered in IHG’s room designs. 

IHG does identify specific target guests, but those identities again are not reflected and 

articulated in the room designs: Crowne Plaza rooms do look ‘higher class’ than Holi-

day Inn Express rooms, they are more spacious and designed more elaborately, but how 

these additional efforts reflect the targeted “business travellers” as opposed to the “un-

pretentious, ambitious, self-reliant, sociable” guests of the Holiday Inn Express remains 

unclear. Or, to argue along the analogy of Führ’s football game: IHG establishes a playing 

field, but doesn’t define whether this is a football pitch, a basket ball court, or even a golf 

court. 
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Our existence is always in relation with things in the physical world, a spatial relation 

that is fundamental for all our experiences. “We have said that space is existential; we 

might just as well have said that existence is spatial.“ (Merleau-Ponty 2002: 295). Often 

this spatiality of our existence is so obvious that it becomes almost invisible in our 

everyday living. Being subtle they tend to be remote from the individual’s awareness, 

as physical settings are perceived as ‘backdrops’ against which events occur (Proshan-

sky et al. 1983). Largely “spatiality tends to be peripheralised into the background as 

reflection, container, stage, environment, or external constraint of human behaviour 

and social action.” (Soja 1996: 71) It is important however to note that any narrative that 

ignores the spatial dimension is incomplete and results in the oversimplified under-

standing of our experiences (Jameson 1991: 40).

Our spatial interaction with the physical world accommodates our fundamental need 

for reflecting one’s self on to the outside world. We need to project something of our-

selves on to the other in order to recognise or mis-recognise ourselves in the other (Vis-

cher 1994: 104). It is the spatial relation and the experiences associated with it, which 

allow us to make sense of our own self by extending our self onto the outside world. 

The primacy of spatial experiences lies in its power to enable things or objects to be 

connected (Merleau-Ponty 2002: 243). But technology has slowly and steadily acquired 

the power to (re)define our experiential understanding of the physical world by not 

only changing the characteristic nature of spatial experiences but also by conditioning 

our ability to perceive things. Paul Virilio (2001: 75) notes that people tend to largely 

be at ‘locations’ where they cease to be moving bodies and become instead motion-

less objects that are subjects to the immediacy of actions ‘on the spot’. The ‘violence of 

speed’ (Virilio 2001: 76) of such actions additionally seldom allows deeper experiences, 

which is further heightened by the “reversal of two dimensions – a temporalisation of 

space and spatialisation of time” (Pallasmaa 2005: 21). 

Amidst these dynamic transformations of our existence, it is essential to study people’s 

urban spatial experiences to comprehend these new complexities and how they affect 

notions of identity negotiation in spatial environments. For this purpose this chapter 

presents a case study – based on a phenomenological approach – that aims to study 

the significance for identity constructions of everyday spatial experiences in urban 

spaces. Addressed to experiential designers and to others with an interest in spatial 

experiences, this study discusses the various implicit factors that affect contemporary 

urban experiences, and the emergent themes pertaining to spatial experiences and 

identity constructions in urban living.

Everyday Spatial Experience and Identity

Places today are largely designed for promoting themselves as attractions where every-

day spatial experiences are transformed as journeys into ‘hyperreality’ (Baudrillard 1994: 

149). Amidst these is hidden an underlying constant process of negotiation with the 

everyday spatial experiences so as to enact spatial tactics to find meaning within the 

environment through ‘performative constructs’ (Butler 2006: 3). These spatial experi-

ences allow one to extend one’s self to identify with a particular place, in turn reassur-

ing, reinforcing or restructuring one’s identity through the place itself. In this context it 

is potentially significant to study ‘ordinary’ everyday places that possess “multiple and 

shifting meanings rather than clarity of function” (Crawford 2008: 28). 

Today, designers “in searching for meaningful ideas to use as generators of form, often 

push the purposive activities even further up the scale of predictability than they 

deserve to be” (Lawson 2001: 204). Consequently, contemporary places seldom offer 

spontaneity and freedom of experiential understanding, hence failing to accommodate 

the spatial tactics which offer ways of making connections, and finding meaning in 

otherwise abstract and alienating places (Leach 2005). These factors have had a great 

impact on our overall spatial understanding, and as a result, the fundamental need for 

reflection of self in the environment has largely been suffering.

Definition of Key Terms

In psychology identity is at “its core psychosocial: self and other; inner and outer; being 

and doing; expression of self for, with, against, or despite; but certainly in response to 

others” (Josselson 1994). Viewed in the context of relatedness, identity emerges from 

the continually redefined capacity to make use of and respond to context (Josselson 

1994). Drawing from this explanation – while considering the physical context includ-

ing the socio-spatial realm – identity can be understood as a sense of relatedness with a 

place, which gradually enables people to feel a ‘sense of identity’ with the environment.

The notions of space and place used in this research are drawn from Robert Sack as two 

terms with blurred boundaries that are intertwined into one another by activities ad 

objects:
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“Place implies space, and each home is a place in space. Space is a property of the 

natural world, but it can be experienced. From the perspective of experience, place 

differs from space in terms of familiarity and time. A place requires human agency, 

is something that may take time to know, and a home especially so. As we move 

along the earth we pass from one place to another. But if we move quickly the 

places blur; we lose track of their qualities, and they may coalesce into the sense 

that we are moving through space.” (1997: 16) 

Study Rationale

Building on the issues discussed above this study probes the impacts of urban spatial 

experiences on the need to reflect one’s self through identification with the physical 

environment. In the context of addressing the issues of globalisation, multiculturalism 

and alienation in urban cities today, the study aims to explore this problem through 

a case study conducted in Sheffield, United Kingdom, as it is solidly placed within 

the average of cities in the UK. The study adopts a phenomenological methodology 

to establish significant connections between the everyday spatial experiences of a 

selected group of people and their constructions of relations with those. The research 

participants were fifteen international students (coded as P1 to P15) studying research 

degrees in Architecture at the University of Sheffield. As students from different cultural 

backgrounds have varying perceptions of their spatial contexts, their spatial practices 

also differ. It is valuable to understand how these diversities are accommodated and/

or adapted through myriad possibilities in physical settings that are often embedded in 

everyday spatial experiences.  

As examples for the study urban outdoor spaces were selected based on the factors:

a. Relevance to Everyday Life of International Students 

The identification of spaces of relevance to the achievement of the students’ life pur-

poses enable an understanding of how these spaces accommodate or allows everyday 

life and interaction, and how people individually respond to these spatial experiences. 

b. ‘Undesigned’ Character of the Spaces

‘Undesigned’ urban spaces were selected that are closely related to the concept of 

‘loose spaces’ (Franck and Stevens 2007) that accommodate and encourage casual and 

spontaneous uses.

c. Familiarity/Frequency of Use 

Spaces were also chosen for their frequency of use and general familiarity among 

the international student community, as that facilitated a more detailed discussion of 

spatial experiences.

Data Collection

Data collection was carried out through in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews 

with the participants lasting between 45 minutes to 1 hour employing tasks which in-

cluded ranking images of thirty selected settings according to their perceived related-

ness to respective participants. The participants were also to match selected images to 

words from a provided list of adjectives such as ‘comfortable’, ‘safe’, ‘pleasant’, ‘complex’ – 

to name a few – and to sketch the spatial aspects of places from their personal rankings 

to explain how they felt those places accommodated their identification with them. 

To overcome the insufficiency of quantitative scientific methods, the architect Norberg-

Schulz (1980) suggests phenomenology as an appropriate approach to explore the 

complex relation between person and world. In accordance with this line of thought 

the analysis of the data gathered followed the Interpretative Phenomenological Analy-

sis (IPA), which is specifically committed to the examination of how people make sense 

of their experiences and reduces the common tendency to fix experiences in prede-

fined or overly abstract categories (Smith 2009).

Findings

The analysis and interpretation of the data allowed to identify four common ‘themes’ 

that resurfaced throughout all the interviews: Boundaries; (Re)Connection; Restoration; 

and Everyday Life. 

Boundaries

The primacy of boundaries is generally well accepted in architecture, for, “architectur-

ally, to define space literally meant to determine boundaries” (Tschumi 1998: 219). The 

analysis showcases some interesting trajectories taken by boundaries – either sugges-

tive or explicit – in participants’ spatial experiences: boundaries define territories for 

individuals and events, thus not only clarifying the inside/outside, private/public rela-

tionships, but also offering significant cues for appropriate behaviour/activities and/or 

communicating (personal/social) spatial constraints.
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One of the participants recounted how she felt a strong empathetic attachment to a 

particular urban space, which stemmed from her sense of being a ‘passively active’ part 

of the activities that she perceived as harmoniously fitting to this context:

My mum was here during summer on a weekend, it was a sunny day and they had 

a stage here and lot of young people performed. Playing music all day, it was fan-

tastic… and I almost felt I belonged there… with the people… with the activities…

[P10]

For example, referring to an image of the hub outside the Student Union Building 

(Fig. 1) largely characterised by informal interaction, the participant acknowledged its 

importance in student life, yet also hints on some deficiencies related to its fluidity and 

openness that lacks a sense of privacy, and in this case apparently created unease to 

the participant:

Yes, it is a space, which is essential for student life but there’s some discomfort, as 

the space is largely for movement. If it has… Hmmmm… I think it should have 

more elements like activities or seating areas or some kind of enclosure properly… 

[P11]

A similar need for privacy in open/public space is expressed by participant P1 when 

explaining her discomfort at a bus stop, linking the unavailability of seats with privacy 

issues:   

In this place… there are benches… But it’s always occupied… full… or hmmm… 

there is no privacy here… I prefer that more… For example I do not use the bus stop 

because no seating there also, it feels like people are always watching… [P1]

Yet another participant started the sketch of her personal choice of space with a strong 

demarcating feature:

A fence… [P3]

Is this a sort of enclosure?[I]

Yes, a fence. [P3]

Pointing at the space outside the fence she drew, she said

This is anything outside my world… [P3]

Two main observations could initially be distilled from these narratives: 

Firstly, particular activities – e.g. sitting, shopping, playing music – are perceived to 

demarcate particular territories. Social activities and the experience of other people 

apparently offer a wealth of sensual variation that create a pattern of spatial interaction, 

which in return allows the individual to delve deeper into other aspects of a context: if 

“time unfolds as change, then space unfolds as interaction“ (Massey 2005: 61). Merleau-

Ponty (2002: 243) defined space as “the universal power that enables things or objects 

to be”. Pallasmaa (2005: 37) explains “creating this sense of presence through spatial 

experiences allows us to identify ourselves with the space; this place, this moment and 

these dimensions, becoming ingredients of our very existence.” When integrated well 

with the activities within them, spatial experiences enable a strong sense of presence, 

Fig. 1 – Image discussed by P11 in the above excerpt Student Union Building
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that otherwise – in contemporary life with its multiple heres and theres – tends to be 

fractured (Wise 2012). 

Secondly, explicit boundaries help to distinguish spaces from each other, while simul-

taneously allowing clear respective identity alignments – e.g. ‘my world’ versus the ‘out-

side world’. Spatial boundaries especially support a sense of secured association with a 

place when they allow the experiencer to fit in snugly and observe the world ‘outside’ 

from a ‘secure’ vantage point without attracting much attention to herself. 

When explaining his favourite space, P6 sketched a frame around his drawing referring 

to it as a semi-covered space as seen from a first-person perspective (note the words 

‘my legs’ at the bottom right) from which he could inconspicuously watch a landscape 

with people and activities (Fig. 2): 

From here I can see what’s happening around and there is nobody behind me… 

[P6]

Or, as another participant put it more definitely:

I don’t mind being seen but I don’t like to be in the centre of attention… [P10]

Dovey states that “largely people feel out of place when not aware of ‘how to act’ in 

that particular place” (2010: 32). In such situations boundaries allow people to ‘con-

struct’ for themselves a familiar position, a “secure base [that] is a safe haven to explore 

from and return to when the world feels dicey” (Gallagher 2007: 161). This observation 

also resonates with the prospect-refuge theory (Walmsley 1988: 74), which states that 

people feel most comfortable in landscapes where one can see and not be seen. These 

instinctive needs are to be addressed at all levels of territorial constructs – for example 

through boundaries that potentially may carry rich symbolic meaning and – at the 

same time – implicit cues for people to ‘act’. 

(Re)Connection

Participants’ narratives expressed an empathetic attachment with urban spaces that 

allowed them to recollect childhood memories, or otherwise resembled native places 

and/or previous experiences: 

Fig. 2 – Sketch by P6 viewing the world from a secured point of view

This is my favourite personal space… I would like to have my place near the 

sea-side… Maybe it’s just the complexity of the work activities and the need for a 

complete oppositeness of calm and peace in sea, which I find very relaxing… [P2]

With further probing about the explanation:

Maybe because I grew up on an island… a small one… all around it was sea… So 

maybe this is related to my childhood memory… [P2]

I like the building… Old fashioned house similar to my grandma house… [P4]

The atmosphere of the park is beautiful. Green space and water… Back home my 

house is close to the river and I have lived there for 23 years… My village also has 

similar bridge… So this reminds me my place, makes me more relaxed and peace-

ful… [P4; Fig. 3]

I feel like I’m at home here. There are pedestrian pathways where we walk down 

the market and we got shops on the right and left… and normally unlike shops 

here, the shop in my home country are only outside and people call… ‘Come to my 
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shop…’ ‘Come to my shop’… ‘I’ve got this…’ ‘I’ve got that…’ [P7; Fig. 4]

Another participant [P8] – in sketching his favourite place – chose a park and 

explained,

	
I will say, I would have a park with more trees and seats under the tress and some 

place like a tent… similar to those in my village… it feels nice and relaxed… [P8] 

In the first examples, places in Sheffield are likened to (even only vaguely) similar places 

that invoke pleasant memories, and thereby establish an almost instant relatedness. 

In the second case the thought of a tent – inspired by the place – evoked a sense of 

relaxation, despite it was not actually in the space he was describing; yet, the environ-

ment at hand stroke him as suitable for such structure, and thereby evoked a sense of 

understanding of the place. Both these types of responses indicate the participants’ 

tendency to search for spatial characteristics of familiar contexts to facilitate identifica-

tion with their new Sheffield environment. It is interesting to note in this context is the 

apparent possibility to link up places not just through their similarities but also through 

the differences in their spatial structures.

Apart from personal memories also religious backgrounds appeared to play a signifi-

cant role, when meeting people with similar religious beliefs, and the resulting social 

life emerged as an important aid for participants to identify with a specific urban en-

vironment. Describing the place of his personal choice one of the participant asserted 

the importance for the place to address his religious needs:

… Any place is fine for me but then I’m a Muslim, my religion plays a very important 

part so where ever I’m staying now I have access to the Mosque so that would affect 

me, the way I relate to that place. The proximity to the mosque is important. [P7]

Are you referring to the practical aspects of being close to a mosque? [I]

Yes… but the point is: I need to pray and in a way helps me to mingle with my peo-

ple… The social aspects I mean… When I go to pray, it makes me comfortable with 

my people. We meet say ‘Hi, Salaam’… [P7]

Restoration
Fig. 4 – Image of Fargate in Sheffield city centre discussed by P7

Fig. 3 – Image of Western Park, Sheffield discussed by P4



161160

Designing Experience Four Themes to (Phenomenologically) Understand Contemporary Urban Spaces

Korpela and Hartig (1996) in their study on restorative qualities of places explain that 

some properties of places prompt more positively-toned emotional states, drive down 

activities, evoke sustained attention, and block negative emotions and thoughts. Such 

properties should be expected to encourage people to respond to places more readily, 

and accordingly – regardless of cultural background – a strong affinity towards restora-

tive spatial experiences was observed in all participants’ narratives. 

Often the participants expressed the restorative quality of a place through its associa-

tion to nature (see Kaplan 1992; Hartig 1991; Nina 2003); otherwise specific spatial 

tactics were adopted to overcome stressful and complex conditions of places, which 

this study will focus on.

For example, participants described walking as one of the most prominent ways in 

which they would wish to manoeuvre through a space and experience its settings. 

The way I walk in the street is different… it’s not stressful… it’s not… I do not like 

when people are just walking in one direction… It’s different when you have open 

spaces… when you walk more slowly… And you can really look what are around… 

[P5]

I would just want to walk over areas just to experience… [P10]

A relatively slower pace of movement is noted as an important criterion to engage 

meaningfully with the environment, reinforcing the urban dweller’s implicit under-

standing of the significance of the fleeting present and its vanishing role for a mean-

ingful existence (Boym 2001). A need for freedom in manoeuvring through the space 

also emerged as a significant factor, which was largely described in terms of clarifying 

boundaries of movement, allowing choice of pace and pedestrian safety. Though walk-

ing often itself is a necessary act (Gehl 2011), it is the spatial dimension, which defines 

the appropriateness for rich experience and regulates “the human level of tolerance for 

interferences encountered” (Gehl 2011: 135).

One of the participants observed that a spatial experience that accommodated spon-

taneity to pause allowed her to be comfortable, as it relieved the need to be cautious 

while strolling in a public space:

For me this place is comfortable because this is where you can stop… It does not 

make you uncomfortable to stop there. [P3] 

The same participant further compared this first place to another one and continued,

For instance in this place, if I would choose to sit here, it will look weird… If I stand 

here… it’s okay in the pretext of watching the ducks. The space does not accommo-

date what I wish to do. [P3]

These experiences underlie the implicit yet strong desire for breaking free from the 

clutches of post-urban spatial behaviour, which is arguably largely characterised by 

staged activity patterns. The participants’ narratives of the experiences associated with 

the act of walking can also be interpreted in line with Michael de Certeau: 

“The opacity of the body, in movement, gesticulating, walking, taking its pleasure, is 

what indefinitely organises a here in relation to an abroad, a ‘familiarity’ in relation 

to a ‘foreignness’.” (1988: 125)

Fig. 5 – Sketch by P5 showing the walking space she would prefer to feel related to a space
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Participants ranked highly those places that allowed them moments of reflection and 

contemplation, for experiences associated with these places facilitated the interaction 

with one’s self. For example, one of the participants also noted that despite not having 

visited a particular place often, she identified with this place the most, since it provided 

her with a sense of personal restoration (Fig. 6).

I have been here only few times but in that time while I’m walking in the city and 

then I’m tired and just want to have a relaxing time… sitting in the bench… drink-

ing coffee… Thinking about PhD, about me and many things and I think that’s the 

way I’m relating myself with the place… [P5]

Amidst the busy and visually domineering places in the city centre it is the restorative 

quality of the space – in this case a common side walk seating area – that allows the 

emergence of sense of self in the individual.

McLeod established that the amount of information to be processed by the human 

mind in highly complex and dynamic contemporary urban environments is perceived 

as a combination of both intrusiveness and lack of boundaries (McLeod 1996). As a kind 

of counter-action and balance, participants showed an increased tendency seeking for 

simplicity in spatial structures. This became evident when participants where asked to 

sketch their personal choices of spaces, and many starting their drawings with state-

ments like,

I like the space to be simple… [P9]

I want to see the physical world more clear and more tidy… So much chaos in 

mind… So want real life to be more tidy… [P6]

I need to have clear space around me and I like to keep them clear. I tend to keep my 

space as free as possible… [P10]

The place should be comfortable… simple… not complicated… not too many 

things… It blocks our imagination… [P4]

One of the participants also observed that the simplicity of spatial characteristics may 

play a significant role in experiencing places more deeply:

Yes, it’s just a set of steps there’s nothing special about the space… it’s just that it is 

in-between two places having strong characters… It’s a simple transition between 

two completely different modes. [P3] 

Everyday Life 

Henri Lefebvre (1991:169) stated that “man must be everyday, or he will not be at all” 

stressing on the significance and the essence of everyday life for human existence, and 

not surprisingly participants revealed a strong sense of connection with spatial experi-

ences that were associated with everyday aspects of their life. 

One of the participants, while attempting to locate his personal choice of place, as he 

began his to sketch by questioning its physical context:

Which is the place I have to consider? [P9] 

Fig. 6 – Image discussed by P5 of seating areas towards the Sheffield city centre
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Any place, any context, the choice is yours. [I]

So… maybe this is my home… and this is my office so this place should be between 

my home and office… [P9]

Oh, really? [I]

Yes, that’s what makes it more related to me. [P9]

Is it more to do with familiarity? [I]

Hmmm… Yes… But also we are leading a life between two points… Destinations…

so the line is important and we have to enjoy it. [P9]

Although the usage of the term ‘every day’ superficially reflects the timely frequency 

of activities or situations, the notion of Lefebvre’s ‘everyday’ is implicitly unconscious, 

and more complex than mere ‘familiarity’. This may be noted in the way P9 defines the 

context in which he starts thinking about how he identifies with his space of choice. 

The participant un-self-consciously iterates that any space he would choose invariably 

would have to lie between his home and the office. This does not only reflect the need 

of frequency of visit to a space but also the need for the space to be a part of the jour-

ney (the line) between two important destinations in everyday life. This presupposes 

essence of everyday life to be inherently connected to spatial experiences that enables 

people identity constructions.

Everydayness was manifest in a variety of ideas throughout the interviews, yet it was 

particularly notable that in many instances it wasn’t even necessary for participants to 

actively experience the space:

I see this (park) every day from my window… Sometimes… when I’m so tired… I 

just look into this space… the bridge… and it’s pleasant too. [P2]

Is this because you have visited and experienced this place? [I]

No, I think it’s more because I see this place every day from place where I work, 

where I spend more time… [P2]

Another participant stated

I will tell you what. Look at this window (in the picture) that’s my place, that’s my 

flat. This is a view which I see every day… I get from inside my house, this part of the 

place… [P11]

The respective spaces achieved significance in participants’ everyday lives simply 

through viewing them from a distance, usually because they offer a kind of escape from 

the routines of everyday life. This is to some extent analogous with the observation be-

fore that also non-existent spatial structures may instigate relatable memories if certain 

characteristics of the environment point towards them. It also ties everyday qualities of 

spaces in with the restorative powers of space discussed before as well as. 

Discussion and Conclusion

The various aspects discussed above following the narratives of the participants pro-

vide an idea of the multi-layered and overlapping nature of the four themes identified: 

Fig. 7 – Image discussed by P3 of the transition between the Sheffield University Library compound and Western Park
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implicitly and strongly interlinked with one another they create meaningful spatial 

experiences which nurture a sense of self in individuals. 

A participant recounted the spatial experience, which she felt she could identify herself 

with the most:

A coffee area with seats… self service or probably even like a proper coffee shop or a 

small van… It should be pedestrian as its safe and make me relaxed… [P11]

Does choosing coffee shop is synonymous for having a break? Or just a pause? [I]

Hmmm… well… Coffee for me is everything. It is symbol for many things… It’s like I 

have personal relationship with the coffee… [P11]

Further probing into the participant’s coffee habits revealed implicit connection with 

the socio-cultural aspects of her narrative:

A coffee area in a public space makes me feel good; it makes public space for me a 

better place… or maybe some kind of a social thing… Maybe I cannot see myself 

sitting in a public space doing nothing… holding a cup is doing something… Gives 

me a reason to sit in a public space. [P11]

Why do you think you cannot sit not doing anything? [I]

Probably whenever I sit without doing anything, it’s just, I don’t feel personal. If I’m 

busy doing something, I’m doing my own thing. [P11]

The above narratives of the participants epitomise the complexity of the multifari-

ous factors, which influence the spatial experiences involved in relating one’s self. The 

narratives overall also shed light on the qualities of a place, which are often implicit 

in enabling a deep relationship with the place, yet comprehendible only through the 

careful study of spatial practices. The study delineates how people tend to evolve their 

own meaning in their spatial experiences, but also hints that places are often designed 

for experiences which have “pre-packaged meaning for consumption” (Dovey 2010: 26). 

In a society of movement, it is important for spatial design thinking to consider the 

fact that “territories are subject to deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation, which are 

recombined into new assemblages” (Deleuze and Guattari 2004: 17). Often this requires 

places that provide people with spatial freedom to experiment with various spatial tac-

tics to accommodate notions of self. Within the context of discussion on global sense of 

place (Massey 1991) and multi-territoriality (Petcou 2002) of societies today, the study 

sheds light on the potentialities of the repetitive element of everyday life, which can 

construct a sense of relatedness through familiarity and order. However, this sense of 

relatedness means nothing without the journey, the connection with the difference 

(Dovey 2010:18). 

“Architecture is our primary instrument for relating us with space and time, giving these 

dimensions a human measure.” (Pallasmaa 2005: 17). Architecture also allows us to 

meaningfully connect space and time with a context. In opposition to the superficial 

relationship with the physical world inflicted upon people today and the kind of void 

we increasingly live in, it is proposed that design should aim towards creating places 

that offer a mixture of order and accident, called by Aldo van Eyck (1970) a “labyrinthine 

clarity”. 

“Design, in a way must put into doubt its search for all such, often well-intentioned, 

design solutions or self-deconstructions, to open the way to explore, discover, un-

cover, and expose the hidden dimensions of lived experience.” (Wodiczko 1999: 16)

The design of places needs to allow room for “festival, the meeting, exchange, lei-

sure, pleasure, mixture, contrast, mingling with ‘others’, comfort, solidarity, difference” 

(Castello 2010: 22). The results of this study highlights how spatial design “articulates 

the experience of being-in-the-world and strengthens our sense of reality and self; it 

does not make us inhabit worlds of mere fabrication and fantasy” (Pallasmaa 2005: 11). 

Places that nurture such spatial experiences become “profound centres of human exist-

ence” (Relph 1976: 43).
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In front of the tents groups of people have gathered – drinking, talking, gazing at the 

passersby. Along the tent front people move past noisily, beers in their hands – laugh-

ing, singing, shouting. Music is playing loudly from the nearby venue where a local 

rock band has just entered the stage. The roar from the crowd rises and the sound of 

energetic drums transcends the bright evening. A couple starts dancing fiercely right 

next to a guy sleeping in the grass. The state of his appearance tells of several days of 

hard partying. 

Capturing a festival experience is challenging as the above short field note from the 

Roskilde Festival in Denmark reveals. Such a festival consists of strictly staged perfor-

mances like rock concerts and of laid back social interactions of talking, dancing and 

drinking alike. It involves times of intensity, and it includes periods of relaxation. It 

features carefully designed spaces of intense scenographies, and deliberately ridiculous 

theme parties on the adjoining camp sites featuring drunken teddy bears and storm 

troopers. 

To somehow tie these impressions together the Roskilde Festival experience has been 

labelled The Orange Feeling by the festival planners, in an attempt of combining the 

brand colour of the festival with the socio-aesthetic experience of the festival perfor-

mance. In the following we will engage in a discussion on the nature of festival experi-

ence, and to what degree it may be designed, suggesting that festival design repre-

sents an idea-typical case of a co-produced design of an experience. As such the case of 

Roskilde Festival also functions as an empirical frame for a wider theoretical discussion 

on how to understand co-produced experience designs in general, which we propose 

to approach as a socio-material process of enabling attachments. In particular we want 

to explore how social engagement and involvement can be designed by means of ma-

terials, and thus how festival experiences can be perceived as socio-material processes 

created by participants and festival planners respectively. 

 

Experience Design  

When Pine and Gilmore launched the concept of the Experience Economy, they put 

experiences on the agenda as crucial for economic growth in society (1999). Since, an 

interest in creating meaningful experiences for various purposes has continuously risen 

both among private companies and public institutions, and accordingly, successful 

experiential designs have become sought-after samples for imitation and inspiration.

 

To explain when experiences occur Pine and Gilmore declare: 

”Companies stage an experience whenever they engage customers, connecting 

with them in a personal, memorable way” (1999: 3). 

While companies may succeed in doing so by chance, experiences can also be created 

intentionally. To do so, Pine and Gilmore recommend that experience producers follow 

the a principal to-do-list: create events which are unforgettable and have a limited sup-

ply; sell the use of a product, not the product itself; put the costumer at the centre of 

attention; activate all five senses; and enable a sharing of the experience (ibid: 11–20). 

They also outline a typology of four different types of experiences: entertainment, 

educational, aesthetic, and escapist, the so-called experience realms, which are differen-

tiated by two criteria (participation and connection) to illustrate how customers may be 

engaged in various dimensions (ibid: 30f ).

While Pine and Gilmore believe that their recommendations will indeed produce valid 

experiences, they do not explain in detail how this is achieved; neither do they account 

for how experiences are actually created, nor for what happens during an experi-

ence. Instead, in their writings experiences seem to occur as a more or less automatic 

response to a design, a position questioned by various scholars since (see for example 

Boswijk et al. 2007).

Second Generation Experience Design 

The critique of Pine and Gilmore’s approach to experiences has been a major point in 

the development of a second generation within the literature on the Experience Econ-

omy (Boswijk et al. 2007; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). Whereas the first genera-

tion – primarily Pine and Gilmore, but also others – focused on what companies should 

do, portraying customers as rather passive targets, the second generation focuses on 

customers’ sensory perception, the creation of meaning, and the process of co-creation. 

That is, the second generation within the Experience Economy literature portrays expe-

riences as something that rise from customers’ active involvement. 

Yet, also in the second generation of literature customers’ involvement is still mainly 

defined from the view point of companies when co-creation is usually portrayed as a 

means for value creation (Humphreys and Grayson 2008). Hence, co-creation repre-

sents an asset for companies, not a fundamental feature of experiential designs as such. 
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As an alternative, in the following we will introduce a socio-material approach, turn-

ing attention to the performative scripts vaguely encoded in spaces and objects and 

those who encounter them, and suggesting that these attachments may provide the 

entrance point to understanding more principally how experiences are (co-)created. 

 

A Socio-Material Perspective 

To consider the relation between material artefacts produced by festival designs and 

the practices of festival participants our chapter draws inspiration from the work of the 

French cultural sociologist Antoine Hennion, who pioneered a socio-material, post-

Bourdieuan stance in cultural sociology (Born 2010) in line with recent developments 

within science and technology studies. Working within the same paradigm as Latour 

and Callon, Hennion highlighted the active passion that cultural products give rise 

to (2001, 2007), proposing a sociology of attachments (Gomart & Hennion 1999). We 

employ this concept of attachment to address the production and encounter of experi-

ential designs – exemplified by the case of Roskilde Festival – implying that experiences 

may be understood as a co-production of those who experience, and that which they 

experience. 

Making Attachments  

In the socio-material approach, following the pragmatist tradition of the American 

philosopher John Dewey, artworks may be studied by means of the experiences they 

give rise to (1959). According to Dewey, the experience of art consists of a mix of doing 

and undergoing: an experience is not something which can be imposed on the subject 

or which the subject brings about. It is simultaneously something which overwhelms 

the subject and which the subject seeks to become overwhelmed by. In this sense, the 

experiencing subject is at once active and passive. 

Dewey’s description of experiences as a mix of doing and undergoing is paralleled in 

the work of Hennion who identifies a mixture of activity and passivity in the practices 

of music lovers (2001, 2007). In his study, Hennion finds that music lovers are highly 

knowledgeable about their musical interests, and carefully prepare when they set out 

to have musical experiences. According to Hennion, these individual practices of prepa-

ration are central to understanding the great experiences that music lovers have. 

To explain the influential capacities of objects, Hennion uses the concept of attach-

ments (Gomart & Hennion 1999).Attachments describe the performative relations that 

humans make to objects and situations. In other words, human agents actively use 

objects (also ‘intangible objects’ like tunes) to become passive and let the objects influ-

ence them. For illustration of his idea of attachments, Hennion uses the cases of music 

lovers and drug users who both have refined practices of making objects carry them 

away (ibid.). 

Co-Production

The concept of attachments designates a dismissal of the subject/object distinction 

as agency cannot be ascribed to only humans or only objects respectively as both 

become dependent and determining. Therefore, Hennion introduces the concept of co-

production to demonstrate how objects are construed within the social practices which 

they are part of while at the same time forming those same practices (see DeNora 

2000). Through the concept of co-production Hennion suggests that social relations 

and objects are constituted simultaneously. He further emphasizes not only the active 

role played by users in defining objects, but also the active role played by objects in 

forming social relationships. 

In the case of Experience Design, rather than envisioning experiences as an automatic 

response to a design, or an occurrence caused by individual agency, the socio-material 

approach investigates the mutual constitution of a design and its experiencing subjects 

during the occurrence of the experience. As a result of this approach an experience can 

be seen as the joint outcome of both, the users’ individual qualifications and prepara-

tions, and the properties of the design. 

In this line of thought objects can be said to have affordances (Norman 1988), or entail 

scripts and programmes of action (Akrich 1992; Latour 1991), different conceptual 

constructs to explain object properties that are intended for specific uses. However, 

these concepts are not necessarily immediately effective for the experiential designer, 

as it still has to be understood how objects come to have these effects in practice. Thus, 

rather than assuming that an experience design can control users and cause one spe-

cific reaction only – the intended and desired experience – the socio-material approach 

would turn attention to the role played by users in constituting the experience. With 

the concept of attachment Hennion proposes that subjects seek to come under the 

influence of creative objects and thus gain an experience.

In the following we will introduce a number of examples from Roskilde Festival that can 
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illustrate these theoretical points and show how experience in this case is a matter of 

co-production in which various socio-material designs enable a connection between 

participants’ activities and the festival’s programme of action.

Roskilde Festival 

Roskilde Festival is Denmark’s biggest music festival, and has been a major venue of the 

Europe music festival circuit for more than three decades. Today, each year more than 

100,000 people gather in the outskirts of the provincial town of Roskilde to listen to 

music, hang out with friends and party for seven days in a row. Because of the festival’s 

longevity, size, annual lineup of acts it has achieved iconic status in Danish and Euro-

pean youth culture, and participation takes on ritual characteristics. 

The sheer size and impressive impact of the festival often leaves observers with a sense 

of intimidation, an image of consistency and massiveness as if it was a natural force. 

However, if one leaves behind the thought of Roskilde Festival as a unified cultural 

institution, and instead focuses on its creation – the making and emerging of this huge 

event from an endless sea of the small decisions – the image of solidity gives way to an 

ever-evolving map of connections and porosity. This shift of analytical focus allows us 

to understand how the festival experience is ‘assembled’ not only as a result of emo-

tional impulses, but also as an outcome of strategy, planning, and active co-creation.

Designing the Festival 

Talking of design in regard to a festival experience is somewhat discomforting. The 

very idea of design implies a planned procedure and rationality that does not usually 

fit with our overall ideas of festival culture, which is liminal, impulsive and social. The 

cultural paradigm by which we normally address festivals is based on an imbedded, 

structural, partly unconscious cultural phenomenon. The notion of ‘design’ in return 

points towards the opposite, a strictness and strategic rationality which can be difficult 

to recognize in the tumulus festival. 

Most other cultural experiences have a distinct maker and a distinct experience subject 

or audience as basic entities to the design process, whether it be a movie, a book, a 

theatre show, or a museum exhibition. Common to these cultural forms is that the 

designer or artist is the active creative part and the audience the consuming part. 

This is not the case for the festival. The festival is a cultural form that requires participa-

tion and creative involvement for its realisation. A festival without active participants 

from the audience is not a festival, a phenomenon that blurs the conventional lines of 

production and consumption. It is however precisely interesting to try to understand 

how meaning is created when what we used to call ‘the audience’ remain partly1 con-

sumers and spectators, and partly active performers of the festival ritual.

The Social Experience

Overall the festival presents a range of different experiences to its 100,000 participants: 

Music, art projects, DIY, restaurants, food parlours, street art, graffiti, performance art 

to mention some of the central elements. However, the festival’s main experience, the 

experience that defines its success, is the social experience, the experience of together-

ness. In the words of anthropologist Victor Turner this experience could be described 

as the shared feeling of communitas (1969). Communitas is the theoretical concept of 

the bonds that connect liminal entities involved in a given ritual. They share the same 

feelings of transformation and de-individualization, and thus experience a connection 

between themselves stronger than in other more ordinary situations. 

Turner’s description of the liminal ritual’s social impact on those involved fits well with 

a modern festival like Roskilde. For example Turner emphasises that liminal rituals have 

the power to minimise traditional status and identity features, which is indeed one of 

core criteria for any festival: the shared feeling of being equals in front of the stage – 

and in fact even on the stage. Similar correlations can be made between other liminal 

features of rituals and festivals: In both cases participants are separated from ordinary 

life; they dress specifically for the occasion; they share the same rather extreme living 

conditions; and they are more often than not under influence of alcohol and/or drugs. 

Also a ‘rock’n’roll lifestyle’ and other more specific festival attitudes grown from opposi-

tional youth culture are central elements in the overall festival performance, enacting a 

particularly extreme kind of communitas that involves – even inspires and readily san-

tions – the performance and staging of transgressions like drug consumption, extreme 

1	 ‘Partly’ in this context means ‘a certain ratio of the total audience’ as not all visitors will be actively 
involved, but also ‘for a certain period of time’ as people will actively participate for some time, but then again 
switch roles to become passive consumers, while possibly others in turn get active.
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drunken behaviour, extreme extroversion, public nudity2 etc. However, while Turner’s 

anthropological symbolism is relevant to understand what cultural issues are being 

performed, it still doesn’t enable us to fully grasp the mechanisms of engagement 

and involvement at stake at Roskilde Festival. Turner’s communitas only enables us to 

understand the atmosphere of the collective, but not how the individual allows this to 

happen. Neither does Turner’s point of view make it clear how the festival experience 

is actively materialized through the mundane change of outfit, purchase of tickets, the 

banal practice of drinking beer, and/or setting up a camp site.

Co-Producing ‘The Orange Feeling’

The Orange Feeling is the slogan that intends to capture the socio-aesthetic experience 

particular to Roskilde Festival3. While this label was assumed for strategic branding 

purposes, and is framed and communicated through this particular wording, the actual 

experience of this feeling is developed and enacted in a far more multi-sited and com-

plex environment than that of strategy and words4. 

The Orange Feeling needs to be more than communicated – materialized and per-

formed, often through hands-on-projects like “Build what here?”, collective drumming 

sculptures, a shower show or similar performance designs vaguely scripted and vaguely 

performed. Commitment and exchange are key when it comes to mobilising the large 

crowds into being active participants, and thus the festival design seeks to enable 

this activation through co-production. According to strategic planner and architect 

of the festival, Jes Vagnby, his architectural designs for the venue are not important in 

themselves, but need to function as enzymes speeding up social interactions. A similar 

strategy is chosen for the many highly diverse activities and projects featured around 

the festival site: They all seek to engage visitors in creating experiences featuring 

themselves as the main act. In other words the festival production is about staging and 

mobilising participants own self-expressions.

2	 Since 1999 Roskilde Festival Radio annually organises a ‘Naked Run’ around the festival’s campsite, in 
which participants compete in the nude for entry tickets for the following year.

3	 The Orange Feeling is based on the signature orange colour of Roskilde’s main stage since 1978. 

4	 The ‘Roskilde Dictionary’ on the festival’s website explains: “Orange Feeling is Roskilde Festival – and 
it is what makes people return year after year. The orange feeling is hard to describe – it must be experienced. 
But watch out – it can be addictive.” (Roskilde Festival, no date)

This mobilisation is particularly visible in the micro-processes of the festival (co-)

production. For example a few years ago (2010) the central feature of the festival’s 

website – before the start of the festival – was the prompt to ”Make your own festival 

poster!” Visitors to the page were encouraged to upload a portrait, preferably showing 

off the ‘right’ rock’n’roll attitude, to create a personal list of favourite bands from the 

festival line up, and then to convert this input – via a pre-designed template – into a 

customised festival poster, which of course was to be shared with one’s digital network. 

Though a rather simple idea in itself, this little activity in the run-up to the festival 

allowed to establish the visual impression of the individual member of the in reality 

largely anonymous audience to be the festival’s star, enabled by the festival designers.

Another festival project is Camp of the Year. Camp of the Year is a camp creation com-

petition rewarding the camp with the coolest concept, most intense atmosphere, best 

design, weirdest costumes, and most outrages parties. Costumes and crazy camps have 

always been a natural part of the festival culture, but since the invention of the compe-

tition participants’ co-production and participation are not only formally endorsed and 

staged, the festival planners can also influence the socio-aesthetics along the lines of 

Fig. 1 Photographer and his motive in the action. Both are working hard to create the right image of the Orange Feel-
ing (Photo: Kristine Munkgård Pedersen 2010).
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the brand concept of to the Orange Feeling by endorsing performativity, self-expres-

sion, community and inclusion.

The Photo Gallery as an Example of Co-Production 

The various activities around the festival site all centre around the notion of mobilising 

co-production, but apart from that they are highly diverse. Engaging concerts are obvi-

ously the most central format at the festival, but other projects for example are about 

DIY music production; a small stage for visitors to act out their break dance moves; or 

even a hairdresser cutting her clients hair, while others watch. In many of these staged 

instances intermediaries employed by the festival instigate the activity and encourage 

others to participate, yet are not always clearly distinguished as employees. Who is paid 

for, and who is paying for the performance is blurred, allowing both sides plausible 

deniability as to how an activity in the end develops. 

All these mobilisations follow a sketched programme of action in which participants – 

like actors – are choreographed to follow a vaguely defined common cultural script of 

transgressional youth culture. Yet, a festival like Roskilde consists of many venues, many 

concerts, many performances, and ultimately innumerable socio-aesthetic interactions, 

all happening simultaneously. Talking of the festival experience as a one-perspective 

interaction is thus misleading. Instead one has to think of the festival as a rhizomatic 

aesthetic script that guides the performances and attitudes of performers as well as 

participants. As Hennion suggests with the concept of attachment, festival-goers need 

to perform and attach themselves to the sketched designs to gain experiences. Like-

wise, Callon states that it is not a matter of whether given roles are predestined, but a 

matter of how and if these roles are accepted.

The ambiguity and fuzziness of this enactment of roles becomes particularly evident in 

another festival activity, the Photo Gallery, an on-site space entirely covered by pictures 

taken of festival participants. The photos in the gallery are produced by a young pho-

tographer part time employed by an ear-phone company that intends to engage with 

the festival audience. 

His pictures of festival participants are captured during a night of wild partying, danc-

ing, gaming and drinking. However, the photos are not the result of passive observa-

tion or simple capturing of motives. On the contrary, it is evident that the audience ac-

tively staged themselves as performers: acting out, sneering, and posing provocatively. 

In other words, the motives are neither authentic nor the opposite, since they truly 

captured the festival culture, but simultaneously created a stylized universe in which 

the right image was carefully choreographed in a collaboration between photographer 

and subject. The camera technology does not only capture the festival experience, it 

simultaneously produces the same festival experience. Following the thoughts of Hen-

nion and Dewey this can be seen as a situation in which participants actively engage 

themselves in letting go. The technology of the camera acts as an attachment between 

the rhizomical festival script, and the here and now of the participants. They all need 

to work together for the purpose of co-creating a specific festival experience. Failing to 

participate – i.e. not co-creating the experience – would deny all parties the experience 

of having been part of an experience that is special and therefore has meaning and 

ultimately value.

Conclusion

What is important for creating experience designs in the festival context is the ability to 

create atmosphere. But whereas atmosphere is often considered in terms of imma-

teriality it is here argued that atmosphere is created as material encounters between 

designed spaces, performative scripts, and humans reaching out to connect with each 

other. The performative articulations of the festival experience are thus not merely the 

expressions of some ‘inner condition’ of an extrovert group of youngsters, yet neither 

are they the outcome of purely strategic guidelines – rather they are the result of a co-

production between the festival organisers and their audience, and as such ownership 

of their collective design and their collective experience lies somewhere between the 

lines.

In more general terms, we would like to conclude that Experience Design does indeed 

not create experiences in themselves. The experiential design of for example an 

engaging concert, a relational art work, or a drinking competition merely creates a 

platform for giving participation an aesthetic form. Experience Design thus functions 

as a platform for performative interaction. Important here is that these interactions are 

facilitated by both – vague cultural scripts, and specific scripts of material designs. 

Engaging people in such co-produced designs demands that cultural context and ma-

terial designs are being considered equally. Hennion’s notion of active passivity appears 

very suitable to describe the mechanism of attaching to and participating in a designed 

experience for the purpose of letting it to let develop an effect on oneself. A success-
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ful experiential design is thus a platform from which the participants can seek to come 

under the influence and gain the experience of communitas and togetherness.
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CurioUs: The Logic of Performance

By Amy Findeiss, Eulani Labay, and Kelly Tierney

Amy Findeiss works to uncover sparks of innovation through learning about how people 

see, feel and experience design. Much of her work is focused on understanding human 

behaviours, motives, and intrinsic values to identify opportunities for participatory engage-

ment.  

Eulani Labay believes that complex social issues can be addressed through moments of 

cooperation and play. Her understanding of theatrical design and performance, media, 

and cities has led her to design experiences and interactions with the potential to cre-

ate transformative shifts in awareness. 

	

The work of Kelly Tierney focuses on both infrastructural, and social systems, designing 

experiences, behaviours and measures for transformational change. She creates visions 

for the future for communities, objects, services, experiences, and behaviours focused 

on a variety of contexts including disaster preparedness, health care reform, public 

spaces, and ownership.
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One afternoon in December 2011, amidst the buzz of holiday shopping, commercial 

overload and the Occupy Wall Street movement, three uniformed women appeared 

on one of NYC’s busiest subway platforms and engaged commuters in the exchange of 

wishes and dreams. How did the CurioUs trio – three designers previously untrained in 

performance – come to capture the attention of passersby in one of the world’s most 

hectic cities? 

Context

Every design needs a context, a place to live and influence, and for CurioUs it was the 

bustling New York City subway. The city’s subway system is an integral mode of transit 

with room for improvement; while its level of service is usually sufficient to keep 5.3 

million passengers moving through the city daily, the experience is sullied by acts of 

littering, graffiti, and occasional violence. At the same time, informal entertainers on 

subway platforms introduce dynamic elements of performance that have the potential 

to shift the tone of the commuter experience from passive to participatory. Through 

the cultivation of a participatory atmosphere, we believed that the underground expe-

rience could be re-designed to achieve a sense of community, stewardship, and safety. 

 

This chapter will detail our assumptions about performance in public space, how we 

tested these through small scale prototypes, what we learned, and how we applied our 

findings to the design of CurioUs. Through a structured design research process, we 

studied site-specific environmental triggers, performance practices, and cultural rules 

and norms for the purpose of designing a performative intervention that considered 

dynamic issues of staging, timing, and scripting as well as aesthetic choices such as 

costumes and props. The design development described in this chapter supports a 

context-led method aimed at understanding an unfamiliar context through distinct 

steps. CurioUs used a robust methodological system connecting modes of design 

research with those of several other fields – ethnography, performance, improvisation 

and community organizing. This approach may also have value to other practitioners in 

developing new, transdisciplinary modes of working through design problems. 

Research and Assumptions

We designed CurioUs as a site-specific performance that would fill a gap in the of-

ferings of the Manhattan Transit Authority (MTA). Our objective was to test our own 

assumptions about the context, the performative nature of the subway platforms, and 

uncover relevant constraints to shape a new experience. It was necessary for us to 

understand the conditions and performance patterns of informal subway entertain-

ers, through three areas of study: environmental conditions, skills needed, and cultural 

norms. 

The site itself was designed for transit, not performance, and we wanted to discover 

the types of spaces that supported informal performers and the keys to their aesthetic 

decisions in this context. Although supported by an interview with seasoned subway 

Environment Study

A. We will be able 

to acquire a suf-

ficient working 

knowledge of the 

formal system to 

better understand 

motivations and 

behaviours.

B. Observation 

will yield insights 

that will meaning-

fully define our 

tool.

C. We will gain 

sufficient access to 

subway musicians 

to understand 

their culture, 

motivations, and 

actions as it relates 

to the tool.

D. We will have 

sufficient under-

standing of the 

audience for our 

tool to ensure the 

design is relevant.

Skills Study

E. Subway musi-

cians are skilled 

musicians.

F. Subway musi-

cians are skilled 

performers.

G. Subway musi-

cians have high 

social skills.

H. Many subway 

musicians are ac-

tive observers.

Rules Study

I. Subway musi-

cians recognize the 

culture they are 

a part of (and the 

rules that govern 

it).

J. Subway musi-

cians are moti-

vated by money 

or social currency.

K. Subway musi-

cians want to 

increase audience 

participation in the 

hope to receive 

more money and 

or social capital.

L. Subway musi-

cians understand 

the conditions 

to achieve their 

goals (of increas-

ing money/social 

capital).

Tab. 1 – Research assumptions
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performer Matthew Nichols, our research in this area was largely based on both the 

first-hand observation of the Union Square station platforms, and that of other informal 

performers at work there. 

A common pitfall of design research is to base research findings on faulty underlying 

assumptions. Like detectives on the lookout for clues, we declare our possible assump-

tions at the start of research in order to anticipate how they might bias our findings.

In each area of study, we therefore identified basic assumptions, and organized these 

into a Research Assumptions Table (see Tab. 1), a guiding framework that captures and 

describes the core knowledge and activities we believed were needed to understand 

the context. 

We began to understand these embedded assumptions as design constraints. Con-

straints limit the design field by providing the structure to a project, for example, by 

limiting participant action (in this case, of both performers and commuters) and creat-

ing actions that are fixed, binding, repeatable, and shared by all participants (such as 

the rhythm of traffic flows at two minute intervals from when the train doors open to 

when the train doors close and the trains leave).

 

We then tested these constraints through the designerly process of prototyping, mind-

ing the three areas of study: Testing Environmental Triggers; Testing Skilled Practices; 

and Cultural Rules and Norms.

 

Testing Assumptions Through Prototypes

Prototype 1: Testing Environmental Triggers

How do informal performers facilitate interaction in underground public spaces?

Commuters on a subway platform are either taking a brief (less than two-minute) pause 

in their travels as they await their trains, or are entering a different atmosphere as they 

step off an arriving train before they leave the station. We observed that these environ-

mental conditions would make commuters receptive to an upbeat performance, and to 

the possibility of participating in it. In our environmental observations it also became 

apparent to us that the performers on site had indeed developed differing approaches 

in dealing with their audience: some performers interacted freely through eye contact 

or speech, while others remained focused on the execution of their art. 

First in the prototype Thriller Footwork, and later in Breakdancing Silhouette, we 

considered the spatial characteristics of the subway platforms used by performers in 

Union Square station. While MTA’s Music Under New York (MUNY) programme officially 

sanctions particular station areas for performers to use, musician Matthew Nichols 

explained that informal performers adapt and use various additional spaces such 

as hallways and platforms beyond those sanctioned areas. Ad hoc spaces are often 

smaller, narrower, intimate, and transient; and they include tiled alcoves that act as 

acoustic shelters. We assumed that experienced informal performers like Nichols chose 

these spaces intentionally; that these are inherently ‘good spots’; and that, based on 

level of experience and skill, performers can quickly assess a space for its effectiveness 

in order to choose one. Our review of these spaces also revealed the impact of intermit-

tent flows of commuter traffic – hundreds of people getting on and off the trains at the 

height of rush hour – on performers’ ease of movement or play and their visibility in the 

space.

The research phase was particularly important for us in determining an approach to fa-

cilitating interaction: What would it take to become the subway performer? We wanted 

to test the most basic assumption that performers must position themselves appro-

priately in the subway for the act of performing. We assumed that certain qualities of 

the CurioUs performance – in public space, with a level of interactivity, and without 

permission from the authorities – would require us to gain the same insights that had 

been acquired by experienced subway performers, including practical issues of space 

and timing. 

On the other hand, what would happen if there was no subway performer at all? What if 

the commuters became the performers? In Thriller Footwork we tested the possibility to 

engage passersby in an act of performance with minimal interpersonal facilitation. We 

approximated the characteristic transitory nature of subway platform space by using 

a semi-private, highly trafficked hallway space for testing: placing the prototype in the 

direct flow of foot traffic, we attracted a few dozen participants with footstep decals, 

visible in high colour contrast to the floor. We played Thriller, a popular song by Michael 

Jackson, to recreate a musical atmosphere, as many subway performers (musicians and 

others) use music as a form of engagement. We used the iconic shapes of numbered 

dance steps to capture participants in an activity that they could explore on their own 

(Fig. 1). In their line of sight, potential participants would see a large board with the 

written prompt, “Use zombie arms” accompanied by a sketch of outstretched arms (Fig. 

2) This acted as both a fun prompt for participation and as instruction. 
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All of these cues – the music, the written prompt, the visualization of arm movement, 

and the instructive footstep elements – drew people’s attention to the activity in two 

ways. First, the song was instantly recognizable and upbeat; with the cues in place, 

some participants found it difficult to resist the temptation to dance, spending a few 

minutes trying the steps (Fig. 3). 

Second, the level of absurdity present in this prototype appeared to facilitate an open-

ness to experiment. Both the immediate connection of Thriller and the low-fidelity 

quality of the cues lowered the barriers to participation. There was no pressure to 

interact because cues were unobtrusive, making participation opt-in. Those who chose 

to interact spent a few minutes with the challenge self-facilitating the dance instruc-

tions. The prototype appeared to exhibit a good level of complexity: simple enough to 

recognize and quickly learn.  

From this prototype, we learned that in relation to the environment, dynamic elements 

of the design could facilitate interaction. Placement of these elements was important, 

and our success was helped by situating our design directly in the path of passersby, 

encouraging them to negotiate the space it occupied. While we had some success 

without a skilled performer, we also saw that the self-facilitation cues we provided were 

not enough to ensure the participation of many people. We realized that it wouldn’t 

be enough to have the music, the performer, or passive activities. Ultimately, our final 

design would need simple and clear instructions, scripts, or written cues that could be 

quickly communicated and understood, and would most likely need to be communi-

cated and reinforced by an ‘expert’. This led us to the next area of study: skilled practice.

Prototype 2: Testing Skilled Practices

How do subway performers capture an audience from a sea of moving people?

It became apparent to us through observations and interviews that performers have a 

command of their craft through practice, experience, and public recognition. Perfor-

mance skills, as well as an innate sense or ability to assess and choose staging areas 

appropriate for personal performance needs, construct an experience on the under-

ground platforms. Performer and dancer, Rachel Lehrer, explained that a performer’s 

ability to engage audiences is reflected in their ability to socialise with audiences. We 

observed this first-hand in a pair of accordion performers whose ability to activate the 

subway platform space was initiated by becoming mobile themselves, wearing their 

instruments, walking the platform space, and making eye contact with the audience 

members. 

Recognition of the need to activate an audience was a core concern for our second 

prototype, Breakdancing Silhouette. We aimed now beyond capturing the attention of 

Fig. 1 – Numbered footwork details		                  Fig. 2 – Drawn prompt to accompany footwork

Fig. 3 – Participant engaging in prompts and footwork 
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small momentary audiences through quick, easy interactions toward engaging them 

socially, personally and individually through humanised cues like eye contact and gaze. 

Breakdancing Silhouette was inspired by break-dancing performance groups practicing 

on subway platforms and their ability to direct the movement of their arms and legs by 

sensing the space around them.

In Breakdancing Silhouette, much like in Thriller Footwork, we utilized a narrow hallway 

for its characteristic transitory nature, similar to that of a subway platform space. We 

gained access to the capacities of subway performers by modelling our observations 

of them on the platform and reproducing those dynamic elements in a controlled way. 

As a stand-in for the white-tiled back of a subway stairway, we used an eight-foot by 

twenty-foot whiteboard-painted wall on which we drew in dry-erase marker the silhou-

ettes of figures performing break-dancing moves. Again, we provided a short written 

cue: “Try and fill the shape.” 

Subsequently participants ‘filled in’ or approximated the shape with their bodies by 

finding physical gestural markers (such as a head, arm, or legs) to mime the break-danc-

ing form. The shape often required the cooperation of two or more people recreating a 

playful interaction, and encouraged participants to make awkward and silly positions, like 

they would for example in the party-game Twister (Fig. 4). We learned that a cue’s tone, either 

written or drawn, must balance curiosity and novelty with provocation to be engaging. 

The shapes we provided turned out to be ambiguous, and often did not have enough 

clues for a participant to recognize, yet participants often helped one another deci-

phering the puzzle. This was an unplanned response, but one we found greatly in-

formative. In the final moments of testing, we observed one participant standing back 

to help guide two other participants, directing their movements like a human mirror 

and enabling successful completion of the activity. The interaction triggered by the first 

participant was a clue to a best practice of interaction: that ‘seeding’ public interaction, 

using an actor who knows what to do, would be beneficial in training the audience to 

participate.

Much like the previously mentioned accordion players, we saw that participants 

searched for facial cues from one another in order to trigger responses. Reading subtle 

cues such as eye-contact, direction of gaze, spoken words, and body position quickly 

enables participants to know what to do next. This understanding directly affected 

Fig. 4 – Participants engaging in prompt and suggestive shape

how we approached scripting our movements and behaviours as performers on the 

platform in our own final design. 

 

Successful prompts appear to elicit responses that are neutral and innocent. In addition 

to scaffolding an activity that augments skill through instructional guides and prompts, 

it is important that we ‘seed’ public interaction in order to train audiences how to 

participate. As part of our kit of dynamic elements of performance, we would need to 

enlist a few ‘extra’ performers to show the commuters how to act on the platform.

Prototype 3: Cultural Rules and Norms

What does it take to create spontaneous generosity in public spaces?

We began the third study with a set of assumptions around the motivations and actions 

of informal performers. We assumed that informal performers on subway platforms 

recognize the culture they are a part of and the rules that govern it; in other words, we 

assumed that these performers recognize each other as part of a community sharing 

similar types of goals. As such, we again assumed that performers are motivated to 

participate in the system by gaining either monetary or social reward. We also assume 
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that the performers know how to manipulate conditions and audiences to achieve 

their goals. Both performers and commuters are familiar with the environment (the 

platform), but in fact, may have little reason to engage one another based on their un-

familiarity and anonymity. In testing our assumptions about cultural rules and norms, 

we asked ourselves: How do we create successful interactions that promote generosity 

in this context?

In the third prototype, The Memory Exchange, we tested scripted elements in order to 

see how to elicit behaviour and responses related to notions of community, interaction 

with strangers, gifting, altruism, the value of imagination, and the value in defining 

ideal future states. The Memory Exchange sought to better understand the challenges in 

engaging participants in aspirational exercises of memory recall and future visioning. 

Additionally, it tested participants’ potential attachments to ideas, both concrete and 

ethereal. Finally, it simulated the act of ‘removing’ such ideas, in order to gauge feelings 

of discomfort and attachment.

Participants were given handwritten instructions taped to a discarded box asking them 

to write down and submit “a memory they hope to one day have.” Once the participant 

submitted their memory (Fig. 5) the final instruction was revealed—open the submis-

sion box and remove one memory at random, excluding their own. This was the end of 

the written instructions. Once they had chosen and read the memory they removed, 

they often asked the administrator of the test, “What now?” at which point the neutral, 

but frank, response was given, “Do with it as you will.” 

 

We observed a surprisingly high level of emotions and attachment to non-tangible 

concepts. Participants expressed enjoyment of contemplating their future and formed 

strong attachments to their contributions. Most participants were surprised when they 

realised their own memory would be removed by someone else, but liked the idea of 

contributing their memory to a collective. Others wanted to adjust their memory once 

it was placed in the box, to make it either better or less personal. Some participants 

became so attached to their memory that they expressed hesitancy and distress at the 

thought that their memory might be discarded by another participant. 

The attentiveness of the participants illustrates a possible consistency in following 

cultural rules and a fear that others might not follow the same rules. Additionally, the 

value became not just a value of the memories themselves, but possibly an exchange 

of social currency through participation.

Although some participants were disappointed that their idea would not go towards 

something bigger, many participants were excited to be a part of an exchange and 

were eager to read other people’s memories. Some participants were not satisfied 

with the initial memory they ‘removed’ from the box and requested to select another 

memory. They expressed an expectation that they should receive a memory of equal or 

greater value and were subsequently disappointed if the memory they received did not 

appear to be created with the same care that they themselves had used. Most of the 

participants gave significant value to the memory they removed from the box, asking 

for confirmation that they had permission to keep the memory they selected, despite 

being told they could do as they pleased with it. 

 

This test is a blueprint for addressing abstract concepts, eliciting participation, and 

creating a meaningful exchange between an otherwise anonymous community. We 

posited that, by revealing the full process of the exchange earlier (letting participants 

Fig. 5 – Participants submitting a memory
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know that their gift would go to someone and that they themselves would receive a 

gift in exchange for their participation), we could initiate more focused participation. 

This gave us additional assurance that the interaction and participation we hoped to 

achieve would be seen as valuable by our audience for CurioUs, the subway commut-

ers. It also gave us an entry point into our primary goal of creating a sense of com-

munity and stewardship among the commuters. Up until this point, we were focused 

on understanding and testing the dynamic elements of performance – from environ-

mental conditions to facilitation cues to facial and gestural triggers – and we now were 

able to bring this knowledge together with a tangible activity to bridge the divide between 

strangers.

Developing Dynamic Elements of Performance from Research Insights

Our research with informal subway musicians began as an entry point into the com-

muter experience, while simultaneously considering the audience as recipients of 

the experience. While our hunch launched a suspicion that the informal entertainers 

on subway platforms were untapped and understudied resources, our over-arching 

goal remained to influence the commuters by articulating and using the entertainers’ 

dynamic elements of performance. 

 

To elicit a desired reaction, design discovers, understands and leverages social systems. 

It is these cultural rules and norms, skilled practices and environmental triggers that 

guide behaviour and provide inspiration and opportunity for intervening within the 

systems that are all around us. Through action-led research and methodological unrav-

elling of assumptions, we as designers were able to document insights revealing that 

informal subway performers are adept at prompting the participants in their spaces. 

Through clearly written, spoken, or performed instructions, a performer has the ability 

to shape experience. 

Interaction, prompted through a novel and curious tone, draws out participation from 

a variety of audience members. Designed interactions that are short can limit poor 

performance and allow for a greater sense of accomplishment and fun. The more 

engaged a participant feels, the greater the chance they will linger. This aggregation 

of people seems to create momentum for a performance. Our next step was to bring 

the elements of performance and interaction together with a meaningful and relevant 

context.

Applied Constraints: CurioUs Final Participatory Experience

What happens when New York City subway commuters are asked to participate in an 

exchange of goodwill?

From the moment the CurioUs trio entered the subway station, commuters identified 

us as performers. Uncovered through our proto-typing process, the dynamic elements 

of performance – designed movements, gestures, facial expressions, and cues for par-

ticipation – were applied to the final experience with aesthetic considerations relevant 

to the context of time and place. 

We had already studied an optimal subway platform, the L train platform at 14th Street, 

which was flanked on both sides by trains arriving and departing approximately every 

two minutes. We organized ourselves in a prime ‘spot,’ underneath a stairwell that 

functioned as our acoustic bandshell. The first set of cues, our visual appearance, was 

informed by atmosphere of holiday gift exchange during the  political and economic 

climate of the time: concurrent with the Occupy Wall Street movement. Matching cos-

tume elements, such as bright red lipstick and yellow-and-beige uniforms (inspired by 

the era of the New Deal), signalled the commuters to pay close attention. 

Fig. 6 – CurioUs performers in action 



201200

Designing Experience CurioUs: The Logic of Performance

In coordination with the automated announcement of a train arrival, one performer 

introduced the other two, whose roles as ‘Stewards’ were to invite and facilitate the ex-

change of wishes and dreams. Next, the two stewards – each wearing a portable vend-

ing tray similar to those of old-time cigarette girls – extended the stage area by walking 

down the length of the platform, calling “Wishes!”, “Dreams!” As we made eye contact 

with curious commuters, we offered the simple prompt, “Curious?” at which point par-

ticipants either opted in or opted out. The stewards then explained the exchange and 

answered questions, while remaining in character with short quips (“Easy, handsome”) 

and playful words of encouragement (“Ain’t gonna hurt ya”). 

Those who appeared to want to participate were asked, “Might you trade a wish for a 

wish, a dream for a dream?” They were then offered from the tray an open envelope 

with a small card and golf pencil tucked inside. The card included a simple, playful 

prompt that read, “I would like you to have my ____”.  And while intended to be easy 

to fill out within two-minute waiting intervals, many participants took additional time, 

contemplating the gift they would give. Completed envelopes were sealed and then 

exchanged for another sealed envelope in the tray that had been prepared by someone 

else on the platform. Often participants were so excited about their exchange that they 

reported back to us, “I got snow!” or “Someone gave me their beard – and I’m trying to 

grow a beard!” Participants clearly saw value in the interaction, thanking us (and, in one 

case, offering to pay money) for the experience.

The activity quickly generated critical mass for two reasons. First, we had recruited and 

trained ‘seed’ participants as extras and had them meet us on the platform to model the 

desired participant behaviour. Second, the sight of participants mulling over the gifts 

they were about to give, or sharing what they had received, encouraged others – even 

those who had previously refused – to participate. Critical mass enabled an alternate 

social reality to emerge: a sense of togetherness between commuters.

Using staging, props, and scripted interactions, we were able to engage with partici-

pants visually, verbally, and through gesture. Our newfound ability to understand and 

predict environmental cues enabled us to appropriate the skills and best practices 

of performance, so that we were able to interact in an intimate, one-on-one manner, 

ultimately engaging 46 participants in sharing their dreams and wishes with fellow 

commuters within 20 minutes. 

Reflection: CurioUs Takeaways

By following a structured methodology and design process, we were able to create 

within an space unfamiliar to us an unexpected experience that was both poignant and 

socially relevant. We were able to change perceptions through action by intervening in 

a community’s routine behaviour. We learned how an activator can engage other com-

munity members by understanding the cultural conventions of the context in which 

they work. In addition, we observed that commuters understand their roles within 

the culture and understand the motivations of subway musicians: to gain money or 

social currency. We also utilized gifting culture to help elicit participation, to motivate 

participants to give careful consideration to the gift they were giving, and to instil value 

in the process. 

The CurioUs trio did not simply ask for participation; we provided a service, designing 

a valuable experience based on research. By using design-led methods to discover and 

leverage the social systems of subway performers and commuters, we were able to 

apply a rigorous, mechanical-like process to create an ephemeral experience–pulling 

people from the habitual into a transitional space where the exchange of wishes and 

dreams could reveal a community. 
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Designing for a Better Patient Experience

By Gretchen C. Rinnert 
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improve participation and comprehension. More recently her work merged with health 

and well-being and she currently frequently works with patients at Akron Children’s 

Hospital exploring new ways to improve the patient experience.
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Anna has Crohn’s disease, an inflammatory disorder that tends to affect the colon 

and small intestines. Ulcers develop and cause pain and difficulty in digestion. Anna 

became ill in college and has battled this excruciating disease for more than fifteen 

years. It has taken a toll on her body. In 2008, while living in Los Angeles, three fistulas 

became compacted in her abdominal cavity. She spent four long weeks in a California 

hospital where doctors bounced ideas back and forth. One day she was told medi-

cation was the best way to treat her condition; the next day a surgeon approached 

her and suggested surgery. They never quite decided on a plan and in the end, they 

recommended she change hospitals. During this time she was not able to eat or even 

drink water. Her parents took her home to Ohio where she began seeing experts at one 

of the best hospitals in the country. Her new team of doctors presented her with one 

option only: surgery to remove her colon. 

After a long surgery and many days in the hospital, she was sent home and instructed 

to take care of her incision and to come back for a follow-up appointment. Anna was 

told to eat and drink what she wanted. Several months passed and she lived a pretty 

normal life. Four months after her surgery she ate a hamburger and it became lodged 

in her intestines, blocked by scar tissue. Having no knowledge of warning signs or com-

plications Anna waited to go to the hospital until she became very sick, vomiting and 

unable to eat. When she arrived, the doctors found her intestines twisted. They waited 

for her intestines to shut down and untwist, but they fully anticipated another surgery. 

Anna began doing online research and found that her prestigious doctors had failed 

to prepare her for possible complications from her surgery. From personal experiences 

detailed in online journals she learned that she should have been eating small meals 

and drinking additional fluids, and in the short weeks after her surgery she should 

have been massaging her incision to break up scar tissue to avoid the kind of intestinal 

blockage that she now had. 

Much of the anxiety Anna felt was unnecessary. Anna is now healthy, but her patient 

experience was extremely stressful. She lost time waiting for answers, and her health 

was compromised by lack of communication. Many patients are faced with this same 

sort of experience on a daily basis. It is with absolute certainty that each person will 

face illness in his or her lifetime, and if not personally we will experience it as a caregiv-

er to a loved one. Patients face many obstacles, but their experience could be improved 

by designing communication tools for patients and physicians.

Health 2.0 & Online Resources

During the past century we have seen tremendous medical advancements, and human 

life expectancy has nearly doubled. With these grand steps forward, health commu-

nication has remained esoteric. Doctors’ appointments are rushed, confusing, and 

often overwhelming. When you add in the frustration of dealing with multiple doctors, 

pharmacies, hospitals, nurses, and treatment options, one can easily become baffled. 

Within such a context, how can patients digest, understand, and use complex and often 

intricate information? 

Patients are Seeking out Information

Many patients search for clarification online, but acting as your own advocate can be 

extremely difficult. Google, WebMD, and online networks act as personal consultants, 

which has changed the face of medical communication. According to Jane Sarasohn-

Kahn, a health economist: 

“This movement, known as Health 2.0, can be defined as: the use of social software 

and its ability to promote collaboration between patients, their caregivers, medical 

professionals, and other stakeholders in health.” (2008: 2) 

This online communication is a lifeline for many patients. 

Wright, Sparks and O’Hair describe online patient experiences and relationships as vital. 

“For individuals facing illness whose support needs are not met by their traditional 

support network, the Internet allows them to find other people with similar health 

concerns and provides an opportunity to obtain support from a much larger net-

work than would be possible in the face to face world.” (2008: 160) 

Patients are finding comfort in the experiences and wisdom of others who have been 

through the experience. Simply being told by a doctor is not enough; they want the de-

tails from someone who has first-hand experience. As we saw earlier, Anna used online 

research to understand and treat herself during her time in the hospital. This behaviour 

is far from rare according to the polling of internet users by specialist company Pew 

Internet and others (Fox 2006: 8). Susannah Fox of Pew Internet further explains that 

patients are influenced by information they read online: 
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 “58% (of health seekers) say the information they found in their last search affected 

a decision about how to treat an illness or condition. 55% say the information 

changed their overall approach to maintaining their health or the health of some-

one they help take care of. 54% say the information lead them to ask a doctor new 

questions or to get a second opinion from another doctor.” (Fox 2006: 15)

Some may worry that these online health searches could cause harm or have a nega-

tive impact. Their concern is warranted, as the larger the access to online information, 

the greater the possibility of being exposed to unreliable and less credible resources. 

According to a recent segment on NBC’s Nightly News with Brian Williams (Snyder-

man, 2011), this has been a particular problem in terms of vaccines and the recent rise 

in parents refusing to vaccinate their children. Many parents have no memory of the 

implications of infectious diseases that plagued the twentieth century before many 

vaccines quite common today were available to the public. These parents are gathering 

information from Google and risking their children’s lives as well as the lives of people 

around them. 

Fox found that only 15% of patients check the source and date of online health infor-

mation, which means that 85 million Americans gathering health advice online do not 

consistently examine the information they gather (2006: 4). It is important to note the 

type of information they are gathering. The majority of patients are accessing user-

generated health information online (Fox & Jones 2009). The bulk of this information is 

accumulated from various perspectives of medical thought – created by novices and 

health care professionals – whose date and origin have yet to be vetted. 

This does not mean that all user-generated health content is dangerous or unreliable, 

but it lacks juried review and educated oversight. It is important to note that personal 

experience is extremely valuable and important. It has a strong place in health informa-

tion. Knowing and hearing what another patient has encountered is reassuring and 

informative. It tells patients they are not alone or hopeless, providing confidence and 

inspiration. It also provides another level of information, detailed specifics and expecta-

tions for what lies ahead. Patient communities, like DailyStrength.org, provide a place 

for patients to meet, share, receive support and help others.

Yet, one concern is that many patients do not have the skills needed to engage in on-

line content, such as media and health literacies. According to Richard Thomas, author, 

health researcher, and professor at the University of Tennessee Health Science Center: 

“Health literacy is the ability to read, understand and act on health information. 

People of any age, income, race or background can find it challenging to under-

stand health-information.” (2006: 99)

When dealing with one’s health and well-being it is imperative that the right informa-

tion is received in a timely manner. 

“Research shows that most consumers need help understanding health care infor-

mation. Regardless of reading level, patients prefer medical information that is easy 

to read and understand.” (Thomas 2006: 99) 

This can be seen as an Information Design problem because it involves more than just 

managing complex information: “to present the right information to the right people at 

the right time in the most effective and efficient form.” (Horn 2000: 16) 

Despite the complex web of information that a patient will encounter in one simple 

Google search, there are plenty of data proving that patients are finding online health 

information to be valuable, however, currently much of the burden of finding good 

quality information is placed on patients. They must deal with their own medical crises 

as well as negotiate and judge what information they should use and how to manage 

it. We find ourselves in the midst of an elaborate design problem framed by compli-

cated information structures, participatory culture, and health literacy. 

Research Statement & Objectives

Our research question: How can designers respond to current medical communication 

problems and provide a better patient experience, reduce information anxiety, and 

improve comprehensive health outcomes? 

Before beginning data collection several hypothesis were developed in order to ground 

the research and provide focus:

· Patients do not know the process of their medical treatment and must continually call 

for updated treatment information, explanations, and assistance.



209208

Designing Experience Designing for a Better Patient Experience

· Patients lack credible medical information that has been approved and certified by 

their physician. 

· Patients seek support. They often deal with medical problems on their own or try to 

find help online. 

In examining patient needs and experiences I have focused on how a tablet applica-

tion could aid in patient communication. This application includes the following core 

functionality:

· Tools that show personalized medical information;

· Tools that provide patients with credible and transparent medical information;  

· An internal support system that brings together online social networking capabilities; 

and

 

· A personalized experience that helps patients document their medical journey.

Research Strategies & Visualization

Several strategies were used in order to define and frame this investigation:

Research: An online questionnaire was presented to recent and current patients to test 

our hypotheses and collect data.

Development: A concept map, user personas and a visual prototype provided clarity 

allowing us to find connections, relationships and to see patterns from the data we had 

collected, and the secondary research we had gathered.

User Research

The primary research used qualitative measures to reveal personal experiences through 

a web-based survey that was intended to collect information on patient experiences 

while under the care of a physician. Our goals were to 

· Define health communication problems between patient and physician; 

· Identify areas where design could aid in communication and comprehension; and to

· Define patient experiences, goals, and desires. 

A call for participants was posted on several social networking sites as well as an online 

support group, DailyStrength.com. Participants were contacted through the online 

system, and their personal contact information was never collected. They were able to 

log in with complete anonymity. 

In the end 87 adults participated on the online questionnaire, aged between 25 and 64. 

They answered 39 questions regarding patient experience, expectations, and technol-

ogy exposure. Participants had to be adults who spoke English, over 18 years old, and a 

patient within the last seven years. Gender and ethnicity were not determining factors 

for inclusion in the study.

The questionnaire the participants answered consisted of both fill-in-the-blank and 

multiple choice questions. It was formative as it gained insight into the lives of patients, 

their experiences and expectations.

Results 

The beginning of our survey asked the patient about general demographic informa-

tion, technology access, and media. Starting from Question 16 they were asked about 

their specific patient experience. The most revealing answers were found in the replies 

to Question 17: “What has been negative about your experience?” 39% of participants 

cited communication issues with medical professionals, which included difficulty 

understanding, the use of medical jargon, and uncertainty in prognosis. Other answers 

included poor experience, bad bedside manner, loss of time, issues with billing or insur-

ance, and problems transferring medical files. Only 5% of respondents said there was 

nothing negative about their experience (see Fig. 1). 

Returning to the original first hypothesis, I found that patients tend to understand 

their medical protocol, but they often have questions nonetheless. The questionnaire 

confirmed that patients and caregivers use the phone as their main mode of com-

municating with their doctor. Patients were asked “When I have a question I usually: a. 

Call my doctor’s office and speak with a nurse, b. Schedule an appointment with my 

doctor, c. Search online for answers, d. Ignore my problem and move on, or e. Email my 
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question to my doctor or nurse. 52% answered that they called their doctors office and 

spoke with a nurse, 27% searched for answers online, and only 5% e-mailed their doc-

tor directly (see Fig. 2).

One frustrated patient stated 

“Neither my RE nor my OB (or their staff!) do any communicating online or via email, 

and that’s my preferred method of communication in almost every circumstance. 

It seems like calling in and having to talk to someone, leave a message, wait for a 

return call, etc. is very cumbersome and old fashioned.”

In relation to the second hypothesis when patients were asked, “Did you ever search 

online for supplemental information?” 91% replied ‘yes’, and only 9% said ‘no’. Those 

that responded ‘yes’ often elaborated lengthily, but generally their primary reason was 

that they needed more information or clarification after meeting with their doctor. 

Some patients consulted WebMD and others looked at online support groups. Those 

patients that did not look for supplemental information responded that they were 

overwhelmed with their situation, or that they did not feel a website would provide 

assistance. When asked if they relied on the information obtained online, the group was 

split: 53% responded ‘yes’, and 47% said ‘no’. When asked “How often do you use online 

resources regarding your medical prognosis and/or treatment?” only 9% replied ‘never’. 

In contrast, 47% replied ‘less than once a month’, and 44% replied that they searched 

online ‘between once a month and daily’. 

Questions related to hypothesis 3 brought about the following responses: When asked 

“Are you part of a support group?” only 27% responded ‘yes’, while 73% said ‘no’. The 

majority of respondents that participated in a support group, experienced that as posi-

tive. One patient stated, “It has been extremely helpful to me just knowing that there 

really are people going through the same thing that I’m going through. People who 

can actually give me some advise and who really understand everything. I has brought 

peace of mind to me and it has also made it possible for me to share my experience and 

offer help to others.! Another patient said “Absolutely. The support and understanding 

(and advice) that I receive from other women in the same/similar situation has been 

invaluable.”

Development

Fig. 1 – Detailed results to question #17

Fig. 2 – Detailed results to question #36 
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Following our questionnaire I employed three visual explorations: concept mapping, 

persona building and prototyping. Each of these approaches helped to understand the 

patient experience as well as model the end product.

Concept Mapping: By developing a concept map, I were able to visually map the patient 

experience with the data we had collected (see Fig. 3). The concept map placed all of 

the research in one view, giving a micro and holistic perspective on the project.

Personas: In order to define the project scope we developed two personas, fictional 

models of potential end–users that represent the target audience. Two types of patients 

were identified: those facing long-term, chronic care, and those facing short-term or 

elective care. Both personas have a consumerist view of health care, and were crafted 

to reflect the results of the previous survey. Our application will not hinder a patient 

with a paternalistic view, but it does not necessarily meet their needs and desires.

The first persona is Beth, who has Crohn’s disease and will need long-term care and 

chronic pain management for the rest of her life. She is young and active, 36 years old. 

She has one child and is a strong member in her online support group. Beth is about to 

have surgery, and is preparing for the recovery and experience of losing her colon. She 

monitors her health carefully and wants feedback and communication from her physi-

cian. She is apprehensive about the surgery and needs confirmation that she is making 

the right decision. She frequently visits websites like jpouch.net to read blogs from 

patients just like her. She desires to understand what will happen in the weeks ahead as 

she faces surgery and recovers.

Our second persona, Emma, is a fertility patient and will need short-term, elective care. 

She suffers from a genetic disorder that keeps her from getting pregnant. Her care 

is not covered by insurance and is considered elective because her infertility is not a 

life-threatening risk. Emma and her husband have been trying to conceive for many 

years and now they are moving to the most extreme fertility treatment, in vitro fertilisa-

tion (IVF). A significant portion of their savings is at risk, and with only a 40% chance 

for success with each cycle, communication and understanding are key. Emma must 

administer her own injectable medication. Comprehending instructions and following 

specific timing is critical, and if they are not carefully followed then US$12,000 could 

be wasted. Emma is nervous but enjoys hearing about successful IVF pregnancies. She 

does not discuss her fertility treatments with friends, due to the embarrassing nature of 

Fig. 3 – Concept map 

the treatments. Emma frequently feels alone and secluded, and therefore welcomes the 

chance to communicate with others online. 

Developing these two quite different patient personas allowed us already in the early 

project stages to understand specific communication and education needs for patients 

with varying short-term and long-term medical experiences. We subsequently used 

these personas to revise and refine our concept map, and apply it more specifically to 

their narratives.
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Prototyping & Animated Walk-Through: Based on the outcomes of the initial two explora-

tions we developed a prototype for an iPad application called The Patient Advocate. 

The application is intended to connect patients to their doctors and medical providers 

through visual and communicative tools that allow them to engage with their medical 

information, and it also provides a social networking space for patients.

The design phase of the project included the development of two artefacts: an inter-

active prototype for usability testing and an animated walk-through that describes 

the user pathway through the system. By this time in the project I had developed a 

relationship with Akron Children’s Hospital, working specifically with the Lewis H. 

Walker, MD, Cystic Fibrosis Center. As I worked with the medical professionals together 

we found that Cystic Fibrosis (CF) patients had much to gain from a system like The 

Patient Advocate, and that through this new relation we would also have access to more 

realistic data and ‘soft information’ to model our prototype after.

Accordingly in the animated demonstration we follow a Cystic Fibrosis patient, Hannah, 

through the system to see how she may use the application. The following text aligns 

with the demo, explains the patient’s experience within the application, and describes 

the core functionality within the context of use.

We see Hannah enter The Patient Advocate application using her iPad (to see the full 

demo visit www.flyingtype.com/patientadvocate). She enters a secure social network 

and database using her email and password. Once in the system Hannah visits the 

Patient Profile and Health Log (see Fig. 4). On the left hand corner we see a grey box 

containing her basic personal information shared to her network, and the rest of the 

screen is occupied by a daily health log. Each section can be expanded to customise 

and reveal more complex sets of data. This customised screen allows Hannah to quickly 

track data that will keep her aware of her body and changes to how she’s feeling. It can 

be tailored to each patient, their health and wellbeing, allowing the medical team to 

assign the key targets to be monitored. Warnings and alerts can be pushed to Hannah 

by her physician and caregivers if her health log shows a problems – for instance if her 

weight has dropped, and her use of her rescue inhaler has increased she may get a text 

message to schedule an appointment with her doctor. 

Next we see Hannah visit the Community Center (see Fig. 5). Here she can read recent 

discussions, articles and content her community members have posted. Hannah can 

Fig. 4 – Patient profile and health log (profile photo by Facebook user Deanna Welch, used with permission)

Fig. 5 – Community page (photos by Bryan Rinnert of 3 Sight Photography & Design)
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participate as well. She may ask questions, share articles, advice and videos. She can 

communicate through text based chatting tools or join into a Google Hangout video-

chat with her community. Hannah has contacts in three separate categories:

Medical Team: physicians, nurses, social worker and a therapist;

Support Group: a select group of patients, carefully matched with similar health diag-

nosis, within the same age group, and similar interests; and

Family and Friends: family and friends the patient has selected to be part of her health 

network. This would usually be a smaller group of people close to her with access to 

information she chooses to share.

A research nurse, who organized the support group members, monitors the com-

munity on an as-needed basis. She can answer questions, provide feedback and post 

content. 

Next Hannah visits the Patient Health Tracking and Chart. This screen has three different 

sections, the first half is the patient self-monitoring charted over time. Here Hannah’s 

daily inputs are displayed, giving her feedback and a holistic view of her health. The 

next section shows Hannah’s health goals as established with her medical team, and 

efforts towards reaching those goals. She can also access instructions from her medical 

team from this interface. The last section is Hannah’s medical chart. Here she can view 

her most recent test results, blood work, exams and doctors notes. 

Finally we see Hannah visit the Education Center, an area of the application that 

provides an overview of her diagnosis, the top online resources, information on her 

medication and treatments and any additional information her medical team would 

provide. This content is specifically curated by a research nurse in her doctor’s office, 

customising the information and thereby making it relevant to Hannah. When her 

medication and treatment list is updated, this screen will be refreshed with the latest 

information on dosage, warnings, and background information on the medication and/

or treatment. 

Conclusion

The findings from the surveys, interviews, and visual explorations hint at what may be 

possible when the health industry employs the use of innovative technology such as 

the iPad along with a sophisticated application that could handle complex data sharing 

and communication, though at this point in the project a final conclusion would be 

premature. The Patient Advocate is a work in progress, and several more steps remain in 

defining the application.

Moving forward I will be working with Dr. Joel Hughes, a psychology professor at Kent 

State university with extensive research in health literacy, in patient self-management 

and social support, and Dr. Anthony Sterns, CEO of iRx reminder. Together we will 

be developing the back-end database, and conducting usability pilot tests with real 

patients while seeking grant funding. So far I have completed two such sets of usability 

tests with CF patients at Akron Children’s Hospital and have found an overwhelming 

interest and need for an application of this magnitude. 

Many patients and their parents have expressed that they feel a lack of social connec-

tion with other patients, and experience much difficulty in communicating with their 

medical team. Doctors have expressed an interest in the medication and diet adher-

ence functionality and how it could help their patients stick to their advised medical 

protocol. Children living with CF are poor self-managers. According to Dr. Nathan 

Kraynack, a physician at the Center for Pediatric Pulmonary Medicine at Cleveland 

Clinic, many adolescents and teen CF patients struggle with adherence to treatments 

and medications. This behaviour places these patients at risk of a shortened life span or 

of needing a lung transplant prematurely.

Apple is currently looking for medical and health-related iPad applications, because 

they carry great promise. Currently the iPad is being used by doctors as a digital 

notepad or for medical imaging, but primarily its use has been as a tool for doctors, not 

patients. It has also been used to help entertain patients. In 2010 Stanford Hospital & 

Clinics used iPads in place of televisions and laptops as a way to enhance patient expe-

rience during their hospital stay to pass time as they waited in a recovery area (Stanford 

Hospital and Clinics, 2010).

In these contexts the Patient Advocate is an innovative concept because it seeks to 

improve all aspects of patient experience, from communication and sharing to under-

standing their own health and wellbeing. There are a number of health care organiza-

tion, health care professional, and health care consumer needs that create significant 

market demand for the Patient Advocate application. There is a growing demand for 

mobile-health (mHealth) applications and technologies that support patients and 
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health care providers on the go, especially for patients with chronic, life-threatening 

illness. Patients are obtaining health information online, and often sharing it with one 

another. Patients encounter communication problems on a daily basis that include: un-

derstanding their health information, accessing their personal records, and managing 

and sharing their health updates with doctors, nurses, and caregivers on a regular basis. 

Patients often learn after-the-fact and respond to health needs in a defensive manner.

After much research and testing my collaborators and I continue to believe that by 

putting more control and credible information in the hands of patients, better health 

outcomes may be obtained while creating a less-stressful patient experience.
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user’s internal state of mind and previous experiences, and (b) is based on the chang-

ing contexts as the user moves. As both of these aspects are very unstable in nature, 

Wright et al. argue, that “it is not possible to design the experience, it is only possible 

to design for the experience” (Wright et al. 2003: 52). Therefore, it is important that the 

methodologies for designing mobile user experiences are user-oriented and consider 

the ever-changing contexts. 

This understanding of mobile user experience has resulted in various design method-

ologies including focus on designing low-fidelity and high-fidelity prototypes (De Sá & 

Carriço 2008), participatory design focusing on involving specific user segments such 

as elderly people (Stößel 2009), as well as focus on usability design (Duh et al. 2006). 

In difference to all these methodologies, this chapter proposes a design methodology 

that is not aimed at specific user-segments like elderly or young people. Nor is it aiming 

at designing specific prototypes with specific tasks. Instead, the chapter proposes a de-

sign methodology that is applicable across user-segments, user tasks, and prototypes 

based on specific concepts of mobility. This is achieved by designing for ever-changing 

contexts with special considerations for the environmental and social contexts of the 

usage situation. 

Background and Motivation

The chapter draws on empirical data collected through a series of five workshops held 

from 2012–13. The workshops aimed at designing user-oriented and context-aware 

mobile concepts for theme parks, thus the workshops were restricted to focus on the 

interaction between the user and the user interface in a given environmental and social 

context. 

Context-aware mobile user experience in theme parks is an evolving niche within the 

domain of mobile user experience, as theme parks around the world have a growing in-

terest in designing and developing such mobile concepts for their guests (Irvine 2010). 

According to Pine and Gilmore, services – whether being person-to-person services, 

self-service, or location-based and context-aware services – facilitate the overall experi-

ence for the guest (Pine & Gilmore 2011: 17 and 5). Context-aware mobile concepts 

therefore have the potential to enrich the visiting experience especially within the 

closed circuit context of theme parks as they provide service information to the guests 

based on automatically obtained location, time and other contextual information of 

the user (Glushko 2010: 234). 

Human-computer Interaction (HCI) has had an increasingly growing interest in develop-

ing and improving methodologies for designing mobile interactive systems, as mobile 

media have become an integrated part of everyday life, and as it has become a collec-

tive habit to never leave home without our mobile phone (Richardson 2012; Wilken 

2012). A design methodology can be defined as the development of a method with 

focus on the process rather than the final product (Edelson 2009: 115; DegreeDirectory 

2013). Since the beginning of the 21st century the field of mobile user experience has 

aimed at further developing the methodologies for designing mobile interactive sys-

tems by focusing on the different contexts of the interaction situation. That is, how the 

constantly changing contexts affect the mobile user experience as the users physically 

move around (Tamminen 2003). 

This discourse has also resulted in a rather rich discussion on the definition of user 

experience. Even though there does not seem to be a joint understanding and defini-

tion of user experience, the following aspects seems to be part of the vast majority of 

the definitions: The user, the contexts of interaction, and the system (Wigelius 2009; Roto 

2006; Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008). The general definition of the term ‘user’ of a mobile 

system covers the user’s needs, previous experiences, state of mind as well as expecta-

tions to the mobile system (Roto 2006: 24). 

The ‘contexts of the interaction’ are commonly accepted as the environmental con-

text, the social context, the temporal context, and the task context (Wigelius 2009). The 

environmental context refers to the physical objects, their apparent features, and the 

environmental surroundings they are found in (Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008). The social 

context takes note of other people in the user’s physical surroundings, and the interac-

tions between them and the user (Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008; Østergaard 2013). The 

task context focuses on the given task as well as the possible interruptions that could 

occur during the execution of the given task (Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008), while finally 

the temporal context describes the time available to complete the task (Roto 2006: 55). 

The mobile ‘system’ is commonly accepted to be the device that runs the (software) 

product that is under examination (Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008), which in the case of 

this chapter will be a mobile concept.

The fluent interrelations of the three aspects mentioned above make mobile user 

experiences complex to investigate, as the experience is (a) depending on the given 
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of this chapter, and was developed based on the theory of mobile user experience as 

accounted for previously. The workshops were made up of participants with a wide va-

riety of professional backgrounds including students from different universities, service 

design and tourism professionals, marketing professionals, representatives of app-

development companies, as well as professionals from other industries and businesses. 

Each workshop lasted for a full-day (7.5 hours), and was made up of nine activities (as 

Tab. 1). The participants had limited time to work on each activity, which will be elabo-

rated further below. The tight time limitations and various deadlines were intended 

to ensure that participants focused on the current activity instead of diverting their 

attentions between the current, past and future activities (Sims 2006). Also the partici-

Activities Content and purpose

1. Experiencing the environmental 

context

Experiencing and getting to know the 

park.

2. Identifying points of interaction Identifying points of interaction for nega-

tive and positive experiences.

3. Idea generation Generating ideas for mobile concepts 

based on points of interaction. The result 

is a concept for a smartphone app.

4. Environmental context Considering how the concept integrates 

with the changing environmental con-

text.

5. Social context Considering how the concept integrates 

with the changing social context.

6. Mobile context Considering the hardware and software 

limitations.

7. Sketching mobile concepts Sketching the mobile concepts via mock-

ups.

8. Presentation of concept Each group presents their mobile con-

cept as well as their reflections on the 

design process.

9. Evaluation Debriefing and evaluating the workshop.

Tab. 1– The workshop activities

However, the challenge for context-aware mobile concepts is to integrate with other 

service contexts of the park (Glushko 2010: 219). Glushko argues, that more often than 

not, context-aware mobile concepts are not integrated but simply added as a digital 

service layer to the already complex service context, which results in a non-consistent 

experience for the guests (Glushko 2010: 246). Thus, from a design perspective the 

particular problem of context-aware mobile concepts is their relation with the envi-

ronmental context (Glushko 2010: 233) for the purpose of securing a coherent user 

experience. 

Additionally, considering the previous definition of mobile user experience, further 

issues for consideration are (a) the users’ needs and expectations to the mobile concept 

as well as (b) the social context of the interaction (Jumisko-Pyykkö et al. 2008).

Principally of course also the task context needs to be considered; however, in the 

workshops that are the basis for this chapter the specific task was not the primary goal 

as the focus was to design experience-oriented mobile concepts rather than task-

oriented mobile concepts. Similarly, the temporal context was also considered of lesser 

priority in this particular circumstance.

Based on the above-mentioned challenges and considerations the following hypoth-

eses for the workshops were established:

Hypothesis 1: The mobile concept needs to integrate with the environmental context of 

the theme park.

Hypothesis 2: The mobile concept has to consider the needs of the users based on the 

environmental context.

Hypothesis 3: The mobile concept must integrate with the social context.

Considering the three hypotheses the research question for the workshops was:

How do we design user-oriented and context-aware mobile concepts for theme parks 

that integrate with the park and successfully enhance the visiting experience?

Workshop Setup and Methodology

The following workshop setup and methodology is the result of five iterations of the 

workshops held during 2012–13, which were organized and facilitated by the author 
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the second activity of the workshop functioned especially as a social activity that facili-

tates dialogue amongst the various group members as they tended to have individual 

opinions on the different points of interaction, and the group needed to establish a 

common position first. This discussion also worked well to establish a notion of com-

mon experiences and expectations for each interaction, which in return proved to be 

useful starting points for the third activity, the idea generation.

Workshop: Idea Generation

Based on theories on convergent and divergent creativity thinking, this activity focused 

on generating ideas in 45 minutes for mobile concepts that could enrich the visiting 

experience (Cropley 2006). Most often the participants used the points of interactions 

previously identified negative experiences as the starting points for generating ideas 

that could turn the negative into a positive experience. Additionally, this process usu-

ally took into account the participants’ shared previous experiences in theme parks, 

positive and negative experiences with mobile app usage situations, external mobile 

concepts they either like or dislike, etc. 

The participants often found a pattern across the identified negative experiences – 

Fig. 1– Customer journey mapping on a map of the theme park. Red indicates negative emotions and green indicates 
positive emotions.

pants were divided into groups of 5, to simulate the typical size of guests groups in a 

theme park (Durrant 2010; Østergaard 2013). The groups were not supposed to change 

throughout the entire workshop. 

The progress of the workshops was documented by videos and photos, and after 

each workshop the participants were gathered for a discussion and evaluation of the 

methods and processes, producing in total 12.5 hours of video, 252 photographs, and 

records of five interviews/follow-up discussions. The empirical data was then analysed 

using the Grounded Theory method for its inductive approach to generate themes and 

patterns (Strauss & Corbin 1990). 

Workshop: Experiencing the Environmental Context

As the first workshop activity the participants spent two hours in their groups expe-

riencing the particular theme park under investigation by the workshop, getting to 

know the setting and facilities. More specifically the purpose of the visit was for them 

to first-hand experience the environmental context as well as the social context during 

the theme park visit, as these two contexts have the greatest impact on the visitor 

experience (Wigelius 2009).

Workshop: Identifying Points of Interaction

After the visit the participants gathered in a room not far from the park for the rest of 

the workshop. Based on the participants’ visiting experience, they were requested to 

spend 45 minutes identifying points of interactions with other guests, amusements, 

rides, staff, etc. in the park. This was intended to generate the basis for the idea genera-

tion in the next activity.

To facilitate the identification of interactions the participants were asked to map their 

journeys in the park in a ‘customer journey map’: Participants were provided with 

a standard map of the theme park into which they marked the identified points of 

interactions based on their personal experience. Additionally, they were asked to note 

whether each of the interactions was a positive or a negative experience. This effec-

tively led to the participants establishing their emotional state of mind at each point 

of interaction, a condition that is often affected by the users’ previous experiences with 

theme parks as well as their expectations (Roto 2006: 24) (see Fig. 1).

As first-hand observation during the workshops and later the video evidence revealed, 
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concepts via low-fidelity mock-ups, as these are easiest for most participants to engage 

in, are cheap and quick to do, in difference for instance to digital prototypes (Buxton 

2007).

Accordingly, the participants were handed large print-outs of a smartphone template 

with a blank screen on which they could draw their concept visualisations in 45 min-

utes. In doing so the participants were reminded to consider for example the size of the 

screen when designing the interface, as for instance a larger screen allows the users to 

see more information at one time. Or, if participants designed a concept for an activities 

that gathered more than one user around the mobile device, they were asked to think 

about the size and direction of texts or photos shown on the screen, etc. All in all, the 

aim of this activity was to reflect on the effects specific technological setups would 

have on the development of their concepts.

Workshop: Presentation and Evaluation

At the end of the workshop all participants would come together and take turns in 

presenting their mobile concept to each other very briefly (15 minutes in total only), in-

cluding their process throughout the workshop, and how their reflections on contexts 

affected and changed the mobile concepts. The presentations and the workshop were 

finally wrapped up with a debriefing and evaluation section of 45 minutes.

Findings and Discussion

After completion of each workshop the data accumulated from then was screened and 

analysed, leading to the following summary findings:

Fig. 2 – Initial idea generation results in quick sketches and ideas written down

such as lack of information, or lack of entertainment – thus they often generated ideas 

for mobile concepts that could address several points of interaction within one inter-

vention/application. The participants were asked to note down their ideas quickly, and 

to potentially clarify them with rough sketches.

Workshop: Environmental, Social, and Mobile Context

In line with the original workshop hypotheses, after each group had established a series 

of rough concepts ideas, the following three activities focused on exploring the pos-

sible integration of those ideas into the environmental, social, and mobile contexts of 

the particular park for 45 minutes each.

To instigate the discussion about the environmental context, participants were asked to 

consider the following question: “How can the environmental context potentially sup-

port and integrate with the mobile concept, and vice versa?” 

When discussing the social context, the goal was to consider how any of the proposed 

mobile concepts ideas would affect the social interactions and behaviour of the mobile 

users in the park. 

These first two considerations were supposed to be largely based on the first-hand 

experience of the personal visit in the first activity as well as the consolidation and 

interpretation of those visits in the preceding discussions. In this aspect those two con-

siderations differed from the third discussion item on mobile contexts, as that needed 

to consider an external influence, the specific hardware and software limitations and 

possibilities of different mobile devices. 

Essentially participants needed to contemplate if and how a mobile device could 

support the intended functionality of their concepts. Would the mobile device for 

instance be able to run computer-like graphics if that was part of the concept? Was the 

mobile device required to have a camera to support the concept? Was GPS technology 

required, or speakers, or headphones support etc.? In doing so, the participants deter-

mined minimum technical requirements for their concepts that could later be applied 

to different devices.

Workshop: Sketching a Mobile Concept

In the first clearly design-oriented activity the participants visualised their final mobile 



231230

Designing Experience Designing Mobile User Experiences: 

Another quote exemplifies how the participants rethought their concepts, when think-

ing about ways how their idea could apply to the environmental context:

“We changed [our concept] to use stickers on the wall inside [the building] instead 

of GPS, as we expected poor GPS signal indoors.”

These examples show how initial ideas needed to be changed or even abandoned, 

when they were confronted with the respective contexts: when considering the setting 

of a proposed idea (=the environmental context), the inside of a building, it becomes 

evident that a different technology has to be applied if the mobile concept is to remain 

context-aware, and that in return affects the mobile context, which in theory should 

only be reflected later in the process. Similarly the environmental and mobile contexts 

might support another idea – like augmented reality on another building – yet the 

social context makes this impossible. A strict separation of the different context discus-

sions thus doesn’t seem feasible or practical.

Fig. 3 – Photos of participants’ mock-ups

Findings: Theme Park Visit, Points of Interaction, and Ideas Generation

Analysis of the gathered data provided significant evidence that the initial unbiased 

visit at the theme park under investigation was indeed instrumental for the entire rest 

of the workshop as only the first-hand experiences had at that occasion enabled the 

participants to fully understand and reflect a ‘normal’ visitor’s exposure to the interac-

tions on site. Such understanding was important to identify ‘actual’ points of interaction 

of visitors, rather than ‘designed’ or ‘assumed’ points of interaction as one could identify 

them merely based on previous experiences or common imagination or knowledge. 

The shared visit also helped to create a platform for discussion when all participants 

contributed to the ‘customer journey’ map. All participants found especially this map-

ping exercise to be a very helpful to remember and reflect on when, where, and why 

they had good or bad experiences during their stay in the park. From their mapped 

experiences participants were usually able to ‘extract’ a theme most commonly centred 

around especially the negative experiences which then could materialise in concrete 

ideas and concepts during the third phase of the workshop. 

The first three activities seemed to work well together, to complement each other and 

to ‘lead’ the participants smoothly from one to the next step. As all information needed 

was essentially collected or produced within the different activities – through first-hand 

experience or discussions – these three activities integrated easily, and allowed partici-

pants with different backgrounds and interests to collaborate with equal qualifications.

Findings: Environmental Context, Social Context, and Mobile Context

The next three activities were somewhat different in nature as they all required includ-

ing ‘external’ considerations: while the discussion of environmental and social context 

could still be partially based on the previous visit – but needed to take into account 

nonetheless personal knowledge and experience beyond that, for example for techni-

cal issues – certainly the elaboration on mobile context was not initially informed by 

the theme park experience. Insofar participants had to draw from other sources and 

make connections to the task at hand. It also turned out the three contexts, which may 

be separate in theory, in reality overlap in many ways at many occasions: 

“We decided not to use the camera and Augmented Reality because of the many 

guests [walking in between the smartphone-camera and the building that was 

intended to come alive via Augmented Reality].”
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edged new possibilities or limits of their developing concepts at a later stage, they had 

to move back to the previous Idea Generation activity, or even the customer journey 

maps, and adjust and verify their designs. 

This iterative approach required the designs to continuously evolve throughout the 

entire workshop. By providing the participants with three distinct assignments one 

at a time, they were required to repeatedly evaluate their outcomes from changing 

points of view. This didn’t necessarily stop them from considering individual aspects 

of another focus occasionally also within the ‘wrong’ context, yet the important notion 

for the methodology of the workshop is that of ‘repeated re-consideration’. It is within 

these workshop activities and due to these repeated re-considerations that participants 

are required to reflect most intensively on their ideas, which is probably the reason why 

in these activities the most innovative concepts are being born. 

Based on the findings the step-by-step introduction of the three contexts is of essential 

importance, also because keeping each activity separate establishes the particular per-

spective that is to be taken on at a time (Sims 2006). However, the specific sequence in 

which the distinct contexts are discussed could be varied – it is not important in which 

order the contexts are considered, it is merely important that they are considered one 

after the other, again and again – and participants are allowed to cross context-bound-

aries within each section as long as they eventually find back to the particular view 

currently under discussion. 

Findings: Sketching

The Sketching activity appeared to be the favourite of many participants, where they 

could act out their creativity in drawing the mock-ups of their mobile concept (see Fig. 

3) and visualise all the past discussions and reflections. However, the findings also show 

that the participants continued to reflect and develop their concepts up until into this 

final design activity:

“We ended up thinking that it was unpractical for several people to gather around 

one mobile phone, because it is limited how much information the screen can 

display. So if there is some kind of quest to complete, the children will hold the 

mobile phone. Otherwise the parents will hold the phone and read out loud for the 

children.”

Similarly the sequence in which the three contexts were considered, led to difficulties: 

Concepts that initially related well with their environmental and even social contexts, 

suddenly required changes because of requirements imposed by the mobile context, 

changes which then however affected the original position within the other contexts. 

Common reflections on this would go along the lines of:

 

“We found that some of our original ideas did not work to integrate with the social 

and environmental aspects and context. So we had to rethink and reconsider our 

ideas.”

 “And there we thought: If there is video and audio [as part of the concept], and 

there are 25–30 people around… this will annoy everyone.”

The last quote exemplifies how participants at first wanted to use the built-in loud-

speakers of a device for an activity. This would have been easily supported by the 

mobile context, as almost every smartphone has a built-in speakers. But when the par-

ticipants then thought of the environmental and social contexts they realized, that they 

had to change the concept to use headphones instead due to the noise from other 

guests (social context) as well as the rather small room (environmental context). 

Situations like these clearly show how the three contexts deeply affect each other, 

which the participants also reflect on:

“It [the three contexts] sets limitations to what we can achieve with our concepts, 

because we had to relate it [the mobile concept] to three different contexts… and 

how they relate.”

This observation aligns with previous research that suggests the tight interrelatedness 

between the environmental, social and mobile context in understanding mobile user 

experience (Østergaard 2013).

Nonetheless it makes sense to keep the three activities with their respective focuses 

separate as this more gradual approach forces participants to re-visit their initial 

concepts again and again from different angles, thereby verifying their validity, or 

otherwise prompting their ‘guided’ revision. When the participants were to acknowl-
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edge, as the participants were able to construe new meanings from their experiences 

through exchanges with the other participants. In that way, the design activities also 

functioned as a social design experience as the meanings emerged from a social inter-

action (Battarbee & Koskinen 2005).

The time frame for the workshop was given from the beginning as 7,5 hours, which put 

all participants under constant time pressure:

“It was a fast-paced process. But it was cool, because it made it possible for great 

ideas to emerge, because we are under pressure.”

“The flow was very good, and the link between the individual exercises made sense”

Despite it could be argued that such pressure might limit or reduce the creativity of the 

participants, yet as a matter of fact it seemed to positively ‘push’ participants to their 

limits instead. Nonetheless, it could be considered to develop an extended version of 

this workshop format over the period of two days: the first day could focus on the first 

three activities – experiencing the park, identifying points of interaction, and generat-

ing initial ideas – thus giving the participants plenty of time to develop a deeper under-

standing especially of the environmental and social contexts of their design objective; 

the second day might afterwards be solely dedicated to further developing the initial 

ideas into more founded concepts through the process of repeated re-considerations 

outlined above. However, any changes to the time frame would have to be balanced 

carefully as simply giving the participants proportionally equally more time for each 

activity might in fact compromise the design progress, as rigid time frames are found to 

enhance creativity (Amabile 2002).

Conclusion

The findings and discussion show that it is possible to develop a workshop-based 

methodology for designing user-oriented experiences that leads the designers through 

a sequence of phases, thereby providing a structured procedural frame work suitable to 

facilitate the entire design process from the initial understanding of the design objec-

tive, through the early idea generation via an iterative sequence of considerations and 

re-considerations towards a design result of complexity and validity. The findings also 

reveal that while the maintenance of the framework is principally important, such struc-

ture should not be too rigid as to still allow the participants the opportunity to consider 

This quote exemplarily shows how the participants adopted some last-minute changes 

to their design when during its visualisation they realised that the proposed interface 

didn’t fit the screen of the mobile device. This then lead to a re-consideration of the 

various contexts, and eventually to an intervention in the realms of the social context 

that newly introduced two distinct types of users – children and parents – with differ-

ent roles and interactions. This example may be taken as evidence how the final visuali-

sation and other preparation for the presentation become effective as final thresholds 

for assessment and evaluation of a design.

Findings: The Workshop as a Methodology in General

The division of the workshop into activities created a systematic framework for the 

participants to continuously reflect on previous design decisions, and thereby to me-

thodically revise their outcomes. Participants’ came to realise that new design decisions 

had consequences on previous as well as future design decisions, which – if applied 

consistently throughout a design process – will help reduce and focus any concept in 

development as well as add more complexity and validity to it in the process: 

“We had to reconsider many things during the exercises, but the exercises did also 

give us new ideas as the exercises made us narrow down the ideas, because we had 

to consider the ideas in other contexts”

“I liked that first we just came up with all different kinds of ideas, and then we had 

to reduce the ideas throughout the workshop. Some things we had to rethink and 

thereby get to the same result but in a different way.”

The discussions during each activity resulted in continuous new iterations of the 

mobile concept. Each of the new iterations was based on reflections, and discussions of 

reflections between the participants, which increased the ‘depth’ of the consideration. 

Especially the exchanges during the middle part of the workshop – during the activities 

that required sequenced integration efforts of initially casual ideas into specific envi-

ronmental, social, and mobile contexts – resulted in innovative ideas. 

All reflections and discussions were based on the first-hand experience of the design 

objective at the beginning of the design process, as well as on the participating ‘design-

ers’ previous experiences, mental states, and expectations (Roto 2006: 24). The findings 

from the workshop also show that experiences are not exclusively an individual knowl-
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Fig. 4 Workshop phases and activities

issues from other activities of the process outside of their proposed sequence. Based on 

the experience of 5 workshops conducted the methodology can be condensed to the 

following three phases, each of which may comprise one or more activities (Fig. 4):

1. Understanding;

2. Integrating;

3. Designing. 

Understanding includes the individual steps of first-hand experiencing the design 

objective at hand; the generalisation and analytical interpretation of the experience, 

as well as the generation of initial design ideas that establish the outcome of this first 

phase, and are the ‘material’ to further work with in the second.

Integrating is made of a complex and time-consuming iteration of considerations and 

re-considerations that forces the participants to measure their initial ideas against a 

sequence of different contexts. Any changes to a design to accommodate one particu-

lar context will almost inevitably lead to the necessity to re-measure the new idea also 

against contexts the design had previously ‘passed’ already – and the re-measurement 

may indeed lead to yet another change of the new design. To avoid participants getting 

lost in this process it is necessary to provide at least some minimum guidance by defin-

ing clear view points from which to evaluate the design-in-progress.

The final phase, Designing, leads the participants to articulate their previous process 

in a coherent design concept. While in principal at this point the idea should have 

matured enough to not entirely disintegrate anymore, there is the possibility that par-

ticular discoveries made only during the final articulation may require the design to be 

tested once again through the ‘fire of integration’. 

The ambition of the original workshop was to develop a methodology to facilitate the 

design of mobile user experiences. Even though the workshops focused on theme 

parks as their case, and has thus far only been pilot-run for this purpose there seem no 

reasons to assume that variations of this methodology couldn’t just as well be applied 

for other user-centred experiential design problems.
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involved, its context, and its temporal structure. Then, each and every detail of 

the product must be scrutinized according to its potential to create or destroy the 

desired experience.” (Hassenzahl 2010: 68–69)

This notion of scripting an experience is essential, as is being able to detail the story 

with a rich understanding of the people it is being authored for, and the context it will 

be implemented in. 

While Hassenzahl clarifies how we might attend to designing for experiences, it is less 

clear how one decides what type of experience to design. There is clearly a differ-

ence between designing supportive experiences for existing products and services, 

and coming up with transformative experiences that challenge our daily routines, or 

provide a new way of approaching an issue or condition we generally take for granted. 

Supportive experiences are driven by existing product and technology structures. In 

contrast, transformative experiences are first conceptualized through the designer’s 

imagining of possible alternatives to current conditions (whatever they may be), and 

the qualities of experience that the designer wishes to create for the user, without the 

constraints of technology grounding his ideas. 

Nelson and Stolterman (2002) describe design as being interested in what is ‘ideal’ and 

what is ‘real’, where the ‘real’ is grounded in the details and relationships of everyday life, 

and the ‘ideal’ is focused around imagining how the world ought to be. User-centred 

design (UCD), a commonly employed approach in designing new products and experi-

ences, places a strong emphasis upon the role of the real within the design process 

by focusing on understanding people and creating ‘designs that work’ (Koskinen et al 

2011). While this approach to design has provided us with powerful tools for under-

standing people and creating designs that solve problems, Koskinen et al. (2011) sug-

gest that UCD’s focus on problem solving has left many important sources for imagina-

tive designs unused. 

Designing experiences around existing products and infrastructures limits a designer’s 

ability to ‘set the problem’. Schön defines problem-setting as the process by which de-

signers define the decisions to be made, the ends to be achieved, and the means to get 

there (Schön 1983). I believe that the difference between a supportive experience and 

a transformative one comes from whether the designer is too grounded in the real and 

focused on problem solving versus taking a problem setting approach and critically 

What are the key characteristics of an experience? According to Pine and Gilmore 

(1998) in their seminal article Welcome to the Experience Economy experiences engage 

individuals in a memorable event that is inherently personal, engaging them on an 

emotional, physical, intellectual, or even spiritual level. Indeed, they suggest that expe-

riences can be treated as distinct economic offerings, unique from goods and services. 

For example, when an individual buys a good, he purchases a tangible artefact, and 

when he purchases a service, he purchases a series of intangible activities carried out 

on his behalf. However when he purchases an experience, he is paying for a memorable 

event in which he engages in an inherently personal way.

Despite the relatively clear distinctions that Pine and Gilmore make between goods, 

services, and experiences, designing memorable experiences is not a simple and easy 

feat to accomplish. In his book, Experience Design (2010), Hassenzahl looks closely at the 

inherent qualities of experiences, and investigates what it means to design for experi-

ence. He emphasizes that experiences are emergent, subjective, holistic, situated, and 

dynamic. According to him, experiences cannot be reduced down to their underlying 

components, nor fully explained by them; however, they can be shaped through the 

careful crafting of elements. Furthermore, specific experiences cannot be guaranteed to 

be achieved because they emerge from a variety of aspects, many of which are beyond 

the control of the designer. All of these characteristics, taken together, make designing 

experiences a difficult undertaking. Despite this, there are some clear guidelines for 

how to approach experience design. 

One of the basic tenants of Experience Design is to consider the experience before the 

product. The premise behind this is that without a clear understanding of the experi-

ence, the products we design will never be able to properly shape experiences, let 

alone create new and novel ones. According to Hassenzahl, it helps to conceptualize 

an experience as an emergent story, i.e. “a narrative that summarizes feelings, thoughts 

and actions,” and that one must “set the story straight before we can start thinking 

about how we can create this story through a technology” (Hassenzahl 2010: 63). This 

is sometimes difficult for designers, because we tend to focus upon the tangibles, since 

these are what we are trained to create. Taking the metaphor of ‘experience as story’ 

further, Hassenzahl classifies an experience designer as an ‘author of experience’. The 

designing of a product can only occur after having

 “outlined the desired emotional and cognitive content of the experience, the action 
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In this particular case the Brazilian bank, Itaú, contacted UID with the desire to have 

the students look at how a bank’s role in society can be made more relevant, and how 

it could build life-long relationships with its users, and inspire new behaviours. Based 

on a shared interest in thinking conceptually about what banking experience could be, 

UID formed a collaboration with Itaú for the 10-week Interaction Concept term project 

in which second-year IxD students explore user experience at a conceptual level.

As a researcher at UID, my current work focuses on designing patient experiences 

within health care (Mullaney 2012), while my past research has looked into develop-

ing richer interactions between people and everyday objects (Mullaney 2010). My 

background in designing experiences and interactions, as well as my interest in critical 

design, led me to become the main instructor for the Interaction Concept term project 

at UID starting in 2011. My experiences teaching this course in 2011 and 2012 made me 

aware that it can be difficult for the students to think conceptually when the majority 

of their other projects are highly user focused and driven by insights gathered from 

user research. Since banking in today’s society is dominated by big brands and rigid 

structures, I wanted to ensure that the students could step beyond these perceived 

constraints in their designs. In order to do this, I decided to keep the project brief as 

open as possible. Instead of giving the students a specific user group or a specific area 

of banking to focus upon, in collaboration with Itaú and the IxD programme director, 

we decided to ask the students to work within four thematic areas in relation to bank-

ing: Transformation, Transparency, Thoughtfulness and Tangibility. 

The students were tasked with exploring whether it is possible to establish a relation 

between a bank and its clients, not by money but through the true understanding of 

the life of each of its clients, and how a bank might be able to help its clients accom-

plish their personal goals, may they be financial or not. Additionally, the students were 

asked to promote transparency in the way bank clients perceive their finances and 

financial relations with other people, and to consider how tangible interactions could 

influence the perception of banking systems, with reference to the increasing digiti-

sation of money. The final deliverables for the project were to create a new banking 

experience which had a tangible component to it, and was grounded in the technologi-

cal constraints of today. In addition, we asked them to provide a physical ‘experiential’ 

prototype of their design.

The project was structured with a traditional design process time line: starting with a 

questioning, what the ideal may be. One of the main challenges for designers wishing 

to create transformative experiences is moving beyond the assumptions and percep-

tions that they have about existing products or services within the area that they are 

attempting to evolve through the creation of something novel. 

In order to create transformative experiences, as designers we need to move towards 

problem setting, where we question what the problem really is, and how we might re-

write the script, aka the experience, so that the current experience is transformed. This 

type of work requires being able to re-imagine better futures instead of trying to dis-

rupt existing ones, to look at problematic conditions from different perspectives, and 

to view existing structures, systems, and products with a critical lens. So how might we 

take a problem-setting approach to designing experiences? In this article, I explore the 

idea of ‘suspending reality’ within the design process as one approach that a designer 

can take to develop ideas about what is ‘ideal’. In this moment of suspension, designers 

can merge ideas and concepts together in a way that doesn’t exist in our current reality, 

allowing them to imagine what could be in a more open and imaginative way. 

To illustrate my points, this chapter presents project work done by a group of inter-

national students studying Interaction Design at Umeå Institute of Design (UID) in 

Sweden to make the case that suspending reality within the design process is one way 

to facilitate the design of transformative experiences. Presenting the project as a case 

study, I will highlight the methods I used, as the main studio instructor, to ‘suspend 

reality’ within the students’ normal user-centred design process, the outcomes of these 

methods, and the overall outcomes of the project. In addition, I will analyse the impact 

of this approach, by presenting examples of where students noticeably shifted their 

framing as a result of the methods, and through the evaluation of the experiential 

qualities proposed in final designs of a selection of the students’ work.

Case: Transformative Transactions

UID is known within industry for the quality of work that its master’s students produce, 

which results in a wide variety of companies asking for project collaborations with the 

school. Depending upon the needs and interest of the school and the company, col-

laborations take place in the form of sponsored term projects with one of the design 

programmes. In the Master of Interaction Design (IxD) programme at UID, each term has 

a main project, which explores a different facet of Interaction Design. 
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1. A system that incorporates some of the advantages of cash money in a digital money 

world through the creation of responsive physical tokens. These tokens are designed 

to visually represent the amount of money they hold based upon their thickness. The 

more money on the token, the thicker it grows, and vice versa. 

2. New forms of credit card security through pin code security measures enabled on the 

card itself, not on the terminal.

3. An electricity-credit system for homeowners in which you may generate your own 

electricity at home, and convert your surplus into money to buy items at stores.

Overall, the results of the workshop demonstrated that the students had looked into 

a broad variety of topical areas related to banking without being restrained by current 

banking systems. Some concepts were definitely conceptual and explorative, while oth-

Fig. 1 – The student’s project time line including the two designed disruptions

 
Fig. 2 – Images of results from the Design-in-a-Day workshop: a) a responsive digital money token being loaded; b) the 
secure credit card; c) the experience of exchanging electricity credits for sunglasses

research phase where the students explore the project topic and gather information; 

followed by a synthesis phase where the students pull their research together into 

focus areas for their design work; which leads to an ideation phase where the students 

develop a wide variety of design ideas based on their particular area of interest; and 

the final development phase during which the students commit to one design idea and 

develop it into their final design (Design Council 2005). However, since the students are 

very familiar with UCD methods and regularly work within a problem-solving frame-

work in their design projects, I decided to disrupt their normal routines by facilitating 

two ‘extra’ workshops during the project time line.

Drawing inspiration from critical design, and the equal importance of designing for 

the ideal as well as the real within design practice, these workshops were designed 

to disrupt the students normal problem-solving process (see Fig. 1), with the aim of 

getting them to rethink the rigid constraints of banking today and ideate around new 

possibilities for interaction with these institutions. The premise was that by allowing 

the students protected time within the design process to set aside the real constraints 

of the project and to just play with the ideal, it would trigger the students to think 

critically about the assumptions, preconceptions and givens about the role of a bank in 

everyday life. 

Design-in-a-Day 

The first disruption was a workshop entitled Design-in-a-Day. It was held on the first 

day of the project, and its aim was to challenge the students to dive into the project 

by asking them to take action and create designs of new banking experiences before 

they had done any in-depth research on the topic, with the goal of kick-starting the 

students’ research and ideation around the topic of new banking experiences. For the 

workshop, they worked in pairs on a high-speed design project, where the normal ten 

week process was shortened to six hours only. Their designs needed to roughly follow 

the guidelines of the course project brief, but didn’t have to strictly follow its con-

straints. The workshop was seen as a brainstorming exercise to allow the students to 

imagine what could be possible as topics to work on in this project, without having to 

commit to them.

The results of this workshop were very varied, but brought up topics that the students 

found personally interesting in relation to banking. Three representative outcomes of 

the workshop are exemplified below (Fig. 2):
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related to the student’s life topic (and the objects that live there), and the remaining 

five minutes were spent combining aspects of the life topic with their banking topic 

and coming up with possible designs. The students were again encouraged to be open 

to all possibilities, no matter how absurd or unrealistic they might seem, and not to 

worry about the constraints of the project in their brainstorming.

While the format of the workshop was not the most successful because there were too 

many students and not enough time to dedicate to each one’s ideas, the results that 

came out of the workshop were still rich and insightful. Most of the ideas generate were 

impractical or impossible in the real world, yet the linking of real-world life experiences 

to banking concepts helped the students begin to think about the qualities of interac-

tions they wanted to facilitate within their designs. 

In looking at the students’ final results, it is possible to trace the impact this workshop 

had on some of their designs. For example, the student who was interested in future 

forecasting and retirement planning used the workshop to brainstorm around the life 

topic of ‘your future self’ and the banking topic of ‘retirement savings’, which generated 

ideas that ranged from a magic mirror that shows you where you will end up based 

on your financial actions of today, to a belt that tightens on your waste in response to 

your spending activities. Her final result was Mino, a small ambient device that displays 

predictions of its users’ future based on their current behaviour (Fig. 3). Mino allows its 

users to monitor their financial data in relation to other aspects of their life: health, so-

cial life, as well as global scenarios such as inflation. In the end, Mino is not so different 

from the idea of a magic mirror that shows you what your life will be like in the future, 

however the final concept is fully grounded in the reality that banks and social network 

sites collect and store large amounts of personal and statistical data about their users, 

and that complex algorithms can make quite accurate predictions about the behaviour 

of specific user groups.

Impact Analysis

So what was the impact of the workshops on the project outcomes? Did these disrup-

tions help facilitate the students to create transformative banking experiences? 

The students’ final design concepts reflected a wide array of ideas around how our 

current banking experiences could be re-framed and transformed. Some students 

focused upon how we can simplify our relationship with complex banking information 

ers were technologically driven by current real-world problems. As the instructor, the 

workshop was a useful tool for me to see which students might have trouble stepping 

outside of a problem-solving framework, such as the individuals that created the secure 

credit card design. Overall, I found that the workshop served its purpose of having the 

students think openly about the types of experiences they could strive to create within 

the project. 

Indeed, some of the ideas that arose in this workshop were visibly present in the 

students’ final designs. For example, one student was triggered by the idea of bank-

ing electricity in the workshop, and decided to explore how a bank could take a more 

active role in informing its clients of their environmental impact. His final result was 

Carbon Currency, a system where the bank analyses your purchases relative to their 

environmental impact, and provides you with a carbon currency badge that will help 

you meet your short and long terms carbon consumption goals, and allows you to 

compete with others participating in the same programme. Building upon the current 

data mining capabilities of banks, this student saw an opportunity to re-frame the role 

of the bank into an ecological powerhouse by provide its clients with access to informa-

tion about their environmental impact, something usually reserved for governments 

and industry. 

Critical Objects Workshop

The second disruption was a three hours workshop entitled Critical Objects that was 

held at the start of the ideation phase, four weeks into the project. Taking inspiration 

from Critical Design, which uses speculative design proposals to challenge our precon-

ceptions and givens about the role products play in everyday life, and questions the 

limited range of emotional and psychological experiences offered through designed 

products (Dunne and Raby 2011), this workshop was designed to help the students 

enrich their banking experience ideas by drawing on rich details of existing everyday 

behaviours and interactions, and mapping them onto a hypothetical product. 

In preparation for the workshop, the students were asked to define a life topic and 

a banking topic relevant to their project focus area for the class to ideate around. 

Some examples of the student’s life/bank topic combinations were: making a wish/

saving goals, shared living/expense account, and your future self/retirement savings. 

The workshop was set up as to allow each student to have the whole class brainstorm 

around their topical areas. Each student was given ten minutes for their project, with 

the first five minutes dedicated to brainstorming around the qualities and behaviours 
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ence the directions that the students took in their larger projects. The results presented 

here demonstrate that the students were able to conceptualize new banking behav-

iours and experiences, providing ideas that are idealistic and yet richly grounded in 

reality. Their concepts are not attempting to solve a particular problem within today’s 

banking systems for a user, particular user group, or banking service. Nor have they 

designed ‘value-added’ experiences onto these systems. Instead, theses students have 

imagined a wide variety of possible, new, transformative banking experiences, drawing 

from insights into human behaviour, banking systems, and technological trends. 

Discussion

As it is possible to trace ideas that arose in the workshops all the way to the final design 

outcomes, I suggest that the workshops achieved their desired role, to trigger the stu-

dents to think beyond what the banking system currently is to what it could become. 

Furthermore, by allowing the students to have the space and freedom to conceptualize 

the ideal without being constrained by reality, I argue that these workshops helped 

 
Fig. 3 – The development of Mino. a) Critical Objects workshop results, b) further ideation of the idea, c) final design 
concept, d) end result

Fig. 4 – Lost in Transaction process. a) Idea-in-a-Day results, b) mapping of ideas onto behaviours

by taking this information out of the computer and presenting this it in new sensorial 

ways, while others looked at issues related to the increasing digitisation of money, or 

how we might re-imagine the role of the bank in our lives. Both of the design concepts 

I mentioned already, Mino and Carbon Currency, take the existing capabilities of banks, 

and provide new ways of interacting with them. These concepts carefully balance the 

real and the ideal within their designs, and provide experiences that are conceptual, yet 

grounded in their understanding of human behaviour. 

Throughout the course of the project, the students began to look at the design process 

in new ways. Instead of relying solely on user-research to drive their designs, they used 

it in more of a supportive way. Where they would normally do in-depth fieldwork at 

a bank to study client behaviours and experiences, the students instead now focused 

more on developing their ideas through brainstorming with other students, and 

distributing questionnaires that asked about peoples’ perceptions of the bank and 

how they might want to change their current relationship with money. These forms of 

research provided the students with details that ensured the experiences they were 

creating were contextually relevant and understandable while allowing them to take 

a problem-finding approach rather than a problem-solving approach within their 

designs. Not only were the students encouraged to think critically about banking expe-

riences, we also asked them to do the same with their design process by requiring them 

to design their own project briefs.

One example that exemplifies this criticality of both banking experiences and design 

process was a project entitled Lost in Transaction (Fig. 4). This student decided to take a 

critical approach to the project, and place emphasis upon the imagining of new social 

values, and how these might create new products and interactions. She decided to 

focus on the theme of ‘consumerism as religion’, and to create a series of objects that 

would invite new forms of bank-driven experiences. She also decided to employ a 

variation of the Design-in-a-Day workshop in her own design process, which she called 

‘Idea-in-a-Day’, for which every day she sketched a new idea of a design within her 

focus area. From this approach, she was able to generate 15 rich design directions that 

she then mapped for the behaviours they facilitated. The end result of this project were 

five objects, each one aligned to a unique bank behaviour: invitation to reflect, give 

guidance, highlight life transitions, bestow peace and wellbeing, and offer comfort. 

As we have seen with Carbon Currency, Mino, and Lost in Transaction, the temporary 

suspensions of reality that the two workshops provided served as touch-points to influ-
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to get the students to shift their framing of the bank experience, stepping away from 

their traditional problem solving approach to a problem setting one. Based upon the 

design results presented, momentary suspensions of reality within the design process 

appear to be a valid approach to helping designers come up with truly transformative 

experiences.
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national Psychoanalytic University, Berlin. In various constellations they have collabo-

rated on questions in psycho-linguistics, emotion, and cognitive control, combining 

behavioural with psychophysiological measurements. Felix Bröcker is a cook by training 

and obtained a degree in movie science and philosophy from the University of Mainz. 

His interest is in the intersection of gastronomy and the public. 

Recently the authors have started an ambitious line of research about the effects of 

the meal context on cognitive and emotional processes; the results obtained so far are 

summarized in the present book chapter. Currently the team is cooperating with top 

gastronomy in order to investigate the meal experience and it’s persistence over time. 

For the present article the authors have teamed up for the sake of discussing the trans-

lation of basic research about psychological aspects of meals into application. 
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(basic to gourmet), all the way to a formal banquette at a wedding ceremony or a dip-

lomatic summit. These different kinds of meals and different contexts – meal situations 

– likely yield a wide range of meal experiences. In addition, the particular experience 

is influenced by the personality of the individual, his or her previous mental state (e.g. 

mood or mind set for weight control), and may further be affected by events that are 

difficult to predict or control, like the course of social interactions with dining partners 

and restaurant staff, slow service, or a hair in the soup. A similar argument could be 

made about the psychological consequences of the meal experience. Considering such 

complexities, isn’t it hopeless to get a grip on understanding the psychology of meals? 

Understanding the meal experience, like all science, requires the isolation of essen-

tial factors from myriad random variations. The application of scientific methods and 

principles can provide a deeper understanding of this critical aspect of human life and 

may allow the purposeful design of meal situations in order to create pre-planned meal 

experiences and psychological consequences. 

Meals are experienced on different dimensions and in varying degrees, including tasti-

ness, novelty, or the degree of which the food taste conforms to the eater’s expectancy. 

The eater’s sensation, the way she or he perceives and evaluates the food as well as 

the degree to which food impresses the eater is related to both the food itself and 

the context in which the meal is consumed. Context might be a particular physical 

environment – for example, a restaurant on a tower. Context might as well be social, for 

example an event like a wedding providing the occasion for the meal. In some cases 

the memory of the meal experience, for example of a gourmet dinner, may persist for a 

long time. 

For a long time, designers of restaurants and other eating places – architects, interior 

designers, and their clients – have strived to create certain physical environments, 

which may affect the meal experience and its psychological consequences. These 

places range from street vendors, fast food places, cafeterias and canteens to gourmet 

restaurants, serving different needs and allowing for rather different experiences (e.g. 

Hurst & Lawrence 2005). However, the scientific study of meal-related experiences has 

to a large extent been limited to sensory judgments of food – often in isolated labora-

tory situations (Meiselman 2008). Unfortunately, there is very little scientific work about 

the psychological consequences of meals. We argue that knowledge about the meal 

experience and the psychological consequences of meal situations is important to 

optimise the purposeful design of food, meal serving places, and their procedures. 

The effect of a delicious dinner is wonderfully described in the story Babette’s Feast by 

Karen Blixen. Babette, a humble maid in a Norwegian village and – unbeknownst to the 

villagers – an excellent cook, invites her pious and austere masters and their relatives 

and neighbours to a lavish dinner. As the dinner unfolds the villagers – against their 

intention not to be seduced by worldly pleasures – begin to thaw and warm up to each 

other, forget old wrongs, and rekindle ancient loves while life acquires an almost mysti-

cal quality.

Arguably, very few human activities are as important and multifaceted as those related 

to food. For good reasons – from satisfying the elementary needs for nutrition to pro-

viding spaces and places where gastronomy unfolds as a form of art designed to elicit 

unique experiences of the customer – the food industry is the biggest of all industries. 

The provision and consumption of food can be viewed from several sides. At its most 

simple level, it is about nutrition. Through this lens, the exchange of food is a business 

that trades material goods. In addition, food and its constituents are a major factor 

for physical health, mental well-being, and cognitive development (Meiselman 2013; 

NEMO Study Group 2007; Portwood 2006). However, and of special concern in this 

chapter, meals are very important elements of social and family life (Flammang 2009; 

Jones 2007), and the experience of meals is a prime source of human pleasure (Rozin 

2005). Whereas a lot is known about normal and abnormal aspects of energy regulation 

and food consumption, much remains to be understood about the psychological and 

social aspects of having a meal. 

In the following we will distinguish between (a) the meal situation, that is, the material 

aspects of the meal; the food of which it consists, its material ingredients and social 

context, (b) the meal experience, that is, how the meal situation is subjectively experi-

enced by the consumer, and (c) the psychological consequences of the meal situation 

or the meal experience on cognitive and emotional processes and states that are not 

about the meal and its context, such as changes in mood, creativity, or empathy. 

Efforts to shape the meal experience by creating specific meal situations are probably 

as old as humankind; sharing food in an organized and ritualistic manner is a uniquely 

human behaviour not observed among animals (Fischler 2011; Jones 2007). Research 

on the meal experience is complicated by the multitude of possible meal situations, 

ranging from a hasty breakfast at home, a simple snack in the office, an informal lunch 

with colleagues in a canteen, dinner with family or friends at home or in a restaurant 
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Although meals are generally considered to be a social human activity (Rozin 1996), 

sociability (aka commensality) during meals differs widely, with a much higher fre-

quency of solitary meals in work situations than outside of work (Sobal & Nelson 2003). 

Research on the effects of commensality has shown that in company people tend to 

eat more (De Castro & de Castro 1989) and meals last longer (Sommer & Steele 1997). A 

social situation may also decrease the acceptability of some dishes (King et al. 2004). 

Overall, studies have shown that contextual effects are very powerful determinants of 

the meal experience. However, this area of research has usually focused on the food 

itself and its acceptability rather than on the experience of the meal context, such as 

the restaurant interior, the service, atmospherics, or the social situation. 

Finally, a promising line of research applies the principles of subjective utility to the 

meal experience. The value given to any type of experience is determined not merely 

by the sum of the individual elements constituting the experience (such as the sum 

of the experiences of all dishes in a meal), but – importantly – by their combination 

and sequence along the whole experience. Thus the experience of the very last dish 

in relation to the preceding ones during a multi-course meal seems to be of special 

relevance for the pleasure or displeasure assigned to the entire meal experience (Rode, 

Rozin & Durlach 2007)

The Psychological Consequences of the Meal 

Meals may have consequences that transcend the impression made by the taste, smell, 

texture etc. of the food and the experience of the meal situation. Thus, it is sometimes 

thought that business contracts or conflicting positions may be negotiated more easily 

during a meal, that “creative” people may readily seek and discuss new ideas while eat-

ing, and that a candle light dinner may foster pair bonding. However, there is very little 

academic research on meal effects on social outcomes and psychological processes. As 

an exception, Danziger, Levav, and Avnaim-Pesso (2010) reported that judges’ sentenc-

es became more severe as time since the previous meal lengthened. Unfortunately, it is 

not clear whether this is related to the physiological benefits of food consumption (e.g. 

Glucose availability) or to fatigue due to the time on task. The special social significance 

of a meal has been indicated by Kniffin and Wansink (2012) who reported that more 

jealousy was aroused in spouses of persons who had a meal as compared to a coffee 

with an opposite gender acquaintance. 

The Meal Experience 

In gastronomic practice but also in home cooking, a main aim is the ‘tastiness’ of the 

dish. However, the sensation of ‘taste’ or – better – it’s flavour, is determined by many 

other sensory modalities in addition to gustation: it’s smell, temperature, texture (soma-

to-sensation), sound (during biting and chewing), and colour. The great chef Auguste 

Escoffier (1846–1935) was well aware that the context in which a meal is taken has 

strong effects on the tastiness of the meal beyond its sensory qualities. For this reason, 

Escoffier enhanced the meal situations by serving the food in luxurious environments, 

on fine tableware, and having waiters wear tuxedos. Modern day chefs like Ferran Adrià 

(Adrià, Soler, &  Adrià 2008), Andoni Luis Aduriz (2012), or Heston Blumenthal (2008) 

continue in the tradition of paying attention to context. These chefs not only empha-

size the multisensory qualities of the food they prepare by playing the sound of ocean 

waves when serving oysters (Blumenthal 2008), for example; they also take great care 

in designing the restaurant environment, such as the space available, or the inclusion 

of the sights and sounds of the nature outside. Food may (re)evoke feelings when it is 

associated with childhood memories or it may elicit surprise when, for example, colour 

and taste combine in unexpected ways or when hot and cold receptors in the mouth 

are stimulated simultaneously. By the sophisticated elaboration of the meals and the 

meal serving contexts, top restaurants may create deeply moving and unique experi-

ences similar to those induced by other fine arts. These examples demonstrate the 

scope of what is possible in creating meal experiences. Everyday meal experiences are 

by comparison much humbler but, by virtue of their ubiquity, highly important. 

A sizeable body of scientific research has addressed contextual effects and their influ-

ence on the meal experience (Meiselman 2008, for a recent review). A home meal 

leads to higher ratings of a food product, for example, an ice cream, than a standard 

laboratory environment (e.g. Boutrolle, Delarue, Arranz, Rogeaux, & Koster 2007). The 

environment in which food is consumed is associated with expectations of food quality. 

Expectations are highest for meals consumed at home or in a restaurant, more modest 

for school and military canteens and relatively low for airlines and hospitals (Cardello, 

Bell, & Kramer 1996). Food in institutional settings is rated lower in quality than in 

restaurant settings (Edwards, Meiselman, Edwards, & Lesher 2003; Meiselman, de Graaf, 

& Lesher 2000). The same food, if part of a wider range of choice, is rated higher than 

when choice is restricted (King, Weber, Meiselman, & Lv 2004; King, Meiselman, Hot-

tenstein, Work, & Cronk 2007; Kramer, Lesher, & Meiselman 2001). 
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the food within at most 20 minutes without company of others. Immediately after the 

group-specific meal situations, there was a second experimental session with the same 

tasks as in the first session. 

A mood questionnaire (Steyer, Schwenkmezger, Notz, & Eid 1997) was completed by 

participants at the beginning of each experimental session. As self-reported on the 

questionnaire, the EG was significantly calmer and less wakeful than the CG in the 

session following the meal. That is, the restaurant meal situation seems to have been 

subjectively relaxing. 

As mentioned, there were several tasks in each of the two sessions. The Simon task 

aimed to elicit cognitive conflicts and provoke erroneous responses. This task involves 

pressing a button with either the left or right index fingers, depending on the shape of 

the particular stimulus presented randomly in varying spatial locations on a computer 

screen. As expected, performance was better when the screen location matched the 

required response button than in case of a mismatch. This so-called Simon effect is 

interpreted as a consequence of a conflict between different responses activated by 

Fig. 1 – Response-synchronized ERPs from the Simon task. Left panel: ERPs at electrode Cz, superimposed for correct 
and incorrect responses and Session 1 and 2 and for the EG and CG. Topographies of the Ne as the difference between 
incorrect and correct responses are depicted to the right of the waveforms (25-85 ms). Right panel: Same as left panel 
but for electrode Pz (please note changes in voltage and time scales). Topographies of error positivities (350-550 ms) 
are shown to the right of the waveforms.

A starting point for scientific research about psychological effects of meals and their 

crucial determinants may be based on the assumption that meals affect cognitive per-

formance and social interactions via emotions and mood states. Previous research has 

indicated that positive mood enhances creativity (Baas, De Dreu, & Nijstad 2008), cogni-

tive fluency (Mitchel & Phillips 2007), and memory (Bless & Fiedler 1995; Lyubomirsky, 

King, & Diener 2005) but impairs cognitive control (van Steenbergen, Band, & Hommel 

2009; but see Stürmer, Nigbur, Schacht, & Sommer 2011). 

Recently, we conducted an initial study on the psychological effects of a meal situation 

(Sommer et al. 2013). In the first step, we measured the consequences of a typical lunch 

situation in a restaurant, in company and with ample time as compared to a quick 

business-style lunch alone in an office. We felt this to be a good starting point for better 

understanding the influence of the meal context on several psychological variables 

because it compared two meal situations that are often found in daily life. In order to 

see whether these typical situations impact psychological states and processes in any 

way, in this first attempt we did not try to isolate specific factors of the meal situation. 

Importantly, because food and its contents may have a direct effect on psychological 

states and processes, we wanted to preclude any differences between the meal situa-

tions in the kind and amount of food (or drinks) consumed. Therefore, we assembled 

an experimental group (EG) and a control group (CG). Both groups consisted only of 

women in order to avoid the complication of sex differences, and they ate exactly the 

same type and amount of food. Hence, the only difference between the groups was the 

meal context. 

First, a baseline session with several experimental tasks was conducted during noon. 

On a second day around the same time, there were two kinds of meal situations: 

The women of the EG went to a standard Italian restaurant with a (female) friend or 

acquaintance of their choice that was conveniently available. They could choose pasta 

or pizza from a menu of about 15 items and had one hour to finish their meal. The 

women of the CG were selected to be similar to the EG in terms of eating preferences 

and weight. They also went to the restaurant, but picked up a meal from the take away 

counter, which was the meal chosen by the partner from the EG. Hence only women 

of the EG, but not of the CG, could chose their meal. Another difference between the 

situations was that the 15 min walk between the restaurant and the lab occurred after 

the meal in the EG and before the meal in the CG. The CG participants took their meal 

to a standard office at our department – sized for one person – where they were to eat 
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To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first ever to assess the psychological 

consequences of a meal experience. Importantly, the effects found are unrelated to 

the kind and amount of food consumed because this was the same in both groups; 

similarly we had made efforts to control for weight, food preferences, age, and had 

excluded participants with depression, ruling out these factors as causing the effects 

found. Because we had compared two typical meal situations as a whole, we cannot 

tell at the moment, which elements of the meal situations were responsible for the ef-

fects. Among the potentially important factors are the broader office versus restaurant 

environment, eating alone or in company, and the 15 min walk before or after the meal 

in the CG and EG, respectively. 

One may have expected more ‘positive’ effects on the psychological processes of the 

participants who ate in the restaurant situation. However, the attenuation of cogni-

tive control may be negative for certain purposes, such as when close self-monitoring 

of performance and detailed attention to errors is required, such as in laboratory and 

factory work or numerical processing. In other situations, an attenuation of cognitive 

control may be of advantage, such as when social harmony is desired. The example of 

our study shows that (a) meals may have psychological consequences that do not con-

cern the meal itself and last longer than the meal situation and, (b) these consequences 

may be specific. In our opinion, it would be highly desirable to extend this research area 

into various directions in order to learn more about the effects of meals on emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioural functions. 

A possible research agenda concerning the psychological consequences of meal situ-

ations and meal experiences might investigate the following questions: What are the 

affected psychological processes and functions? In addition to the processes assessed 

in our first study, one might consider, for example, pro-social behaviour, language pro-

cessing, creativity, memory, or mental speed. What are the temporal dynamics of these 

factors? Although methodologically challenging, it would be interesting to see at what 

point during the meal particular psychological effects emerge and how they develop 

over time. What are the crucial elements for the effects? As pointed out above, we have 

compared two situations as a whole and cannot differentiate between the specific 

elements and variables contributing to the effects. If these elements can be identified 

through systematic experimental variations, they can be utilized for designing meal 

experiences in order to achieve psychological effects desired by the consumer. 

stimulus location and stimulus shape, which has to be detected and resolved by a 

mental control process to select the correct response (Kornblum, Hasbroucq, & Osman 

1990). As compared to the baseline sessions, the CG demonstrated a diminished Simon 

effect after the meal whereas it was not attenuated in the EG. We suggest that in the 

CG there was improved cognitive control over response conflicts in the second session, 

possibly due to practice; in contrast, in the EG there was no such improvement over 

cognitive control after the restaurant visit. 

In both test sessions preceding and following the meals we also recorded the elec-

troencephalogram (EEG). We were interested in the processing of incorrect responses 

(errors) committed in the Simon task. Shortly after an incorrect response a negative-

going deflection occurred in the EEG, the so-called error negativity (Ne; Falkenstein, 

Hoormann, Christ, & Hohnsbein 2000). The Ne has been related to performance moni-

toring such as response conflicts or response (in)correctness. Performance monitoring 

processes are seen as essential elements of cognitive control. As it turned out, the Ne 

after the meal was smaller in the EG than the CG (Fig. 1, left panel). Following the Ne to 

incorrect responses there was also a positive-going ERP-component, the error positivity 

(Pe). The Pe has been related to the conscious perception of committing an error (e.g., 

Leuthold & Sommer 1999). Just as the Ne, also the Pe was diminished in the EG relative 

to the CG (Fig. 1, right panel). That is, the EG demonstrated lower cognitive control and 

less awareness of errors than the CG.

In a second task, we measured brain responses to facial expressions of emotions. Faces 

of men and women were presented that showed happy, angry, or neutral expressions. 

Interestingly, the brain responses to angry faces relative to neutral faces were larger in 

the EG than in the CG starting at less than 200 milliseconds after the onset of the face 

on the screen. In previous research, similar very early emotion-driven increases of brain 

responses have been found when the capacity to control such situations was dimin-

ished by an additional task (Rellecke 2012). 

Together, these results indicate the existence of two potentially related effects of 

the restaurant meal situation relative to eating alone in a small office space during a 

relatively short period of time. First, the restaurant meal was subjectively more relaxing 

than the office meal. Second, after the restaurant meal, cognitive control and error 

monitoring was diminished for those who ate with company and in a restaurant setting 

relative to the meal in the office. 
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would be on ‘well done places’. Although such a rough classification of restaurant 

designs is plausible and intuitive, its optimization and fine-tuning may benefit from 

systematic study and quantitative analyses, as exemplified by our experiments. 

Restaurant design often prepares the customer for the sensual pleasure of food con-

sumption by creating a fitting atmosphere. Thus, restaurants serving organic produce 

might use natural looking materials for their interior design in order to indicate its 

approach to food, whereas an Italian restaurant might provide an Italian interior. If this 

is done successfully, the context may also affect the meal experience. Just as the sound 

of waves reinforces the taste of an oyster, interior design is able to reinforce matching 

food qualities: Bell, Meiselman, Pierson, and Reeve (1994) reported that Italian food 

served in an Italian environment is perceived as more authentic. However, the design 

has to be well balanced, as the quest to create authenticity might easily lead to an over-

styled, unnatural setting.

Our meal experience is influenced not only by the interior design but also by the very 

tableware. Glasses, plates, and cutlery have significant impact on our perception and 

valuation of the food we eat (Spence, Hobkinson, Gallace, & Piqueras Fiszman 2013) 

and should be taken into consideration in designing the physical environment. 

As mentioned, chefs are also starting to think more about the meal experience as a 

whole. But usually they are concerned about what is happening on the plate or how 

the food interacts with the customer. Providentially, there are also designers and artists 

(e.g. Sanderson, & Raymond, 2008; Vogelzang 2009) who concentrate on the eating 

experience as such instead of the food as main protagonist.

An interesting issue in this context is the design of private homes and their eating 

places. Since private homes are the place where most meals are eaten (Holm et al., 

2012), the opportunity they provide for eating in company and for having a pleasant 

meal experience is very important. With increasing cost pressure on housing the avail-

able space for cooking and eating has come under pressure as well. In more spacious 

residences, there may be a separate dining room. However, in the typical present day 

home, eating now usually takes place in the living room or kitchen. In many cases, 

however, apartments are so small that it compromises opportunities for family meals or 

inviting guests for dinner. 

Designing the Meal Experience 

Many trades are involved in designing meal experiences and – nolens volens – their 

psychological consequences. The food industry aims to optimise the marketing ef-

fectiveness of their products by designing suitable sensory qualities (and attractive 

packaging) of the food they aim to sell. Similarly, restaurants and other eating establish-

ments aim to satisfy the expectations of their customers by providing meals directed 

toward specific tastes, visual presentation, nutritional value, and freshness, to name 

a few. Here the design question relates to cooking and meal preparation. However, 

it should have become clear from the review above, that even sensory qualities are 

strongly influenced by context. For example, the “delicious” smell of an old cheese may 

be experienced as body odour when presented in isolation (Blumenthal 2008). Hence, 

Meiselman (2008) has warned against assessing the sensory quality of food in isolation 

and disregarding the context in which it is actually eaten. Thus, in optimising air plane 

meals, for example, one should measure the food experience in an air plane situation 

and in the context of the whole meal rather than in a clinical lab environment where 

just a sample of the food in question is presented.

Restaurant design has to consider functional constraints, for a start. A fast food restau-

rant or a canteen has to be able to serve hundreds of people and to provide the option 

of finding seating and rest rooms quickly. It has to be easy to clean and should not be 

too comfortable if the company wants to have a high fluctuation in order to generate 

more money in a short time. Fine dining places have a more inviting interior in order to 

make people feel intimate and relaxed. Nevertheless functional demands must always 

be fulfilled, in order to run the restaurant smoothly. 

Hurst and Lawrence (2005) suggested an interesting classification of meal serving plac-

es, from ‘raw’ (street vendors and fast food places) to ‘medium’ (family restaurants and 

cafes) to ‘well done’ (high class gastronomy). Meal serving places of different categories 

serve different purposes. Thus, during a busy day, lunch may be eaten just to provide 

calories and nutrients and little emphasis is placed on social communication – a case 

for ‘raw’ eating places. On other occasions people want to discuss issues of interest over 

lunch; here a relaxed atmosphere may be desired which presumably fosters new ideas 

– here the ‘medium’ type may be more suitable. Yet at other times, dinners serve mainly 

social purposes, such as when guests are treated, birthdays are celebrated, or when 

social/romantic relationships are to be initiated, deepened, or repaired; here the choice 
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Further Readings

As outlined in the Foreword it was one purpose of the collaborative efforts to this pub-

lication to possibly establish some common theoretical ground. As it turned out – and 

as is evident in the reference lists of the various chapters included in this book – this 

proved to be difficult, if not impossible. Experience Design as a discipline in its own 

right is still too young, too much in flux, and has a yet too disparate background as to 

have developed a coherent theoretical framework, and with it a commonly accepted 

canon of texts.

Like in the Experience Design arena itself, the contributors to this publication come 

from backgrounds across the academic scope: Architecture, Archaeology, Computer 

Sciences, Interaction Design, Product Design, Psychology, Visual Communication and 

more. It seems evident that with such varied backgrounds, and deriving from those 
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Journal of Design 1, no. 1 (2007): 57–66.

Forlizzi, Jodi, and Katja Battarbee. “Understanding Experience in Interactive Systems.” 

In DIS ‘04: Proceedings of the 5th Conference on Designing Interactive Systems: Processes, 

Practices, Methods and Techniques. New York, NY: ACM, 2004: 261–268. 

Gell, Alfred. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1998.

Hassenzahl, Marc. Experience Design: Technology for All the Right Reasons. San Rafael, CA: 

Morgan & Claypool, 2010.

Redström, Johan. “Towards User Design? On the Shift from Object to User as the Sub-

ject of Design.” Design Studies 27, no. 2 (2006): 123–39. and 

Shedroff, Nathan. Experience Design 1. Indianapolis, IN: New Riders, 2001.

While this list can obviously not claim any representative validity in statistical terms, the 

simple fact that different academics/professionals from around the world found these 

same texts valuable, should justify their recommendation for further reading.

While only ten specific texts were cited more than once throughout the chapters of this 

book, in addition to their authors a small number of further authors were referenced for 

different of their texts. Amongst them are 

· Katja Battarbee and Ilpo Koskinen, who often join up with each other and/or with Jodi 

Forlizzi to write about issues in Interaction Design/User Experience Design; 

· Hendrik N.J. Schifferstein, who works with Paul Hekkert and Pieter Desmet from a 

background in Product Design; 

· Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO and advocate of Designing Thinking theory; 

· American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi; 

· French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Henri Lefebvre; 

very different approaches, much varying intentions and expectations in the notion of 

Experience Design, it seems futile and potentially even presumptuous to come up with 

any attempt to propose any further readings for this area, as quite obviously it would 

always depend on the angle the new reader would want to approach from.

Yet, while it may not be possible to establish a common reference list between those 

various disciplinary backgrounds through discussion, a simple comparative examina-

tion of the reference lists provided with the chapters of this book proves quite interest-

ing. 

In total ten texts were referenced by more than one contribution. Maybe not surpris-

ingly, the text with most citations is 

Pine, B. Joseph II, and James H. Gilmore. The Experience Economy. Updated Edition. 

Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2011.1

as apparently their seminal book has been the ‘starter drug’ for many academics 

and professionals in the Experience Design field today. Second most citations were 

achieved by what probably is to be deemed an ‘experience-classic’:

Dewey, John. Art as Experience. New York, NY: Perigee Books, 2005.

The only author represented by two texts in this ‘most cited list’ is the cognitive scientist 

and advocate of user-centred design Donald A. Norman with:

Norman, Donald A. Emotional Design: Why we Love (or Hate) Everyday Things. New York, 

NY: Basic Books, 2005. and

Norman, Donald A. The Design of Everyday Things. New York, NY: Basic Books, 2013.

Further texts cited by more than only one contribution are

Desmet, Pieter, and Paul Hekkert. “Framework of Product Experience.” International 

1	 Contributors may have cited from other editions of the same text. For the purpose of easier acces-
sibility always the latest edition of the referenced texts will be listed here. 
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Index
· French sociologists Bruno Latour and Antoine Hennion; as well as

· Finnish architect Juhani Pallasmaa.

Again this list of researchers can by no means be seen as comprehensive or generally 

accepted, yet their repeated appearance in reference lists throughout this book and 

beyond indicates that they are probably worth a further look into if interested in the 

notion of Experience Design.
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