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Design for emotion is a relatively young discipline 

where researchers are trying to figure out efficient 

methods of application and evaluation. The immediate 

challenge is to uncover and understand users' 

emotional responses and correlate them to tangible 

ideas and features of designed objects. Designers are 

fully aware of the fact that those who connect their 

product with an interesting story have a decisive 

competitive advantage in the market and that the 

products they design should create positive emotions.

Dimensions of teaching 
design and emotion
By Dr Bahar Sener & Dr Çigdem Erbug,

METU-BILTIR / UTEST Product Usability Unit

Why teach 'design for emotion'?

However, they face two key problems: first, they are 

stuck when they cannot formulate how to achieve 

this; and secondly, even though they aim to create 

positive emotions, they cannot say for sure whether 

they have been successful. 

Being such a hot topic, discussion on design for 

emotion is becoming  centre of attention 

within design courses. Similar concerns are shared 

by student designers as with professionals. 

Although students usually have an sympathetic 

understanding of the emotional needs of users, 

without careful channelling and formal training, it 

can easily be misunderstood and misapplied. We 

realised that postgraduate design students show 

great enthusiasm to work on design and emotion 

related research topics. With a pressing demand 

coming internally from students, we decided it was 

timely for a new course that stressed the 

importance and relevance of emotions elicited by 

products within the context of new product 

development. 

inevitably 
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Going from theory to practice

Our Dimensions of Design for Emotion course is 

designed with the aim of giving insight in a wide variety 

of aspects of product emotion. The course is aimed at 

postgraduate industrial design students (MSc and 

PhD) expressing desire to possess an understanding of 

product qualities evoking positive and negative 

emotions: to develop awareness of user experience 

and expertise; to become familiar with tools and 

methods for evaluating emotions; to be able to 

formulate and conduct observational research. 

Students are exposed to both theory and practical 

research opportunities. The syllabus is built around of 

a combination of theoretical and methodological 

discussion, state-of-the-art readings, and case-based 

observational research exercises. 

We wanted the students to understand the whats, 

whys and hows behind the design and emotion related 

literature, so that their thinking and developing 

knowledge could become personalised rather than 

presented as a set of rules. 

Using this approach, we found that communicating 

academic topics and case studies, including eliciting 

emotions, senses and experiences in product-user 

interaction, is highly successful if presented during 

a class critique, rather than during a pre-scripted 

lecture. 

One of our guiding beliefs is that it is nonsense to 

burden students only with theoretical concepts that 

cannot be bounded within actual design processes. 

Thus, in addition to the basic topics of emotional 

design, we teach hands-on testing methods and 

encourage practical exploration and evaluations, 

which are then opened-up to debate and discussion. 

The course runs with approximately 10 students per 

semester. It was important to offer the course to a 

small group so that the various phases of the 

observational research (e.g. conduct, methodology 

and analysis stages) could be realistically carried 

out by each student and subsequently discussed 

thoroughly.
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The value of observational research

There is a growing appreciation amongst designers 

of the valuable role of observational research within 

design processes. Both student and professional 

designers are aware that product differentiation and 

market success can be facilitated if problem 

definitions and design proposals are evidence-

based.  Data from observational research leads to 

more accurate user models, which in turn will lead 

designers to more appropriate and 'on the ball' 

design proposals. However, gaps in design for 

emotion understanding are currently still quite 

wide, but the training of research-literate designers 

will help in plugging the gap and strengthening the 

knowledge and literature base. 

Class sessions have shown that observational 

research not only provides valuable data but is also 

a strong motivating factor for students. 

They embrace it as an opportunity to strengthen 

their knowledge on users' values. Observing users' 

interaction with products and analysing their 

comments helps in elaborating designers' mental 

models and clarifying the meanings and values 

associated with different products. Students are 

also able to build first-hand perspectives on the 

product qualities that shape human values, the 

differences between user types and are able to 

visually communicate and embody product ideas 

that create for example, passion, curiosity, love and 

hate, perfection etc. Each student chooses a 

research topic to work on in the second half of the 

semester. The topics emerge during class discussion 

or students' personal interest in relation to the 

course objectives. Example student research topics 

and their brief descriptions are as follows (Figure 1, 

2 and 3).



 

Figure 1. Ece Gürakar  Influence of perceived qualities of green products on 

consumers' preferences. This project looks at whether environmental 

awareness changes consumers' preferences, and the ways in which 

consumers evaluate ready-made and recycled products.

 

Figure 2. Nazli Cila  Users' definitions of the 'fun' concept in products. This 

project seeks to understand if users' fun expectations are dependent on 

context, and if their expectations from the same product vary in different 

contexts (e.g. home and office). 

 
Figure 3. Aybike Tamer  Perception of 'high-tech' product appearance 

characteristics. This project, based on Gover's personality scale, investigates 

the association of personality characteristics with 'high-tech' and 

'conventional' products.

http://www.engage-design.org



http://www.engage-design.org

Course venue: 

UTEST Product Usability Unit

At this point it is relevant to introduce the METU-BILTIR 

/ UTEST Product Usability Unit, where the Dimensions 

of Design for Emotion classes are held. UTEST is a 

newly established usability laboratory located at 

Middle East Technical University. Being the first and 

only independent Product Use Testing and 

Development Unit in Turkey, the lab provides services 

to industry as well as promoting academic research. 

The collaboration with industry offers both research 

and consultancy activities embracing governmental 

and consumer product markets such as military 

equipment/systems, software, kiosks/ATMs, 

consumer durables, and electronic appliances.

 

Encompassing such a broad field of research, the 

UTEST research staff consists of experts having 

diverse academic backgrounds including product 

design, human factors, usability and statistics.

UTEST consists of four main areas: Administrative 

Unit; Test Room; Test, Recording and Control Unit; 

and UResearch (Figures 4 and 5). The 

Administrative Unit includes a reception area and an 

administrative workroom. The Test Room has one-

way glass windows through to a single large 

observation and control room. Remote-controlled 

and portable digital video cameras are located here 

to record users' performance.

Figure 4. 

UTEST 

Laboratory 

floor plan
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Test, Recording and Control Unit provides a highly 

flexible and adaptable observation space, allowing 

designers, developers or company executives to 

observe tests via monitors and one-way glass 

windows whilst, crucially, not interfering with the 

activities within the Test Room. The room also has a 

suitable layout for project meetings and 

presentation. 

 

Figure 5. 

Different 

facilities at 

UTEST 

UResearch contains a research room for analysis as 

well as archiving of project materials and publications. 

Whilst the state-of-the-art equipment ensures 

accuracy in the monitoring and recording of user-

product interactions, powerful observation and 

analysis tools - including software and manual 

techniques - help to maintain a rational and scientific 

approach in evaluation. 
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