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Abstract

UX designers acknowledge delight as a relevant element of the
user experience. This paper investigates how these professionals
talk about delight and demonstrates the existence of two
viewpoints of delight used in professional practice. The paper
introduces a third, unified perspective to serve as the basis of an
HCI research agenda that can support UX design practice
concerning the notion of delight.
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1 Introduction

The vast number of interactive systems and their significant role
in people’s everyday lives encourages UX designers to create
systems that are functional, reliable, usable, and pleasurable [26].
Making a system delightful is an essential need for UX designers
since it affects the user's perception and preference towards the
system, a fact demonstrated by scholars of marketing, who have
argued that delight is a crucial, designed-for element of a product
or service. These scholars have demonstrated that delight creates
emotional bonds, stronger memories, higher levels of loyalty, user
engagement, motivation for re-purchase, and product promotion
by word of mouth [1,6,14].

Despite the momentum that the term “delight” has gained
among UX designers, | demonstrate in this paper an inconsistency
in how UX designers talk about delight. Sometimes, they use
delight as a result of appearance and motion, and at other times,
UX designers regard delight as a result of efficacy and fulfillment
in relation the user's goals and tasks. In this paper, | propose a
third perspective, a unified one, as an attempt to remedy this
situation and to outline an HCI research agenda on delight that
aims to provide UX designers with a theory and framework to
discuss and design for delightful interactive systems and user
experiences.

This paper comprises three more sections. The next section
describes the two viewpoints of delight as discussed by UX
designers on the web, sampled mostly from medium.com. Later, |
introduce a third perspective which seeks to unify the two
viewpoints or themes detected from the thematic analysis and to
form the basis for an HCI research agenda to support UX design
practice by providing a theory and framework of delight. The last
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section outlines the activities that would drive this agenda
forward.

2 Two Viewpoints of User Experience Delight
Used in the Professional Design Practice

2.1 Delight as appearance and motion

Understanding how motion conveys a message is an essential skill
for interaction designers, for which the development of a critical
language is necessary. In this regard, Casili proposes that
animations associated with interactions must be delightful and
meaningful. Such an animation must be pleasurable without
detracting from the usability of the interactive system [5]. Gittins
relates delight to the user’s amusement, surprise, and excitement
and regards it as a result of motion features that are intended to
make the experience more immersive as well as a result of design
features that make the user interface more human or tactile [11].
According to Babich, delight manifests at a surface level, in which
a positive first impression draws the attention of the user through
very obvious and visceral features. In this regard, Babich defines
six elements of what he calls surface experience delight: 1) user
interface, 2) microcopy, 3) animation, 4) affordance transitions, 5)
sound, and 6) typography [2].

Delight and surprise are two closely related concepts in UX
design practice. According to Herrmann, stimulating the user’s
curiosity is the key to delight and surprise her. Moments of delight
and surprise ensure the authenticity of a brand and gives it a
competitive advantage [13]. Riddle, Zieba, Caeo and Ellis propose
some tactics to design for delight: 1) focus on aesthetics, 2) use
feedback to drive conversation, 3) give a gift, and 4) leave little
Easter eggs [21]. Gkogka also considers Easter eggs as a way to
delight the user [12]. Collins focuses on the delight associated
with microinteractions and claims that a delightful UX is in the
details hence designers should not overlook them. Nevertheless,
Collins allows that not every microinteraction needs to be exciting
and include fun transitions and animations. An excess of these
features could clutter the interaction rather than making it
delightful [7].

2.2 Delight as fulfillment and efficacy

Kayan indicates that although delight has become a hot topic in
UX design, delight also has become a synonym of cute flourishes
and a term to describe design details whose purpose is merely to
instill personality and brand into an interactive system. Such
details may generate a subtle emotional response in the user but
not necessarily a strong feeling of happiness in her [15]. Based on
Kayan’s self-ethnography, a delightful moment involves one or
more of these seven components: 1) something unexpected, 2)
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something that makes the user feel valued, 3) something that
makes the user feel smart, 4) something that saves the user’s time,
5) something that saves the user a lot of effort, 6) something that
makes the world significantly better, and 7) nature. In this sense, a
moment of delight occurs when an interactive system helps people
be smarter, feel fulfilled, and avoid mundane tasks [15]. Leisio
considers delight as a continuum that goes from good to great. A
good interactive system is one that gets out the user’s way while a
great interactive system will introduce something more to the user
[16]. In a similar vein, Madhugiri considers a system delightful
when it does everything as expected really well while it does
something completely unexpected as well [17]. Madhugiri relates
delight with efficiency and surprise. A delightful UX is meeting
the user’s needs before she asks for it. Building a delightful
interactive system involves paying attention to details, taking all
feedback seriously, and talking to both users and non-users. In this
regard, the goal is to build a system that is useful and makes
people happy [17].

Maynard claims that a deeper understanding of the user
enables the UX designer to find features and mechanisms that
provoke delight. Such an understanding supports a creative
process that optimizes delight. Creativity thus becomes one
crucial part in the UX designer's toolbox regarding delight [19].
Martin considers delight a result of an efficient strategy, the
implementation of little things that could cause a big impact [18].
According to Martin, delight is cheap and easy to implement.
However, delight is difficult to implement well. To address this,
Martin proposes two strategies: 1) to be surprising by making the
mundane memorable, and 2) to be personal by knowing the user
like a person knows her best friend. Understanding the user’s
expectations and personality enables the UX designer to identify
opportunities to be methodically surprising and personal and
therefore to delight her [18].

Shepheard associates delight with ease of use and
satisfaction, regarding delight as a result of optimizing for an end
goal or a key performance indicator. According to Shepheard,
delight materializes through micro-optimizations informed by user
research or testing [22]. Obenauer claims that delight for the user
is in the details, a result of both function and aesthetic appeal.
Function focuses on creating smarter software that removes
frustrations instead of creating them, while aesthetic appeal
centers on making the interface empathetic and innovative [20].
Slayback argues that delight derives from the personality of the
product, not necessarily from usage. According to this UX
designer, the product provokes delight in the user when she is
surprised by how well the product works concerning something
she really wants. Delight is thus a response to 1) the
accomplishment of a stated purpose or end, and 2) the excellent
execution of such an accomplishment [23].

UX designers from the design agency Thin Martian regard
delight as a matter of timing related to the use of animations to
add emphasis, importance, and feedback to actions from the user.
According to these designers, such an animation is a mechanism
for rewarding the user for her actions through a welcoming
surprise [25]. Nevertheless, they also affirm that delivering delight
is the result of deeply understanding the user’s goal, enabling the
user to achieve that goal, and letting the user get into a flow.
According to these designers, it is the flow what makes the user
come back. Moreover, they affirm that reducing anxiety is just as
delightful as wowing the user. Designers from Thin Martian
consider tailored and personalized interactions an approach to
create a delightful user experience [25]. Barkow claims that
attempts to provoke delight for the user typically focus on
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smoothing out frustrations with the product or providing short-
term boosts to the user experience. According to Barkow, the UX
designer must investigate deeper frustrations with the product, and
only when such frustrations are addressed, can the designer create
significant, surprising shortcuts that deliver delight in the long-
term [3]. In a similar vein, Crawshaw claims that not all user
experiences can be delightful. Crawshaw uses “working on
crunching mortgage numbers” and “diagnosing a person with a
disease” as two examples to support such a claim. Instead of
talking about delighting the user, Crawshaw focuses on the notion
of satisfying experiences, experiences that are elegant, fulfilling,
and not detracting [8].

Fessenden defines user delight as any positive emotional
effect that a user may have when interacting with a device or
interface. User delight comprises two types: surface delight and
deep delight. In this conception, user interface embellishments can
only produce surface delight, while functional, reliable, and
usable interfaces can provoke deep delight [10]. Surface delight
manifests through animations, tactile transitions or gestural
commands, microcopy, beautiful and relevant high-resolution
imagery, and sound interactions. On the other hand, deep delight
is holistic and derives from meeting all the user’s needs, including
functionality, reliability, usability, and pleasurability. Deep
delight takes place when the user reaches a state of flow as a
result of the product working as expected or better by meeting the
needs of the user at the right time and place [10]. Fessenden
indicates that surface delight is the “sexier” between the two types
of delight and that deep delight is harder to achieve. However,
when the user experiences deep delight, Fessenden is more prone
to recommend the product to a friend and becomes a passionate
return user. In this regard, this author relates deep delight to the
return on investment of a product. Finally, Fessenden advises UX
designers not to force surface delight since it comes with potential
branding risks and indicates that prioritizing surface delight over
deep delight may convey non-genuineness and deceitfulness [10].

3 Proposing a Unified Perspective for User
Experience Delight

The characteristics of delight as expressed by these UX designers
suggest that delight situates in two opposite viewpoints. One
viewpoint regards delight as a result of surprising and amusing
design features that heavily rely on the visual, whereas the second
viewpoint assigns greater importance to the successful completion
of tasks and interactions with the system. Instead of considering
one side or the other, | posit a unified perspective to enable the
UX designer to think of delight as a broader design-related
element of the user experience. This proposed perspective still
considers the two viewpoints above. It is rather the emphasis that
changes, and as a result, the ways we see and think of delight in
interactive systems.

In this perspective, delight is the achievement of a moment of
combined arousal, high pleasure, and serendipity. This delight
derives from a significant interaction or series of interactions with
the system. This delight is embodied through combinations of the
visual, the verbal, the aural, the tactile, and the temporal
dimensions (modes of interaction with a system).

This unified perspective regards delight as the result of all the
communication modes involved in the design of the user interface
and its interactions. These modes refer to the visual, verbal, aural,
and tactile modes. Furthermore, some systems might include the
olfactory mode to account for delight during the user experience.
Besides these basic modes, timing is a crucial feature as well. By
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definition, interactive systems have a temporal dimension that
must be designed for that is absent in many other media. Thus,
this unified perspective comprises five basic dimensions to which
a UX designer needs to pay attention when aiming at provoking a
delightful user experience: the visual, the verbal, the aural, the
tactile, and the temporal.

This definition means that sometimes the UX designer will
purposefully seek to create one or several design features that
appear novel or surprising to the user but unobtrusive regarding
the user's interactions with the system. At other times, the system
will be the agent, in its role of the UX designer’s deputy [24], that
will provoke delight in the user by conveying with clarity how its
interface and interaction design features aid and enable the user to
accomplish her goals and tasks. In this sense, delight is a matter
related to the semiotics [24] and the rhetoric of interactive systems

[4].

Finally, this unified perspective urges the UX designer to
keep in mind that engagement is a critical aspect to provoke
delight in any user experience. The user must be engaged in order
to experience delight. The useful application of the five
dimensions used to design interfaces and interactions will take
place only if the user is present (engaged, concentrated) while she
interacts with the system. One interpretation of this idea is that
delight occurs when the user enters a state of flow [9] and ongoing
semiosis [24] until these processes are interrupted by the
recognition of an interface or interaction design feature that
reveals to the user the positive, pleasurable development of her
interactions with the system.

Such development requires that the user see value in the
system and its design, and recognizes the potential of a desirable
outcome regarding her goals and tasks as she interacts with the
system. If the user sees no value and no potential, it is likely that
she interacts indifferently, absent, or disengaged with the system,
and therefore, no designer effort could be sufficient to provoke
delight in her. The UX designer can always aim to provoke
delight in the user. It is also possible that the system's interface
and interaction design features lead the user to feel delighted
independently of the designer's intent. However, the current
conditions of the experience will always affect the user's
predisposition to enter a state of flow and engage in a continuous
semiosis.

4 Future work

The next steps in this exploration of delight include the validation
of the introduced unified perspective of delight. Empirical work
will be necessary for such validation. The type of work considered
for future stages of this research agenda includes semi-structured
interviews with UX designers, the application of semantic
differentials, and online questionnaires. One activity in this HCI
research agenda is to review and synthesize accounts of delight in
other non-HCI disciplines, including architecture, philosophy,
marketing, and performative arts.

The ideal outcome of this HCI research agenda is the
development of a series of guidelines that aid UX designers in
designing for delight. The purpose of these guidelines would be to
provide UX designers with an orientation toward combining the
five dimensions to help the user achieve a state of flow and
continuous semiosis. This orientation would also aid UX
designers in avoiding design features that interrupt these
processes, creating features never to interrupt the user's interaction
flow but to anchor the user to the present and thus cause
engagement.
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