Slides from a talk given at IxDA, Stockholm, December 11, 2006.
Jonas Löwgren, School of Arts and Communication, Malmö University,
Sweden.
<webzone.k3.mah.se/k3jolo>

Interaction design.
Aesthetics.

shaping
digital materials

designing digital products
and services

Interaction design.
Aesthetics.
experience

good

taste judgments

bad

beautiful ugly

nice awkward

Defining “interaction design” does not have to be very complicated. To
me, it is a design discipline closely related to industrial design,
architecture and graphic design but specialized in the digital design
materials. A more commonsense way of saying the same thing is that
interaction design deals in designing (mainly) digital products and
services.
“Aesthetics” is a different story. Some seem to connect aesthetics with
museums and oil paintings. I use the term more like Dewey: It refers to
sensual or sensory experience, and the kind of taste judgments that
concern how something feels. Aesthetic experience is an essential part
of everyday life, and we judge all kinds of situations and artifacts
aesthetically as well as instrumentally.

Mainstream HCI (human-computer interaction) treats “aesthetics”
somewhat naively. This is a page from a recent article comparing the
value of “low aesthetics” and “high aesthetics” (in the form of different
graphical skins on a behaviorally identical piece of software) for an
experimental task of performing data entry as rapidly and correctly as
possible. The researchers didn’t find any significant effects of
aesthetics on use value... (Ben-Bassat et al., ACM TOCHI 13(2):
210-234, 2006.)

Ben-Bassat et al., 2006

And a spread from Norman’s book Emotional Design (2004) where he
describes the Casio G-shock watch as a purely behavioral design, a
bundle of functions, as if it had no aesthetic properties...

Norman, 2004

It seems clear to me that we need a better understanding of interaction
design aesthetics. Are there aesthetic qualities that are particular to the
use of digital products and services? I think so, primarily ones that have
to do with how the interaction feels over time.
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My way of approaching the question is to look at different design
genres: Classes of products and services that are perceived by
designers, users and markets to have a common heritage or a common
set of properties and ideals. For each genre, I propose that there are
particularly important qualities: Characteristic and desirable
experiences that we should aim for the user to have.

A couple of examples might make things a little more clear. For the
interaction design genre of interactive visualizations, I think that
pliability is an important aesthetic quality. Pliability is the user’s sense
of probing and shaping the visualized data in a tight loop of
manipulation and instant response.
When designing for a mobile user surrounded by multiple media
streams, we should aim to create an aesthetic experience of fluency
where the user moves gracefully through the day without unnecessary
distraction by attention-craving displays and events.

To illustrate pliability, compare a few online maps. This is what eniro.se
looked like until April 2006. Panning the map is done by clicking the
red buttons doubling as a picture frame. The map display turns blank,
refreshes slowly -- and all your landmarks are lost. A coarse-grained
and clunky interaction; vaguely irritating, like a stone in your shoe.

eniro.se, April 2006

Google Local is functionally identical to old eniro.se but feels quite
different to use. You pan the map by grabbing it with the mouse and
dragging it, or by clicking the arrow buttons to get a smooth
continuous animation. This difference makes the experience of using
Google Local more pliable than old eniro.se.

Google Local, April 2006

In the standalone client Google Earth, true 3D is added which means
that also zooming is a continuous and smooth animation. Even more
pliable.

Google Earth, April 2006

And of course, as we now have the technology for high-performance
multifinger touchscreens, we can design map pans and zooms that are
even more tactile and tightly coupled in the sense of shortcutting the
intermediary channel of mouse plus cursor.
The four map examples fall on different points of the pliability scale,
from less pliable (eniro.se) to more (MTI).

Han: Multi-Touch Interaction, 2006

(A short movie. Available on the project’s web page at cs.nyu.edu/
~jhan/ftirtouch/.)

Waldeck’s work is an example of a more pliable approach to
information browsing (file systems, databases and the like). Even
though he developed it for stylus input, it works rather well even with a
regular mouse.

Waldeck:
Liquid 2D
Scatter Space,
2004

(A movie example. Available at infoverse.org. A nice touch is that
Waldeck uses a movie database for the demo, which is an obvious tip of
the hat to the first proper demo of dynamic queries that opened the
eyes of the world to more pliable ways of visualizing databases: The
FilmFinder by Christopher Ahlberg, Ben Shneiderman et al. at Maryland
around 1991-92.)

One of my own experiments in pliability. The Sens-A-Patch technique
(2001) for navigating and manipulating midsized information spaces in
a relatively small surface. Moderately successful, I would say, but some
qualitative user data seemed to suggest that it could offer a certain
amount of aesthetic pleasure and encourage some exploration of the
data visualized.

Sens-A-Patch, 2001

(A short movie of Slidespace, a Sens-A-Patch application for organizing
and presenting images and slideshows. See webzone.k3.mah.se/
k3jolo/Slidespace)
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Fluency is the (aesthetic) sense of being able to shift your attention
gracefully between different media streams and information sources as
you move through different settings and spaces.
The most non-fluent everyday product I can think of is the mobile
phone. When it rings, it demands your immediate attention right now
and wouldn’t settle for less (much like a 3-month baby waking up
hungry and wet). Even though we have developed awkward protocols
for dealing with our phones, we still pay a horribly price every day in
terms of social costs, frustration and stress.

The QuietCalls prototype from 2001 is a step towards better fluency in
cellphone use. It was designed for meetings when you can’t really
switch off completely. Phone in silent mode, headset on, someone calls,
you check the caller ID. The left QC button on the phone diverts the call
directly to voicemail. The middle button plays back a recorded message
along the lines of “Hi, this is Jonas. I can’t speak but I can listen. Go
ahead and speak.” The caller can start talking, you can use the middle
button again to send “Go ahead”, left button to terminate call politely,
or right button to play back “Just a second, and I will move somewhere
where I can talk.” Many calls can be handled in this way without
disrupting the meeting.

Sokoler: QuietCalls, 2001

We find most examples of design-for-fluency in the area of peripheral
visualization (or ambient displays). This is student work from my
school, where a person’s “digital visibility” (measured in terms of hits
on personal web site, number of emails in inbox, etc.) is abstracted/
visualized in a slowly changing image to hang on a living-room or
office wall. Less intrusive than standard text+graphics presentations,
yet fully “legible” if you really want to know your current visibility
status.

Callmer:
Sociopath,
2004

Another example of peripheral visualization is The Ambient Orb: a desk
lamp, visualizing a numeric data stream from the Internet in color
changes. It is pretty funny to note how it is presented in the promotion
picture (taken from the corporate website), especially if you know that it
comes configured to monitor the Nasdaq stock index. They are fairly
clear about their target audience. It can be reconfigured, of course, and
might be a useful component of more fluent environments also for
people who are not male stockbrokers in their 30s.

Ambient Orb [www.ambientdevices.com]

This piece from the art world abstracts the current state of the world
into the expressive form of a cloudy sky. (What it does is to scan texts
from cnn.com for keywords that are used to compute parameters for a
particle system forming the clouds displayed on the screen. Many
negative words yields dark clouds ripping across the sky, etc.)
Interesting example of extreme abstraction or data fusion, even though
the purpose here is more of an artistic comment on global
medialization than a complete and correct information visualization.

Hagdahl:
Nothing
Remains
the Same,
2004

Riding the Net was presented at SIGGRAPH 2001, and it adds a
dimension of “ambient interactivity” to ambient displays. The talk in the
room is captured, transcribed into text and continuously submitted to
image search engines. The results float slowly across the display and
disappear. If a floating image happens to catch your attention, you can
stop it with your hand and (conceivably) open the website it came from
with a tap to dig further.

Sommerer et al.: Riding the Net, 2001

The Marble Answering Machine illustrates design for fluency on a social
level. Somebody calls my house, leaves a message that rolls out of the
machine in the form of a marble. I listen to it and find that it is for my
wife. Thanks to the embodiment of an essentially virtual entity (the
phone message), I can place the marble on the spot on the kitchen
table where I put other stuff for my wife to see when she gets home.
The marble enables a more graceful, more fluent integration of virtual
information into our essentially physical social practices of family
coordination.

Bishop: Marble Answering Machine, 1994
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I have a reason for doing this esoteric work of formulating aesthetic
qualities in words and examples. I think practicing interaction designers
could benefit from a certain amount of shared values and references
(an emerging language?) for assessing design ideas and discussing
design intentions. Pliability and fluency are two concepts that I have
pulled out of my own experience as a designer of interactive
visualizations and multiple-media-settings.

By combining my experience with what other interaction designers have
done and said about their work, I have compiled some 20 concepts that
I call “use qualities” or “experiential qualities” of interaction design.
They should be seen as a first step and I am busy developing some of
them, and probably throwing others away. Some are mainly aesthetic
qualities (in a pragmatical/Dewey-ian sense) and others are mainly not.
(The map above and some of the initial ideas behind it are introduced
in chapter 5 of Löwgren & Stolterman: Thoughtful interaction design,
MIT Press, 2004.)

