
sense - it!

Facilitator’s
Guide

AUDIT
ORY

AUDIT
ORY

In action



This work © 2023 by Sense-It! 
is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Introduction



22
24
30
34
38
44
48
52
56
60
64
68
72
76
80
84
88
92
96

06
16
18

table of contents

Catalyze ................................................
Absurd Attributes .................................
Branding Colours ................................. 
Feeling Sketchy? ...................................
High Tension ........................................
In-form-ation ........................................
Kinetic Charades ..................................
Line-It-Up ..............................................
Meaningful Design ...............................
Mysterious Product .............................
Sensory Inventory .................................
Seven! ...................................................
Smell Spectrum ....................................
Smell Walk ............................................
Synaesthetic Stories ............................
Taste Layering ......................................
The Material Is Right ............................
What If? .................................................
Why Sound? ..........................................

About Sense It! .....................................................................
How to Use This Guide .......................................................... 
Getting the Most Out of Sense-It! ........................................

Activities
& Sensory Modalities



100
102
106
110
114
118
122
126
132
136
140
144
148

152
154
158
162
166
170
174
178
182
186
190
194
198
202

206
220
226

Learn ....................................................
Cause & Effect .....................................
Colour Communication ......................
Composition Creator ..........................
Hierarchy .............................................
In Harmony .........................................
Just Add Texture ................................
Kinetic Actions ...................................
Perfect Imperfect ...............................
Smell Memories .................................
Sound Comic ......................................
Soundscape ........................................
Taste Theory .......................................

Apply ....................................................
Across Dimensions ............................
Concinnity Mapping ............................
Kinetic Communication ......................
Ritual Design .......................................
Sense Semantics ...............................
Sightseeing ..........................................
Smell Journey .....................................
Smell Matching ...................................
Sound The Alarm ................................
Surprise Me .........................................
Taste Journey .....................................
Vibrational Patterns ............................
Vocal Sketch .......................................

Additional Information & Conclusion .................................
Bibliography ......................................................................... 
Kit Resources .......................................................................



6

Sense-It! Insights into multisensory design 
Main source of information

About Sense-It!

Sensory design is the key to enriching and mediating 
people’s lived experience... but not all designers have had the 
opportunity to explore the multisensory aspects of design.

This is why we developed the Sense-It! Kit—for exploring, 
communicating, and learning about sensory design in a 
fun and interactive way. The kit includes: this Facilitator’s 
Guide, Activity Cards, Product Cards, and Tiles. Each of these 
reources stem from concepts explored in the book: Sense-It! 
Insights into Multisensory Design.

This toolkit offers a unique set of activities that aim to 
enhance the creative process. Our hope is that through 
engaging in these experiential activities, designers, as 
well as non-designers, will access information and gain an 
appreciation for the complexity of human experience that 
influences design decisions. 
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Activities

The Sense-It! Kit can be used to introduce students 
to sensory design, reinforce concepts, and provide 
opportunities to apply what they have learned. This forms 
the basis of the Catalyze, Learn, and Apply (CLA) model used 
to categorize the Sense-It! Activities.  
 
Catalyze activities help engage participants; they are fast 
paced, exciting, and are designed to spark students’ interest 
and get their gears turning. These cards are useful for 
breaking the ice, introducing a new topic, and capturing 
participants’ attention to encourage them to participate 
during the lecture or discussion about a topic. 

Learn activities help participants understand how principles 
from Sense-It! Insights into Multisensory Design chapters are 
expressed in the design of and interactions with everyday 
products. They are tools for analysis and help solidify lecture 
principles by demonstrating concrete examples. These 
activities are useful directly after a chapter module to help 
participants retain the information they learned.
 
Apply cards take the learning further. Ultimately, designers 
should use what they know about sensory aspects of 
design to create more sophisticated, useful, and long-
lasting products. These activities ask participants to apply 
principles of sensory design to products through sketching, 
brainstorming, and creating. These cards are useful when 
coming to the end of a topic and can act as prompts for 
class projects.
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Sense-It! Product Cards provide visual examples of products 
that are used as reference during many activities. The 3 
groups are based on their perceived complexity of form and 
movement—ranging from simple to complex in order to suit 
the goals of each activity (see p.210 for more details).

Sense-It! Tiles showcase sensory attributes that are 
organized into groups of sensory modalities—each 
represented by a different colour. These tiles can act as 
prompts, introduce sensory vocabulary, and facilitate 
communication during activities (see p.208  for more details).
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Activities by Themes

The Activity Cards are organized here by themes 
corresponding to Sense-It! Insights into Multisensory Design. 

Introductory

Mysterious Product (p.60)
A fun ice-breaker that encourages participants to use sensory 
vocabulary to guess products.

Sensory Inventory (p.64)
An immersive time of guided awareness and reflection on how 
different senses amalgamate to form rich experiences.

Seven! (p.68)
A race to find a variety of sensory attributes in everyday products. 

Cause & Effect (p.102)
A competition where participants must use critical thinking to best 
link product attributes to the overall perception of a product.

Design for emotion and Meaning

Absurd Attributes (p.24)
A light-hearted exploration of absurd product concepts in order to 
create an appreciation for appropriate product attributes in design. 

High Tension (p.38)
A fast-paced activity that creates a comfortable space to explore how 
conflicting attributes can co-exist in harmony. 

Line It Up! (p.52)
An exercise in evaluating products through multiple sensory lenses by 
placing products along different spectrums.

Meaningful Design (p.56)
An iterative exploration of how existing products can be altered to 
make them more meaningful.
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What if? (p.92)
A quick opportunity to practice iterating products that convey different 
semantic meanings.

Smell Memories (p.136)
An opportunity to reflect on personal memories and consider how 
smell plays a role in emotional attachment to products/environments.

Sense Semantics (p.170)
A fun thought experiment where participants attempt to give products 
specific personalities by altering their attributes.

Surprise me (p.190)
A collaborative exercise in creating unexpected product sounds to 
evoke surprised reactions.  

Design and Visual Perception

In-form-ation (p.44)
A simple exercise in analyzing formal product compositions. 

Composition Creator (p.110)
A “sweet” way to learn about the relationships of elements within 
compositions and their proportions. 

In Harmony (p.118)
An exploration in reorganizing product features using Gestalt 
Principles to alter the perceived harmony of products.

Across dimensions (p.154)
A challenge to practice translating 2D compositions to 3D forms in a 
light-hearted way.

Concinnity Mapping (p.158)
A critical look at what makes a product composition feel too perfect 
or unsettling, and by extension how to make it feel “just right”.
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Design for Colour and light Perception 

Branding colours (p.30)
An opportunity to play with different colour schemes in order to 
highlight the communicative properties that colours possess.

Colour Communication (p.106)
An exploration of how one can use colour to give meaning to products 
and clues as to how to use them. 

Sightseeing (p.174)
A task to re-colour everyday products for different applications in 
order to foster an understanding of how to use colour with purpose.

Design for Tactile Product Interactions

Feeling Sketchy?  (p.34)
A joint effort to describe and interpret products using only tactile 
vocabulary by isolating one’s sense of touch. 

The Material Is Right! (p.88)
A fun challenge to guess materials by reflecting on their properties.

Just Add Texture (p.122)
A hunt for unique textures in which participants then explore how 
textures can affect user-product interactions. 

Perfect Imperfect (p.132)
A reflection on the appropriateness of different materials for specific 
products and their perceived value throughout the product journey. 	

Vibrational Patterns (p.198)
A playful creation of patterns by which participants can explore how 
to communicate through the use of haptic language.

Design for Auditory Experiences

Why Sound? (p.96)
A fun brainstorm of how changing or incorporating new sounds into 
products can enhance person-product interactions and perceptions.
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Sound Comic (p.140)
An opportunity to practice expressing sound experiences in different 
product interaction scenarios. 

Soundscape (p.144)
An auditory performance of unique sound environments that allows 
participants to deconstruct how people experience sound. 	

Sound the alarm (p.186)
A fun opportunity to compose an arrangement of sounds that 
enhances the experience of a particular environment. 

Vocal Sketch (p.202)
A vocal performance that teaches participants how to communicate 
through the use of emotion and tone of voice.

Design for Smell and Taste Experiences

Smell Spectrum (p.72)
A comparison of personal perceptions of smells using spectrums.

Smell Walk (p.76)
A mindful and immersive walk on which participants have the 
opportunity to practice describing different smells.

Taste Layering (p.84)
A delicious way to explore personal rituals and appreciate the layers 
of food experience.

Taste theory (p.148)
A thought experiment into the world of taste, its interplay with other 
senses, and its role in user experience. 

Smell Journey (p.178)
A journey into exploring and understanding how layers of smell 
come together to form overall smell perceptions within certain 
environments. 

Smell Matching (p.182)
A quick matching game where participants practice strengthening 
product-smell connections by establishing associations.
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Design for MultiSensory and Kinetic Experiences 

Kinetic Charades (p.48)
A fun and fast version of charades where participants take a stab at 
embodying products only through their movements.

Synaesthetic stories (p.80)
A more abstract exercise in which participants consider how the 
same experience can be expressed through different sensory lenses.

Hierarchy (p.114)
A highly immersive task in which participants become aware of the 
different stages of sensory dominance during product usage.

Kinetic Actions (p.126)
A deep dive into the attributes of product movement and their affects 
on user-product interactions and perceptions.

Kinetic Communication (p.162)
A fun application of the attributes of movement where participants try 
making products come to life through the use of gestures.

Ritual Design (p.166)
A reflection of personal rituals and exploration into how they can be 
enhanced through innovative product design.

Taste Journey (p.194)
A novel activity that invites participants to try expressing their 
perceptions of an experience through taste.
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How to Use This Guide

What An activity is about & 	
relevant Background information

This shows you what sense(s) an activity focuses on

These are the learning 
outcomes of An activity

Remember! the colours tell you whether 
an activity is Catalyze, Learn, or Apply
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Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 430 minutes

These steps and 
tips outline the 
recommended way to 
run an activity

This page shows you 
the supplies you need 
to run an activity!

Related Chapter(s) 
from Sense-It! Insights 
into multisenseory 
design

Approximate 
activity 
duration

Recommended  
team size
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Getting the most out of 
Sense-It!
Each Sense-It! Activity is unique, varying in structure and 
approach to the subject matter and outcome—meaning 
each one has different requirements for success. However, 
these general tips apply to most activities and are based on 
our experience and usability testing feedback. Remember 
that as the facilitator, you may modify activities as you 
deem necessary with respect to team size, timing, and even 
specifics of the activity.

Preparing
To ensure things go smoothly, some work needs to be done 
behind the scenes...

Review key 
concepts

Gather 
Supplies

Set up 
workspace

Read 
booklet 
section

Print 
resources 
(Website)

Know 
surrounding 
locations

Notify par-
ticipants 
to bring 
supplies

Refer to 
(Book) 

for more
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Running
... once the fun begins, there are still some things to keep in 
mind...

Wrapping-Up
... when approaching the finish line, don’t forget to... 

LEAVE food 
for thought

Reflect on 
what was 
learned 

EXPLAIN 

HOW IT'S 

APPLICABLE

ASK 
FURTHER 

questions

Invite 

FEEDBACK

RELATE BACK 
TO BOOK/
LECTURE

REVIEW 
CONCEPTS & 
TERMINOLOGY

Be   
accessible

Be open to 
new ideas

Promote 
teamwork

Show 
enthusiasm

Encourage 
discussion

Push out 
of comfort  

zone

Make it  
fun

Guide 
participants 

through

Don't give 
away too 

much

Keep 
track of 

time

Clarify 
& display 

instructions Support 
creative 
Energy

Play an 
Active 
Role





Activities
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Catalyze cards are fast paced 
and exciting; they help to grab 

participants’ interest and 
attention. These cards are 
useful for introducing new 

sensory design themes and are 
great for breaking the ice! 

catalyze
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Catalyze Activity

Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-430 minutes

absurd 
attributes
... is a catalyzing activity which explores semantics in a light-
hearted way by subverting product design conventions to 
imagine absurd products. Participants can do this through 
considering changes in materials, form, and visual/tactile/
auditory/olfactory/gustatory properties. These changes 
may poorly affect the functionality of a product and make it 
inappropriate for its target user, showcasing the absurdity of 
the picked attributes. 

Product Semantics
People become attached to their products for a variety of 
reasons; they may find that the products give them a sense 
of innate pleasure (directly through the senses, through 
emotional connection, through their ideals or values, or 
through social means). Products can communicate a 
message that influences user’s emotions and, therefore, 
create a connection.
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0.25inMaterial Choice
What does material choice tell you about a product’s 
functionality? Value? Manufacture and durability? Intended 
user? How does the perception of a deck chair change when 
a different material is used? 

Colour and Formal Language
What does the colour and formal 
language of a product tell you 
about its intended user? About the 
environment of use? These two cell 
phones have the the same basic 
composition of elements, and 
theoretically the same functions, 
however, it is unlikely that they would 
be used by the same person. 

Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify material properties & their appropriateness
•	 Explain symbolic meaning
•	 Describe how to alter perceptions



Beeep!! Beep! Beeep!!

Do doo do do 
doo dooo
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Sound
How does the sound design of a product affect how you 
perceive the product? What personality does the product 
have based on its auditory qualities?

Smell and Taste
How does the smell or taste of a product make you feel? 
Smell and taste are seldom considered as key design 
features. They can have a huge impact in how they affect the 
experience of a product because of how these senses are 
tightly associated with memory and emotion. 



metal finish - durability 

clean colour palette
garlic smell - indicates 

that the press is working

satisfying sound

squishhhh!!!
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Multi-modal Experiences
Absurd Attributes activity teaches participants to understand 
the effect of various attributes on the overall perception of 
the product. Nevertheless, it makes participants think of 
how the interaction with that product can be influenced by 
triggering different senses.

For example, the garlic press with a clean colour palette and 
a metal finish communicates the durability of a product. 
In the process of interaction the user will experience fresh 
garlic smell and a sound of the garlic being squished which 
will add value to the overall process.  



VisualVisual
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute Product Cards and Tiles to 			 

different teams

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to 			 
keep track of time

4.	 At 5 minutes, instruct players to start creating their 		
poster advertisement

5.	 At 20 minutes, let players know that they have 5 			 
minutes left to work on their advertisements

6.	 At 25 minutes, begin presentations 			 
Keep presentations short, around 1-2 minutes!

7.	 If time allows, discuss the process, focusing on why 		
the players chose to alter the aspects that they did 	
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a 			 
broader discussion of product semantics and why they 		
are important



VisualVisual

Tactile
Tactile



soft and balanced 
colour palette

bright and warm colours show 
confidence, energy and passion

Catalyze Activity
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colour & Light 
perception

Individual30 minutes

Branding colours
... is an activity focused on changing a perception of a logo 
using various colours to communicate a message.

Colour can have a large emotional impact on users. It 
creates associations recognized by most people, although 
these associations vary culturally.

When performing this activity, participants must consider 
what sort of meaning they wish to attribute to a specific 
type of a company. Equally important is the consideration of 
colour combinations. 
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0.25inNote: In this activity, the facilitator can either ask players 
to create their own logos, or print out colouring sheets (see 
Accompanying Resources). If colouring sheets are provided, 
the activity will take about 30 minutes; if players are asked to 
create their own logos, the activity will take longer.

Providing players with the logo colouring sheets may be 
preferable because it allows the activity to be more focused 
on colour.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Examine the role of colour theory in brand identity
•	 Describe the cultural associations with colour
•	 Express meaning through colour
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Activity Guide
Note: Because this activity requires coloured markers, the 
facilitator may need to prepare players by asking them to 
bring colouring materials prior to the activity.

1.	 Hand out paper or (optionally) logo colouring sheets to 
each player (see Accompanying Resources)

2.	 If players are creating their own logos, give them 		
10-15 minutes to design the logo and create 3 copies

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time						    
Tell players that they will have 15 minutes to 	  		
colour the logos

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell players they have 5 minutes left

6.	 At 15 minutes, ask players to gather into teams of 3-4 		
and present their logos

7.	 At 30 minutes, the activity is complete





Catalyze Activity
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Tactile Product 
Interactions

Teams of 2-330 minutes

Feeling Sketchy?
... allows participants to explore what happens when people 
are unable to see a product.

Without visual cues, participants will have to rely on their 
other senses to interpret a product’s, for example, physical 
touch. Physical touch experiences relate to the direct 
interaction between a user and a product. Someone can 
either actively touch an object (explore it), passively touch it 
(being touched by an object), or have a combination of both 
since they can occur simultaneously. Tactile experiences can 
provide the user with more information about a product – 
such as materiality, form, and surface qualities. 

Sensory product interaction experiences can be useful for 
designing new products; this activity enables participants to 
learn more about the types of actions people perform with a 
product and how physical interactions can be perceived.



?
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0.25in

Learning Outcomes

•	 Become familiar with using tactile design vocabulary to 
describe product surface textures & forms

•	 Interpret information into a 3D sketch of an object
•	 Develop appreciation for all types of sensory perceptions
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Activity Guide
Note: In preparation, collect at least 1 small ornate object per 
team. We recommend using buttons, earrings, keys, etc.

1.	 Give each team 1 paper bag containing a small ornate 
object 
Tell the players not to look inside the bag	

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they have 10 minutes to complete steps 1-4

4.	 At 10 minutes, tell players to switch the roles of 
descriptor and sketcher(s)
When players switch roles, give each team a new bag 
containing a different object

5.	 At 20 minutes, tell players to switch roles again if they 
are in teams of 3	
Once again, give each team a new bag containing a 
different object

6.	 Finish the activity once each team member has had a 
turn being the descriptor, and let players reflect on the 
terminology learned





Catalyze Activity
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emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-415 minutes/round

High tension
... is a fast paced, catalyzing ice breaker, especially useful 
when players may feel uncomfortable if asked to design 
something. By asking players to brainstorm together 
about a product that has an unusual or conflicting set of 
characteristics, players can engage in the activity without 
feeling that they have to create something flawless.
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0.25inThe conflict in the characteristics creates tension in the 
design, as in a “give-and-take” between elements. By playing 
with tension, participants are introduced to the conflicting 
aspects of design composition and users’ perceptions.

The Game

The game play starts off with a round in which players must 
scramble to find a Sense-It! Tile that is dissimilar to the one 
that was provided by the “judge” participant. The second part 
of the game is where the players must be silly and creative, 
and apply these sensory attributes to the product they have 
selected from the product card deck.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Think critically about product design
•	 Compare product attributes
•	 Practice creating visual tension & harmony



Rectilinear Messy water bottle
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In this example, the attributes rectilinear and messy are 
applied to the water bottle. The unstable and asymmetrical 
stacking of rectangular sections adds to the perception of 
messiness, as does the scribbled, multicoloured pattern.



Aggressive Soft water bottle

41

In this example, the product is a water bottle and the 
attributes are aggressive and soft. The body is constructed 
with pliable silicone, but the softness of the body is undercut 
by the cords that deform the rounded shape. The colour 
choices and the asymmetrical and pointed form of the 
handle increase the sense of aggression.
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute even amounts of Tiles between teams, and 

give each team at least 1 Product Card

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time

4.	 At 5 minutes, ensure players have moved onto step 4 and 
are brainstorming

5.	 At 10 minutes, let players know that they have 2 more 
minutes to brainstorm

6.	 At 12 minutes, begin the elevator pitch presentations  	
Give each team 2-3 minutes to allow them to explain their 
product concepts, focusing on the tension within the 
formal composition

7.	 If time allows players may play additional rounds, OR 
begin a discussion of the process that the team used to 
address the tensions they were working with, and why the 
players chose to create the products that they did
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a 		
broader discussion of tension in design



AUDITORY
Tactile
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Catalyze Activity
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visual 
perception

individual30 minutes

in-form-ation
... asks participants to study form factors of various 
products. The objective of the activity is to practice visually 
identifying elements of a product according to its axis 
placement, composition, and form. The form contributes 
to the product perception and can be separated into 3 
categories:

There are 2 types of axes that can be found in an object. 
A static axis is usually vertical, horizontal, or orthogonal. 
A dynamic axis indicates movement and can disrupt the 
balance and symmetry of the product.



overall inherent comparative golden ratio
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0.25inComposition is a structure, arrangement, or organization of 
design elements into a perceived whole and it can include a 
variety of proportions.

Overall proportions: overall horizontal or vertical design.

Inherent proportions: refers to the organization of elements 
in a formal group with respect to length, width, and depth. 

Comparative proportions: small to large, single to multiple.

The golden ratio: often stated as 1 : 1.618, occurs frequently 
in many natural objects, and has been applied to many 
industries such as design, architecture, and art.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Assess product form factors
•	 Label types of axes
•	 Analyze compositions
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute 1 Product Card per player

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the player	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time						    
Tell players that they have 20 minutes to finish steps 1-4

4.	 After the players finish steps 1-4,  ask them to assemble 
into teams of 3-4, present their sketches, and explain how 
they categorized the formal composition of the product 
and its elements

5.	 If time allows, discuss the process, focusing on how the 
players chose to classify form 
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to how 	
form contributes to the product’s perceptions





Catalyze Activity
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MultisEnsory 
& Kinetic 

experiences 
Teams of 8-1015 minutes

kinetic charades
... is a fun and fast activity that asks participants to embody 
kinetic product interactions. The goal of the activity is to gain 
an understanding of how different types of movement can 
be applied to product design. Accordingly, Kinetic Charades 
is an adapted version of the word guessing game, charades, 
which asks participants to act out a given product and its 
movement(s).

Bodystorming
Acting out a product’s series of movements is a form of 
bodystorming. This is a communication tool that uses body 
language such as changing positions and gesturing. If 
applicable, movements can be portrayed sequentially or as 
different stages of product interactions.



slow

expanding

fanning

fast
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0.25inRecognizable Kinetic Forms
Kinetic Forms describe patterns of movement. In Focus on 
Designing, Hubel and Lussow (1984) categorize these as 
rate, size, shape, direction, and character.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify types of kinetic patterns
•	 Interpret patterns of kinetic actions
•	 Produce product movement
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Activity Guide
1.	 Prior to the activity, pick the right Product Cards (refer to 

Product Card Bank, p.212) 					   

2.	 Gather players into groups of 8-10 people
Then divide each group into Team A and Team B

3.	 Distribute at least 25 Product Cards to each team	

4.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

5.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time

6.	 At 15 minutes, finish the activity

7.	 If time allows, discuss the players’ experiences playing 
Kinetic Charades
Was it hard? Easy? What makes a kinetic product 
interaction recognizable?





Funny

Serious

Catalyze Activity

52

Emotion %& 
Meaning

Teams of 4-520 minutes

Line it up!
... is used as an introduction to the evaluation of products 
and their sensory attributes along spectrums. 

A product can be perceived as either ‘aggressive’ or ‘friendly’, 
but most products live on a spectrum between the two. 
There are a number of sensory attributes that determine why 
a product is perceived a certain way — it could be a matter 
of form, colour, movement, auditory features, scent, material, 
or overall product personality, among many others. It is 
important for designers to reflect on how their products are 
perceived, and ensure that this perception fits to theproduct 
and its context. 

Line it Up! encourages participants to reflect on the 
perception of certain products and how they relate to others. 
Drawing direct comparisons and reflecting on the difficulty, 
relevance, and effectiveness of different comparative 
spectrums helps participants make connections between 
products and how they are perceived.



Funny

Serious
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0.25in

Learning Outcomes

•	 Differentiate among products using multiple sensory lenses
•	 Compare product attributes along a spectrum
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards and Tiles face-down 

on a table						   
Each player will randomly select 1 of each

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity		

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time

4.	 At 5 minutes, tell players that they should move on to a 
new spectrum
Ensure that they first finish the spectrum they are 
currently working on

5.	 Finish the activity once every team has completed all the 
spectrums they could with everyone’s sticky notes



kinetickinetic



Catalyze Activity
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emotion & 
meaning

Teams of 3-520 minutes

Meaningful design
... prompts participants to explore different ways in which a 
product can be designed to express meaning.

Design can be made to convey/evoke a variety of emotions. 
Emotionally sustainable design is important to ensure a 
long-term relationship between users and their products.

Certain design elements may be adapted to enhance 
emotional experiences, such as:

a) visual appearance – size, shape, colour, composition

b) sensory engagement – sound, feel, smell, taste

c) dynamic interaction – memories, surprises, relationships

Meaningful Design encourages participants to consider the 
different emotional design elements in an iterative exercise 
of changing an existing product into a more meaningful one.



Memories

Feel

Relationships
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Discuss how memories, associations, and emotions create 
bonds between people and their products

•	 Practice altering product shape and form
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table

Each team will randomly select 1

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity.	
Emphasize to the players that they should only be 
answering instruction step 1 or 2 

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell  players they will have 15 minutes to complete the 
activity before presenting

4.	 At 10 minutes, let players know that they have 5 minutes 
left to complete all of their iterations
Ensure that they have at least 5 different iterations

5.	 At 15 minutes, begin 1 minute presentations

6.	 If time allows, begin a discussion about how design 
elements can make products carry different meanings 
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Introduction

Individual30 minutes

Mysterious 
product
... is an ice breaker that encourages participants to consider 
and evaluate the many types of product attributes that 
contribute to the overall user experience of a product. In 
addition, this discussion-based activity will help participants 
develop a vocabulary to describe product attributes. 

Products embody a variety of sensory information, for 
instance: visual, tactile, auditory, taste, smell, kinetic, etc. 

A user’s product experience will ultimately be shaped by how 
he or she perceives that incoming sensory information. Thus, 
understanding how to modify a product’s sensory attributes 
is a valuable tool for a designer.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Practice using sensory design vocabulary
•	 Make an informed guess based on sensory product attributes
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires the facilitator to prepare Product 
Senses Tables for the players (see Accompanying Resources).

1.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

2.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table & 
provide 1 clip per player
Have players clip Product Cards on each others’ backs. 
Emphasize that they should not know what card is on 
their back

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Let players know they have 20 minutes to mingle and 
complete steps 1-5

4.	 Start the activity and let players mingle

5.	 Display a set of Product Cards that are identical to those 
that are being used in the activity 
We suggest showing the identical Product Cards on a 
screen or printing them out

6.	 Only let players guess the identity of their mysterious 
product once they have filled out information for 		
all 7 categories

7.	 Finish the game once all players have guessed their 
mysterious product
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Introductory

Teams of 230 minutes

Sensory 
inventory
... is an introductory activity that helps participants identify 
and analyze different aspects of sensory inputs. The goal of 
the activity is to show how your senses integrate to create 
rich experiences.

There are a number of sensory attributes that determine 
the overall experience of a location. It could be a matter 
of lighting, colours, sounds, textures, or smells that add to 
the perception of a place. For example, some people might 
prefer going to a diner for lunch because they like the smell 
of food, which makes them anticipate the meal. On the other 
hand, some people might enjoy the diner due to the comfy 
chairs and a quiet atmosphere which is great for relaxation.

Sensory Inventory encourages participants to look around 
and notice how designing for all of the senses can influence 
perceptions of places and the things within them.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Develop conscious awareness of the sensory inputs
•	 Understand how designers can work with sensory features 	

to generate rich experiences
•	 Appreciate the complexity of sensory perception and design
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires the facilitator to prepare a list or a 
map showing locations for the players and print the Sensory 
Inventory charts (see Accompanying Resources) in advance.

1.	 Ask players to gather into teams and distribute Sensory   
Inventory Charts
Ensure at least one player has a Sensory Inventory Chart

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Assign a nearby indoor/outdoor location to each team 
E.g. a park bench, gym, an office, a convenience store... 

4.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time
Ensure teams know they only have 15 minutes to 
complete steps 1-3

5.	 At 15 minutes, have teams return and start the 
discussion mentioned in step 4 
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to how our 
senses contribute to the perception of experiences
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introduction

Teams of 220 minutes

seven!
... is an introductory activity for learning the sensory aspects 
of design. The activity touches on different types of product 
attributes and exposes participants to a vocabulary set 
for describing the sensory aspects of a product. People 
use all of their senses every day, without even knowing it. 
This is why designers need to consider how products are 
experienced from a multi-modal view.

Seven! encourages participants to evaluate products in 
terms of visual (form & colour), tactile (materials, textures, & 
haptics), auditory, olfactory, taste, multi-modal (kinetic), and 
perceptual (emotion & perception) aspects. All of the above 
are contribute to users’ overall interpretation of products and 
experiences. 
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify sensory product attributes
•	 Expand sensory design vocabulary
•	 Explore how product sensory attributes are experienced 



kinetic
kinetic
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Activity Guide
Note: For this activity players can choose to use physical 
magazines or online catalogues. Prepare a list of retail stores 
to assign to the players. These stores should have a variety 
of products. For example, home decor, hardware, sports, or 
electronics stores.

1.	 Spread all of the Tiles face-up on a table		
Keep each of the 7 categories separate on the table

2.	 Assign each team a retail store
We recommend providing physical magazines that 
contain photos of products or encourage players to 
search catalogues online

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Yell GO! to start the activity and let teams race against 	
one another

5.	 When a team yells SEVEN! verify their 7 matches
If the team has successfully matched 1 photo per 		
category, they win!

6.	 Either finish the activity once a team has won or 		
continue playing until multiple or all teams complete 	
the activity
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Smell & Taste 
experiences

Teams of 4-520 minutes

Smell Spectrum
... compares the variations in participants’ perceptions of 
scent. In addition, the activity encourages participants to 
analyze the importance of smell in design and its role in 
decision making, emotions, and memories.

Individual odour preferences may be learned over time 
and be culturally dependent. Since people interpret smells 
differently, similar smells may trigger very different 
emotional responses, depending on the original context of 
the smell experience. Most of the smells people adore are 
directly linked with positive childhood memories—perhaps 
like the smell of asphalt after it rains or playing in puddles. 
However, even if an originally pleasant smell was present 
at the time of a trauma, a person might develop an aversion 
toward that scent.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Explore the impact of personal associations on perception 
of smell

•	 Express scent perceptions in scent terminologies
•	 Compare smell perceptions along a spectrum
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taste & Smell
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires the facilitator to prepare 1 smell 
pod (see Accompanying Resources) per team by inserting a 
scent and a slip of paper with the name of the scent into the 
pods; all smell pods can contain the same scent or they can 
contain different scents. We recommend using essential oils, 
herbs, flowers, dryer sheets, coins, or any aromatic item.

1.	 Provide each team with one prepared smell pod

2.	 Lay out all Taste & Smell Tiles face-down on a table 
Each team will take 1 Tile per smell spectrum

3.	 Provide each team with 1 sheet of newsprint paper and 
sticky notes

4.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

5.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time 							     
Tell players they have 5 minutes to complete steps 1-5 
and repeat

6.	 Finish the activity once all teams have completed step 6 	  
and have revealed their mystery scents



taste & Smell
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Smell & Taste 
Experiences

Teams of 3-460 minutes

Smell Walk
... asks participants to engage in short “smell-walks”, and 
practice both “smell catching” and “smell hunting”. 

Smell, an often-neglected factor in the design of urban 
spaces, has the ability to connect us with our environment. 
According to research from Auracell (2020), “people 
remember 35% of what they smell, compared to just 5% of 
what they see, 2% of what they hear, and 1% of what they 
touch”.Consider how the impacts of the fragrant, the foul, 
and even the deodorized can alter how people experience 
cities. 

In an effort to gain a better understanding of how individual 
sensory systems react with environmental smells, Kate 
McLean (2018) develops maps of urban smells. She leads 
smell-walks, where participants record and categorize types 
of smells in different cities. Modelled after her experiments, 
this activity requires participants to record smell sources on 
their walk and practice naming different smells.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Develop smell vocabulary 
•	 Relate smells to particular surroundings and products
•	 Develop a sensitivity to smells and the messages they 

communicate
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires players to travel to unique 
locations. It is recommended that a list of possible options 
is prepared in advance as inspiration to direct players. In 
addition, all players will require a “smell record sheet” (see 
Accompanying Resources).

1.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

2.	 Hand out a smell record sheet	 to each team member 
Ensure that all players understand how the sheet works

3.	 Provide a list of possible locations nearby as inspiration 		
and have each team select a place to travel to 	
Ensure that each team has chosen a unique location 

4.	 Tell players they have 30 minutes to complete steps 		
1-5 and return to the starting location	

5.	 After players return, tell them they have 10 minutes to 
complete step 6 to prepare for presenting

6.	 Begin presentations of each team’s smell names	
Presentations should be under 1 minute!

7.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented, and 
if time allows, discuss the challenges and benefits of 
naming smell
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Multisensory
& Kinetic 

experiences
Teams of 2-330 minutes

Synaesthetic 
stories
... is an activity that asks participants to interpret individual 
senses through the use of the other ones in order to develop 
an awareness of sensory layering in design.

Why do people go to music 
festivals? There is the tactile 
sensation of the vibrations 
of the thunderous music, 
a dazzling light show, the 
sweaty aroma of the crowd, 
the kinaesthetic feeling 
of dancing along to the 
music. These sensory layers 
blend together to create an 
experience that cannot be 
recreated in one’s living room!
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0.25inSynaesthesia is a neurological 
condition in which sensory input 
from one sense produces the 
perception of another sense; colours 
are heard as different tones, sounds 
evoke smells, or numbers have 
a colour associated with them. 
Evidence suggests that all infants 
are synaesthetic, and that we lose 
this sensory overlap as we age 
(Wagner & Dobkins, 2011).

Even for those of us without synaesthesia, there seems to 
be a logic around how we experience the layers of sensory 
channels; discordant tones can be related to a messy 
environment, or a spiky texture to a sour taste. 

Synaesthetic Stories explores the mixing of the senses, and 
how one sense affects the perception of another. The aim 
of the activity is to tap into the synaesthetic processes of 
the mind, in order to create a better consideration of many 
senses in design.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Analyze sensory design interactions
•	 Re-interpret perceptions through different senses
•	 Reflect on the importance of multi-modal design
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute even amounts of Tiles among team

Ensure that all players are familiar with different Tile 
categories

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to 			 
keep track of time 
Tell players they have 10 minutes to finish steps 1-2 

4.	 At 5 minutes, remind players that they have 5 minutes 		
to finish steps 1-2
Remind players to use their imagination. This activity 
gives them freedom of exploration, so the end result 
doesn’t have to be practical

5.	 At 10 minutes, ask teams to pair up to share their 			 
synaesthetic stories

6.	 At 15 minutes, ensure players are wrapping up 			 
guessing and moving onto reflections

7.	 If time allows players may play additional rounds, OR 		
begin a discussion of the process	  
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a 			 
broader discussion of sensory layering in design
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Smell & Taste 
Experiences

Teams of 215 minutes

taste layering
... uses sandwich cookies to explore ritual behaviours. Many 
people have experienced eating a sandwich cookie in the 
past; some may eat the cookie whole, others may dip the 
cookie in milk, while others may take the two halves apart. 
Sandwich cookies have been designed to have a complex 
taste and texture appeal. Lastly, Taste Layering opens up 
a conversation about ethical considerations of product 
design — is designing anything that targets human desires 
manipulative?

- Is forging a strong user attachment always positive?

- How does my design try to influence the user?

- Are there ethical considerations? 
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Generally speaking, people have 
a natural desire to seek pleasant 
sensations, while avoiding 
unpleasant or painful sensations 
— this is called hedonism. 

An example can be seen in the 
phenomenon of overeating, 
where individuals find pleasure in 
consuming too much food, which 
is often unhealthy. 

Ritual
A ritual is a sequence of activities involving gestures, words, 
and objects, performed in a specific environment, and 
performed according to a set sequence. For example, many 
people engage in ritualistic behaviour when eating certain 
foods like “Sandwich cookies”. 

Pierre Lévy in Exploring the Challenge of Designing Rituals, 
2015, highlights that if a designer can understand the daily 
rituals of their end users, they should be able to design better 
user experiences.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Observe unique product-person rituals
•	 Explore how pleasant sensations are embedded into products
•	 Describe the importance of multi-modal design layering
•	 Debate ethical implications of using design to influence people
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Activity Guide
Note: If it is possible, tell players in advance to bring water or 
milk to the activity. Having something to drink will help clear 
the players’ palettes while eating sandwich cookies.

1.	 Put on gloves and distribute 2 sandwich cookies per 
player on a napkin/paper towel or a plastic plate	
Players are not allowed to eat the cookies yet!

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time

4.	 At 10 minutes, begin the discussion outlined on 			 
steps 4-5 of the Activity Card. Continue the discussion 
for as long as time will allow 			 
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 
discussion of the appeal of embedding hedonistic values 
into product attributes
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Tactile Product 
Interactions

Teams of 215 minutes

The material is 
right!
... prompts participants to explore specific material 
properties related to weight and warmth by isolating their 
sense of touch. 

Different materials and textures can elicit aesthetic 
responses to products that affect our perceptions and 
interactions with them.

Product Experience of Warmth
Warmth refers to either the actual temperature of the object 
or its association with a sense of comfort, social interaction, 
energy, and intimacy. It is a multisensory experience, and is 
heavily dependent on the material properties of a product— 
especially the material’s thermal conductivity and heat 
capacity. Materials that tend to be referred to as warm are: 
wood, cotton, and wool.



VS
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Heavy items have commonly been characterized as more 
important; weight can be a signifier of value, quality, and 
strength. Weight is also closely related to an expenditure of 
energy, just like how carrying a heavy backpack makes the 
distance travelled seem much longer.

The Material is Right! challenges 
participants to reflect on the meaning 
and purpose of certain materials. 

Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify & describe material properties 
•	 Interpret the perceived value of a material 
•	 Explore how materials can be used to communicate messages 

about a product surface



90

Activity Guide
Note: Collect at least 2 small material samples per team and 
put each one in a separate paper bag. We recommend using 
plasticine/putty, popsicle sticks, fabric samples, small metal 
pieces, foam...

1.	 Provide each team with 1 paper bag containing a small 
material sample to start with 
Tell the players not to look inside the bag

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they will have 5 minutes to complete 		
steps 1-4

4.	 At 5 minutes, tell players to switch the roles of 		
descriptor and guesser(s) 
When players switch roles, give each team a new bag 
containing a different object

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell players to switch roles again if 		
they are in teams of 3 
Once again, give each team a new bag containing a 
different object

6.	 Finish the activity once each team member has had a 
turn being the descriptor
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Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-520 minutes

What if?
... asks participants to consider looking at products from 
a designer’s point of view. When you see a product, it is 
hard to imagine it as one of many iterations resulting in the 
current product. Therefore, when a person sees a product 
in the store, an overall perception is formed automatically. 
Perception is influenced by a wide range of sensory qualities. 
For example, these qualities tell a user something about how 
durable it is, how technically sophisticated it is, its target 
user group, and its personality type.

What if qualities were different? When the aspects of a 
product are dissected, some of them contribute to how they 
are perceived. Therefore, a designer can begin altering them 
in order to change the overall perception of the product. 

What If allows participants to practice the processes of 
dissection and reconstruction of a product. The example 
illustrated here shows how a generic desk fan can be 
transformed so that it may be perceived differently.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify sensory design features that contribute to product 
perception

•	 Adapt products to communicate semantics, symbolism, 
and personality

•	 Explore the importance of iterations in product design
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Activity Guide
1.	 Provide each team with 1 sheet of newsprint or another 

type of large paper
Encourage players to sketch while they discuss

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Assign an option to each team
Ensure there is a relatively even number of teams 
working on each option

4.	 Start the activity and use a stop watch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they should spend 20 minutes to complete 
the activity

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell players that they should be halfway 
done the activity

6.	 At 20 minutes, finish the activity 
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Auditory 
Experiences

Teams of 3-545 minutes

Why sound?
... asks participants to create new sounds for products in 
order to change user’s perception about them. Sound has 
6 properties: pitch or frequency, timbre, loudness, duration, 
envelope, and diffusion. All of the above can play a big role in 
influencing user’s experience. 

Sound can serve different purposes in products, such as:

Emotion: sound is responsible for the control user’s mood

Branding: a specific sound can create a recognizable identity 
of a company or brand

Anthropomorphism: adding a humanized sound to a product 
can attract and interest users

Conditioning: changing or directing the behaviour of the user 
in order to increase purchase of products.

Feedback: either alert, verify, or add to a task.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Describe specific sound attributes 
•	 Explore purposeful auditory experiences
•	 Develop a sensitivity to types of sounds
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Auditory
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute 1 kinetic product or a Product Card (refer to 

Product Card Bank, p.213) to each team
Tell the players not to show the Product Card to the 		
other teams

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 		
track of time

4.	 At 5 minutes let teams pick 1 Perceptions Tile and 1 
Auditory Tile at random 
Tell the players they have 15 minutes to come up with 		
new concepts

5.	 At 20 minutes tell players they have 10 minutes to 			
complete steps 4-5						    

6.	 At 30 minutes begin presentations, and discuss for as 
long as time will allow 
Keep presentations under 1 minute!

7.	 Finish the activity once all the players have presented



Tactile
Auditory



Learn



101

Learn cards help participants  
see principles from sensory 

design lectures, or Sense-It! In 
essence chapters, manifested 

in products that surround them. 
They are tools for analysis 

and help solidify principles by 
showing concrete examples. 

Learn
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Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-520 minutes

Cause & Effect
... is a fun game in which participants can find the not-
so-obvious connections between product attributes and 
semantic messages. 

According to Krippendorff (2006), product semantics are 
symbolic properties that can convey meaning when users 
have prior knowledge that enables them to interpret the 
code. Product semantics can be applied to the qualities or 
features of products such as form, surface texture, pattern, 
material, or colour designed with the specific intention 
to communicate the underlying purpose, environment, or 
cultural aspects of its use through association.

Cause & Effect encourages participants to explore how 
different product attributes can affect semantic properties 
through the use of the Tiles. Participants will learn how to 
manipulate overall perceptions of products.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Describe how product attributes contribute to  
product semantics

•	 Examine the effect of attributes on perception
•	 Think critically about semantic messages and  

design attributes

Semantic message

Product attributes
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity recommends that the facilitator bring a 
prize for the winner (e.g. low-value gift card, candy, bag of 
chips, etc.)

1.	 Separate the Perceptions Tiles from the other  
6 categories 
Stack the Perceptions Tiles face-down in a pile and 
spread the remaining 6 categories face-down on a table	

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity 

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they have 20 minutes to complete the activity

4.	 At 20 minutes, finish the activity 
The player with the most Perceptions Tiles wins  
the activity!

5.	 Alternatively, continue playing until a player collects x 
amount of Perceptions Tiles
If the team is small (3-5 players), we recommend playing 
to 7 Perceptions Tiles. If the team is large (6-7 players), 
we recommend playing to 4 Perceptions Tiles
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Colour & light 
Perception

Individual30 minutes

Colour 
Communication
... encourages participants to use colour to highlight and give 
meaning to product affordances in order to facilitate user-
product interactions.

Design elements provide the opportunity for a product to 
communicate non-verbally with the user to enhance their 
experience. This can make the product more functional, and 
make affordances more discoverable and understandable. 
Colour is a powerful communication tool due to the 
meanings associated with different colours as well as its 
ability to organize product elements to draw the user’s 
attention. It is important to also consider how users may 
interpret colour, as the designer is relying on the user to 
connect a sign with the concept being illustrated. Some of 
the uses of colour are: ideational, interpersonal, and textual.
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Ideational: 
represents people, 
places, and things

Interpersonal: Draws attention 
to an element or incites an action

Textual: Creates cohesion 
and organizes elements

may show a rank 
or skill level

Colour Communication allows participants to explore 
how they can use colour to highlight or give meaning to 
affordances through either ideational, interpersonal, or 
textual means. In this way, they reflect on what  
appropriate uses of colour can be.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Interpret how affordances can convey different  
functional messages

•	 Use colour to emphasize appropriate affordances
•	 Develop an ability to specify colours
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Activity Guide
Note: Because this activity requires coloured markers, the 
facilitator may have to ask players to bring their own colouring 
materials prior to the activity. The facilitator can either ask 
players to sketch their own products, or print out colouring 
sheets. If colouring sheets are provided, the activity will take 
30 minutes; if players are asked to sketch their own products, 
it may take 45 minutes to one hour.

1.	 Hand out paper or (optionally) colouring sheets to each 
player (see www.sense-it.ca/resources) 

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they have 20 minutes to complete steps 1-3 
before presentations

4.	 At 15 minutes, let players know that they have 5 minutes 
left to work on their product iterations

5.	 At 20 minutes, ask players to gather into teams of 3-4 
and present their colour choices

6.	 If time allows, discuss the process, and why the players 
chose to alter the aspects that they did 
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 		
discussion of colour semiotics and their uses
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Visual 
Perception

Teams of 2-330 minutes

Composition 
creator
... dives into typologies of form—the visible configuration 
of a 2-dimensional shape and/or of a 3-dimensional form. 
One kind of formal typology includes the axis of orientation, 
which can visually indicate the main structural position of an 
object. Two categories of axes exist: static and dynamic. 

Composition Creator also explores the hierarchy of 
relationships between elements, based on Reed Kostellow’s 
(2002) principles. The user’s perception of a product’s form 
can be structured using her principles of dominant, sub-
dominant, and subordinate placement of elements in a 
composition.

Finally, Composition Creator asks participants to consider 
the proportions of the relationships between elements or 
groups of elements in an objects. Participants will examine 
overall, inherent, and comparative proportions.
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dominant

subdominant

subordinate

large

small

Comparative
PROPORTIONS

0.25in

Learning Outcomes

•	 Practice organizing different compositional elements
•	 Articulate the vocabulary of formal detailing
•	 Learn the visual principles for iterating compositions

Static
Dynamic

OVERALL 
VERTICAL 
PROPORTIONS

Inherent
PROPORTIONS
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Activity Guide
1.	 Place small & large marshmallows & toothpicks on a 

table and ask teams to grab supplies. Let players know 
that they are not allowed to eat the marshmallows yet!	
Players will use these materials to create a 			 
total of 3 models per team. Players can stretch 		
or change the form of the marshmallows

2.	 Use paper or sticky notes to create 3 labels: static axis, 
dynamic axis, & relationship between elements
Place each label on its own table for players to group 
their models

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players that they have 5 minutes to complete step 1

5.	 At 5 minutes, tell players to begin step 2

6.	 At 10 minutes, tell teams to place their models on the  
3 labeled tables

7.	 Begin a discussion of steps 4-6
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 
discussion of visual composition of products 		
and design vocabulary associated with it
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Multisensory 
& Kinetic 

Experiences
Teams of 5-665 minutes

Hierarchy
... is an immersive activity that encourages reflection through 
the investigation of the different stages of product use. 

Sensory deprivation is the deliberate removal of stimuli 
from one or more of the senses. In terms of design, sensory 
deprivation can be a form of heuristic testing to help 
designers better understand sensory layering.

Hierarchy employs sensory deprivation tools to allow 
participants to explore the hierarchy of sensory dominance 
while engaging in a user-product interaction.

For example, participants might engage in a task such as 
tying their shoelaces while wearing oven mitts to simulate a 
deprivation of the tactile dimension of the experience. This 
task, analyzed through a lens of sensory dominance (i.e. 
what senses are present in each step of the interaction?), 
will aid in bringing awareness to multi-modal sensory 
experiences during user-product interactions.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Develop an awareness of the hierarchy of sensory dominance
•	 Sensitize designers to key points in the user-product 

interaction cycle where specific senses are important
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires that the facilitator bring a number 
of sensory deprivation tools that may have to be purchased in 
advance. Alternatively, the players could bring their own. We 
recommend blindfolds (could be scarves, bandanas), nose 
clips (could be clothespins), earplugs (could be cotton balls), 
and mitts (oven or winter). Please take the steps necessary to 
make the activity as hygienic as possible. 

1.	 Ensure that each team has 1 of each type of sensory 
deprivation tools, and distribute the other supplies		

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity and that 
each player is doing a different user-product interaction 
wearing their sensory deprivation tool

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time

4.	 At 10 minutes, tell players to switch to another sensory 
deprivation tool & user-product interaction 			 
Every 10 minutes tell players to switch until each team 
has used all tools

5.	 At 50 minutes, tell teams to begin step 7
This is an opportunity to have a broader discussion about 
the role of the senses in user-product interactions

6.	 Once teams have discussed, finish the activity 
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Visual 
Perception

Individual20 minutes

In Harmony
... is a quick activity that asks participants to analyze and alter 
existing products to evoke different perceptions.

Gestalt Principles of grouping are psychological phenomena 
that determine how people perceive the arrangement of 
physical objects. These principles are important for designers 
to consider when creating compositions of product elements; 
the elements can be arranged in ways that improve usability 
through clarity. For example, if a set of buttons are grouped 
together the user may assume that they have a similar function. 
Using these principles of organization can also help a product 
look cleaner and more harmonious, and conversely, the lack 
of these principles can cause a product to seem chaotic or 
confusing. 

The Gestalt Principles that are used in this activity are closure, 
continuity, proximity, similarity, and connectivity. By considering 
these principles, participants can begin to understand why 
some products are more or less pleasing than others, and how 
they can create harmonious products.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Apply Gestalt Principles to create harmonious compositions
•	 Evaluate how effective changes in composition are in regard  

to harmony
•	 Compare the organizing principles that may make product 

details easier or more difficult to perceive

Closure

continuity

Proximity

Similarity

Connectivity
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Activity Guide
1.	 Prior to the activity, set up all the Product Cards (refer to 

Product Card Bank, p.213), tape, pins, and sticky dots in 
one place, such as a table

2.	 Have each player come up and choose a Product Card  
to analyze

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Begin the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they have 10 minutes to complete steps 1-3

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell players they have 5 minutes to reflect 
on their sketches and pin up their work 

6.	 Once all players have pinned up their work, instruct them 
to carry out step 6

7.	 At 20 minutes, finish the activity, and if time allows, 
discuss why certain sketches were chosen as the best 
representations of most/least harmonious respectively 
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Tactile Product 
Interactions

Teams of 2-330 minutes

Just Add Texture
... is a combination of an analysis, exploration, and 
application of common textures into everyday products.

Most often, user-product interactions are limited to the 
physical engagement with the outer surface of objects. Thus, 
a designer’s material choices play a crucial role in the way a 
person perceives a product. Textures and patterns relate to 
the material properties and structure of their surface (e.g. 
rough/smooth, soft/hard, sticky/slippery, thin/thick).

Just Add Texture encourages participants to consider a 
variety of effects that texture can have on user-product 
interactions. For example, texture can be used as an element 
to improve grip, indicate affordances, differentiate elements, 
convey messages or emotions, imply value, create a 
pleasant (or unpleasant) tactile experience, and much more.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Create awareness of the importance of texture in design
•	 Analyze material properties & their inherent textures
•	 Implement textures to improve user experience

ADD TRACTION-textured grooves to
Dial to show affordance & improve grip

ADD sand-textured finish to
Casing to increase durability

add directional raised 
casing to improve the grip

add linear grooves to battery
to indicate different element

Add perforated texture
to sleeve to improve grip
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table

Each team will randomly select 1

2.	 Provide each player with 3 pieces of putty no larger than 
the size of a ping pong ball 
We recommend using Plasticine, Playdough, Silly Putty, 	
or a similar material. Ensure someone in the team also 
has a phone to take pictures on their search for textures 

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time

5.	 At 7 minutes, tell players to return to their teams 
Each player should have created 3 imprinted textures

6.	 At 15 minutes, tell players to get together with 2 other 
teams to take turns presenting improved products

7.	 At 30 minutes, the activity is complete
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Multisensory 
& Kinetic 

Experiences
Teams of 3-445 minutes

Kinetic Actions
... is a hands-on activity that explores product movement in a 
structured and analytical format. 

Movement can convey a variety of personalities & messages 
to users. As it unfolds in a recognizable pattern, it can evoke 
different meanings and emotions, be it the hypnotic cresting 
and troughing of a wave, the articulation of a finger, or the 
gentle swooping motion of a falling feather. Designers have 
an opportunity to influence product perception through 
kinetic design. Should a product move in a sharp and precise 
manner to show its technological advancedness, or in a 
smooth, fluid way to give a sense of aesthetic pleasure? 
Product movement is comprised of many different patterns, 
as illustrated by Hubel & Lussow (1984).
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify the attributes of movement 
•	 Analyze the relationship between kinetic movements and their 

stages of sensory dominance
•	 Interpret the character of movement through emotions
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Kinetic Design

Products with moving parts may have a 
dynamic composition that creates a sense of 
unity among the aesthetic elements, as the 
static forms change positions over time to 
create a new composition.
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Designers can also identify when different movements 
become dominant in the hierarchy of user-product 
interaction. Kinetic aspects seem to come later in the 
interaction, and are closely related to tactility. There is a 
relationship between sensory engagement and kinetic 
information; for example, touching a button that initiates 
movement then leads to seeing the direction and path of 
movement, all while hearing the sound of mechanical  
parts moving.

Kinetic Actions asks participants to analyze the different 
attributes of movement and when they occur in interaction. 
Participants will think more deeply about how kinetic 
movement can influence a product’s personality.
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Activity Guide
1.	 Distribute 1 kinetic product or Product Card (refer to 

Product Card Bank, p.212) to each team
Either randomly assign products or allow teams to 		
choose their product

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time

4.	 At 20 minutes, let players know that they have 10 
minutes left to finish steps 1-5

5.	 At 30 minutes, begin presentations
Give each team 2-3 minutes to allow them to present 
their scenarios and explain their proposed emotional 
interpretations and hierarchy of sensory dominance

6.	 If time allows, discuss the process 
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 
discussion of how the attributes of movement influence 
design and user-product interactions
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Tactile Product 
Interactions

Teams of 430 minutes

Perfect 
Imperfect
... challenges participants to imagine different variations of 
the same product. It encourages reflection and discussion 
about the sensory features that contribute to the perception 
of product quality.

Products may be designed to communicate quality through 
the materials and surface finishes that people associate 
with specific values. According to Owain Pedgley (2014) 
and Pedgley et al. (2018), product surfaces that are worn 
or uneven may be considered defective and rejected. 
However, desirable imperfections may bring differentiation 
to create new, personalized experiences. Pedgley (2014) and 
Pedgley et al. (2018) identify 4 quadrants that categorize 
imperfections based on materials, surface qualities, and 
effects on user experiences. There are different points along 
the product journey in which these qualities may be attained: 
material sourcing, processing, and ageing during use.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify material properties & their perceived value throughout 
the product journey

•	 Categorize material appropriateness for the product
•	 Understand the importance of selecting materials that 

influence perception & attachment during product lifecycles

0.25inNegative Perfect

Negative imPerfect

Positive Perfect

Good 
quality

Ageless

QuirkyDefective

Boring

Synthetic

Overused

Unfinished 
appearance

Random

Unique

Unpredictable

Great
Material
Properties

Positive imPerfect
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table 

Each team will randomly select 1

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Let players know that they will have 20 minutes to 
complete steps 1-4

4.	 At 20 minutes, tell players to tape their individual product 
alteration to its corresponding quadrant and then their 
team’s quadrant to the wall
If wall space is limited, just ensure that all teams’ 
quadrants are visible to everyone

5.	 Encourage all players to walk around and see what 		
other teams came up with

6.	 At 30 minutes, finish the activity

7.	 If time allows, have a group discussion about the benefits 
of having material imperfections
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 
discussion of how to achieve emotionally sustainable 
design solutions
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Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-515 minutes

Smell Memories
... is an opportunity for participants to reflect on the 
emotional attachments humans often forge with products.

Smells often take on the emotional tone of the context in 
which the scent was originally experienced. For example, 
think about the power of emotional attachments through 
scent: what happens when one smells coffee brewing? 
Attraction or aversion? What about the smell of welding? 
Or of fresh cut wood or grass? Each of those smells is 
related to the use of a product, and so is part of the product 
experience. 

This activity encourages participants to apply their 
knowledge of the perceptions, memories, and emotions 
that may be associated with scents in order to positively 
influence the user experience of a product or environment.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Explore the influence of smell on people’s emotions
•	 Transform product or environmental perceptions using smell
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the Taste & Smell Tiles face-up on  

a table

2.	 Give each player 4 sticky notes
The sticky notes will be used to record their smell 
memory descriptors

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 
Emphasize that steps 1-2 of the activity are to be 
completed individually within 5 minutes. Ensure that all 
players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time

5.	 At 5 minutes, ask players to gather into teams of 3-5 to 
share their smell memories and continue with the rest of 
the activity

6.	 At 15 minutes, finish the activity



taste & Smell

taste & Smell

taste 

& Smelltaste 

& Smell
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Auditory
experiences

Teams of 2-330 minutes

Sound Comic
... is an opportunity for participants to analyze product 
sounds in a scenario and become aware of the related 
semantic associations. 

Product sounds may have associated meanings, which could 
be interpreted differently from person to person. Perceived 
sounds, defined as sounds entering our awareness and 
becoming open for interpretation, are matched with 
similar mental representations stored in 
memory—and thus a series of emotions 
(whether positive or negative) may 
be experienced. For example, the 
roaring sound of a motorbike 
that can be perceived as loud 
and rough may be associated 
with mental constructs 
(representations) of power and 
adventure, and thus create an 

Tough 

Aggressive
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify product sounds 
•	 Describe different semantic associations related to sounds
•	 Explore the effects of sounds on people-product interactions

emotional reaction of arousal and excitement. Its sound 
contributes to the overall perception of a tough and powerful 
product. Semantic associations, in this case, are obtained 
by analyzing the different ways in which a product sound 
is described; they indicate the various meanings and 
interpretations of sound. 

Sound Comic seeks to illustrate 
how sounds from user-product 
interactions can be analyzed 
and labeled to understand 
their meanings. The activity 
encourages participants to 
consider how sounds may be 
perceived, increasing awareness 
of the opportunities this opens 
for product and user  
experience design. 

Adventurous
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of selected Product Cards (refer to 

Product Card Bank, p.213) face-down on a table
Each team will randomly select 1

2.	 Read steps 1-3 of the Activity Card 
Emphasize that this part of the activity is to be completed 
individually in 15 minutes. Ensure that all players 
understand this part of the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time	

4.	 At 15 minutes, tell the players to return to their teams		
They should have finished steps 1-3

5.	 Provide each team with 1 sheet of newsprint

6.	 Read the remaining steps on the Activity Card
Emphasize that the players are now to work as a team. 
Give each team 2-3 minutes to ensure that they are able 
to discuss their identified auditory features	

7.	 At 25 minutes, let players know that they have  
5 minutes left

8.	 Finish the activity once all teams have finished their 
comic strips (refer to example on previous page)

9.	 If time allows, discuss the process that the teams used	
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 		
discussion of semantics in product sound design
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auditory 
experiences

Teams of 3-530 minutes

Soundscape
... refers to a combination of sounds that can be found in an 
environment. Sounds contain and can be identified based on  
3 different layers:  

1. Foreground 

It consists of proximate sounds that are intermittent. Most of 
them are familiar sounds, such as the sound ofmusic on a jogger’s 
phone. However, it can also consist of sounds that are designed to 
alarm a person about the environment.

2. Contextual Sounds

It includes sounds that are unique to a specific environment.  
For instance, your partner snoring.

3. Background

It acknowledges ambient sounds, which people may ignore or 
adapt to, such as birds chirping.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Expand sound vocabulary
•	 Develop awareness of layers of sound
•	 Interpret sounds through different mediums
•	 Understand the importance of designing sounds that are 

appropriate to their context

Foreground

Contextual

Background
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Activity Guide
Note: If possible, tell players in advance to bring a 1-2 minute  
recording of an environment or prepare soundscapes in 
advance (explore https://freesound.org/).

1.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

2.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they have 5 minutes to finish steps 1-2

3.	 At 5 minutes, remind players that they should be done 
with steps 1-2 
Tell players that they have 15-20 minutes to finish steps 
3-4. In the mean time set up a curtain for  
the performances 

4.	 At 25 minutes, begin presentations of soundscapes
Keep presentations under a minute! Have the players 
stand behind the curtain while presenting. This will 
encourage the audience to focus on the auditory 
experience, rather than the visual experience. This might 
also help with stage fright!

5.	 Finish the activity once all the teams have presented
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Smell & Taste 
experiences

Teams of 2-320 minutes

Taste Theory
... is an opportunity to reflect on how the qualities of taste 
and other sensory features affect product attributes and 
perception for different user groups.

According to Davis Kessler’s 2009 book, The End of 
Overeating, modern food design is based on 6 hedonic 
principles: anticipation, visual appeal, aroma, taste & flavour, 
texture, and mouthfeel. Manipulating and optimizing these 
principles can promote sensory engagement.

Taste Theory encourages participants to analyze Kessler’s 
6 hedonic principles in the context of product design and 
to explore their roles in product experience. In addition, 
participants will consider how other sensory information, 
such as visual, auditory, tactile, and smell can influence the 
sense of taste.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Analyze the impact of taste on perception
•	 Identify the relationship between taste and the other senses
•	 Learn how the sense of taste can be a design feature to 

enhance user experience

Anticipation

Visual Appeal

Aroma Taste & Flavour

Texture

Mouthfeel

6 Hedonic 
Principles
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Activity Guide
1.	 Provide each team with 1 sheet of newsprint or other 

type of large paper
Encourage players to sketch while they discuss

2.	 Preselect a variety of possible user groups and assign  
1 to each team 							     
E.g. babies, children under 12, teenagers, older adults, 
adventure-seekers, chefs, junk-food lovers, picky eaters, 
health-concious eaters

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 							     
Tell players they have 20 minutes to complete the activity

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell players that they should be halfway 
done the activity

6.	 Finish the activity once teams have completed steps 1-5





Apply
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Apply cards take the learning 
further. The ultimate goal is that 
designers use what they know 

about sensory aspects of design 
to create more sophisticated, 

useful, inclusive, and long-lasting 
products. These activities take 
a principle of design and invite 
participants to apply them to 
products through sketching, 
brainstorming, and creating.

Apply
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Across 
Dimensions

Visual 
Perception

Teams of 230 minutes

... is a challenging and fun way to 
practice converting 2D compositions into 
3D ones, while exploring what makes a 
composition visually interesting.

Compositions generally follow an overall 
2D or 3D formal typology. A 3D form can 
be perceived by looking at an object from 
different points of view. Overriding formal 
typologies can be: rectilinear, curvilinear, 
and organic. 

Compositional balance is achieved 
through the placement of visual weight 
around one or more axes. An axis is 
an imaginary line that runs through 
the centre of the composition, it helps 
organize elements. 

Static

Dynamic
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify and create relationships between elements 	
within compositions

•	 Translate 2D shapes into 3D forms
•	 Explore how the organization of elements plays a role in 

creating visual interest from different points of view

Unity can be created from separate elements by applying 
principles of organization, like making sure that elements 
touch or overlap, or by creating flowing transitions between 
them. A unified composition provides a cohesive quality that 
helps people perceive products as complete and finished.

Across Dimensions challenges 
participants to explore how 2D 
shapes translate to 3D forms, and 
everything that must happen in 
between. It allows them to create 
compositions using physical 
materials that can be spun around, 
flipped, and manipulated in 3D, 
derived from a set of flat sketches 
— which is something that even 
trained designers occassionally 
struggle with. 

2D Composit
ion

Physical 3D Composition
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires that the facilitator bring a variety 
of low-fidelity prototyping materials. We recommend putty, 
toothpicks, cardboard, and scissors.

1.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

2.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they will have 5 minutes to complete steps 
1-2 individually

3.	 At 5 minutes, provide each team with the listed 
prototyping materials
Tell players to complete steps 3-4 with their partner

4.	 At 25 minutes, tell players to find another team and start 
presenting to each other
Ensure that they are sharing their compositions and 
discussing the questions outlined in step 5

5.	 At 30 minutes, finish the activity

6.	 If time allows, have a group discussion about the 
challenges of translating compositions from 2D to 3D
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a 		
broader discussion of the importance of understanding 
and manipulating 3D forms for designers
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Visual 
Perception

Teams of 3-430 minutes

Concinnity
Mapping
... encourages participants to apply their knowledge of 
aesthetic harmony to analyze, compare, and judge different 
product compositions.

According to Del Coates (2003), “objective concinnity” refers 
to the concept of an ideal form created through balanced 
proportions and compositional principles that the viewer can 
easily perceive as a unified whole. The idea of concinnity is 
tied to the organization of the elements of a composition – 
such as balance (e.g. symmetry, asymmetry), variety (e.g. 
rhythm, contrast, emphasis), and unity (e.g. Gestalt Laws).

Through this activity participants will reinforce how 
careful attention – in the selection and combination of  
organizational elements – can make a great impact in 
creating pleasing products. 
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too little 
concinnity

"just right"

too much 
concinnity

Static

extreme alignment
& symmetry

muted

boring

Alive but neat

nice alignment

balance between
symmetry & asymmetry

unifed variety

chaotic

no alignment or
symmetries

Lack of harmony

unsettling

0.25inConsider these 3 variations of the same product:

Learning Outcomes

•	 Examine the appropriateness of different ways of organizing 
compositional elements

•	 Categorize the results based on levels of harmony
•	 Practice altering compositions to affect perceived harmony

Well-aligned
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Activity Guide
1.	 Provide each team with 1 sheet of newsprint or another 

type of large paper

2.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table
Each player will randomly select 2

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Let players know they have 20 minutes to complete steps 
1-4 for informal presentations

5.	 At 20 minutes, stop the activity and begin presentations
Each presentation should be approximately 1-2 minutes

6.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented, and 
discuss if time allows
When is more or less objective concinnity appropriate 
and why? What is subjective concinnity and how can 
designer’s maximize it?
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Multisensory 
& Kinetics 
Experiences

Teams of 2-345 minutes

Kinetic 
Communication
... challenges participants to use their knowledge 
regarding the attributes of movement – rate, size, shape, 
direction, character, form, and function (Hubel & Lussow, 
1985) to simulate kinetic movement that expresses an 
anthropomorphic quality in a product.

Anthropomorphism is an innate tendency of humans to 
attribute human-like qualities to non-human entities such as 
animals and objects. In doing this activity, participants can 
see how the way an object “behaves” contributes greatly 
to how it will be perceived, and may even give the object a 
personality. The exercise also provides an opportunity to 
practice alternatives to verbal and written communication 
through the use of hand gestures.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify anthropomorphic qualities in products
•	 Design products with personalities by adding kinetic features
•	 Practice gestural communication as an iterative design process
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Activity Guide
1.	 Set up the activity with the appropriate Product Cards 

(see Product Card Bank, p.212)	
Lay them out for teams to come and select

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players 
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 

4.	 At 10 minutes, inform players they have 15 minutes to 
prepare their short skit
Remind them they are only allowed hand gestures

5.	 At 25 minutes, begin presentations and allow players to 
guess each other’s quality
Total time for each team should be kept to 2 minutes!

6.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented and 
hold a discussion of time allows
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Multisensory 
& Kinetic 

experiences
Teams of 3-460 minutes

Ritual Design
... prompts participants to examine a personal ritual more 
closely, and consider all the products involved in each step 
and their role in the interaction. They are then tasked to 
enhance their ritual through product design.

Whether it be the sequence of actions taken to brush one’s 
teeth (wet the toothbrush, or apply the toothpaste first?) or 
that chant people always do right before their favourite team 
is about to play, people engage in rituals in their daily lives. 
They cherish these because they may bring comfort, express 
values, and add meaning to life. It is important for designers 
to consider rituals when creating products, since these could 
enhance the experience.

Ritual Design helps participants become more aware of the 
importance of design in the experience of rituals.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Reflect on the importance of everyday rituals
•	 Explain the meanings behind rituals
•	 Adapt sensory design elements to enhance ritual experiences

?
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Activity Guide
Note: One of the options that this activity offers requires 
that the instructor bring a variety of low-fidelity prototyping 
materials. We recommend plasticine, cardstock, cardboard, 
pipe cleaners, tape, hot glue, scissors, stickers, rubber bands.

1.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

2.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Tell players they will have 15 minutes to complete  
steps 1-2

3.	 At 15 minutes, provide each team with sketching/
prototyping materials
Sketching will be better for a shorter activity (~1 hour), 
while prototyping will be better for a longer one  
(~1.5 hours)

4.	 At 45 minutes, begin skit presentations
Each team will perform 2 skits, in a total of 3-5 minutes 
per team

5.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented their 
before and after skits

6.	 If time allows, have a group discussion about the 
applications of design to enhance ritual experiences
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emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 3-530 minutes

Sense 
semantics
... encourages participants to consider how various product 
attributes affect perception of a product by creating 
personalities. For instance, a playful personality can be 
shown through the use of melodies and bright colours in an 
object, while a serious personality could have a rectilinear 
shape with a neutral smell. 

Perception of products varies from user to user, but certain 
items clearly have their own “personality”. For example, 
a gentle or an aggressive stapler may change the way a 
person would use it. People attribute unique and individual 
meanings to products through their interaction with them. 
Affordances provide visual cues about how to use a product 
that appeal to sensory and cognitive perception and may 
lead to long term emotional product connections (Norman, 
2004).
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Study how product attributes trigger associative messages
•	 Practice developing concept iterations using different 

combinations of sensory attributes
•	 Identify the range of design features that can enhance 

emotional responses & contribute to product personalities

Spicy Loud

Bold

Rou
gh
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perceptions

perceptions

Activity Guide
1.	 Provide each team with 1 Perception Tile at random and 

some sticky notes per team

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they have 5 minutes to complete steps 
1-2. Emphasize that this part of the activity should be 
completed individually

4.	 At 5 minutes, stop the individual brainstorming and 		
ask teams to organize the sticky notes into clusters 		
to track any recurring patterns

5.	 At 10 minutes, provide each team with a Product Card or 
ask them to look up a generic product online

6.	 At 20 minutes, stop the activity and begin presentations
Each presentation should be approximately  
1-2 minutes in length

7.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented



perceptions

perceptions
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Colour & Light
Perception

Teams of 2-445 minutes

Sightseeing
... asks participants to explore the purpose of colour to 
change perception of existing products.  

According to Jason A. Morris (2006), “students tend to view 
colour as purely subjective decoration, and simply a matter 
of personal preference. However, colours chosen for a 
design can be meaningful, purposeful, and even functional”.

In doing this activity, participants can truly appreciate the 
importance of colour beyond visual aesthetics.

Association and User Interface:  
Operational clues

grey - typically 
used for ordinary 
controls

colours - typically 
used for special 
functions

red - "stop" 
or "cancel"

green - "go" 
or "confirm"
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Visual Contrast and Form/Material Emphasis:  
Accentuating forms 

Learning Outcomes

•	 Explore the purpose of colour semantics in design 
•	 Adapt colour to enhance product perceptions

Form Alteration or Material Deception:  
Masking true features

Environmental Contrast vs Harmony:  
Standing out or fitting in

colour can highlight 
surface variation

colour shows off 
material properties

camo pattern
blends into forest

faux wood

knife stands out 
for safety & 
quick locating

Blender has the
same colour palette 
as the kitchen
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Activity Guide
 Note: This activity requires that the facilitator brings 
newsprint to supply the players, and asks the players to bring 
their own markers/coloured pencils before the activity.

1.	 Make sure each team has a method of taking pictures 
and tell them they have 10 minutes to go explore and 
take pictures of different products

2.	 After they return, provide each team with 1 sheet of 
newsprint or another type of large paper	

3.	 Read the rest of Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the rest of the activity and use a stopwatch or timer 
to keep track of time

5.	 At 5 minutes, let teams know they have 5 minutes left to 
complete their product analyses

6.	 At 10 minutes, tell teams to begin the recolouring of their 
chosen product, and remind them again when they have 
5 minutes left

7.	 At 20 minutes, stop the activity and begin presentations
Keep presentations under 1 minute!

8.	 Finish the activity once all teams have presented
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Smell & Taste 
experiences

Even # of 
Teams of 4-545 minutes

Smell Journey
... asks participants to sample different elements from a 
particular environment to represent an overall scent.

There are many scents in a given environment that create 
its unique smell. People may not always have the words to 
describe everything they smell, even though humans have 
a great ability to discern between many fragrances. This 
activity helps participants explore smell-scapes to discover 
how layers of smell can contribute to how smell is perceived 
as a whole. By collecting smell samples in individual “smell-
pods”, participants can further reflect on smells after leaving 
the smell environment.

Through this, participants will practice naming different 
smells, or even inventing names for smells, in order to 
broaden their vocabulary and reflect on the complexity of 
smell perception.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify specific smells that contribute to contexts
•	 Describe a smell through an attribute
•	 Experience how layers of smells define places and the things 

within them

Unpleasant

Petrichor - smell of dirt after rain 

Dirty, 

mildewy 

soccer 

cleats

natural, 
simple, 
quiet 
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Activity Guide
 Note: This activity requires that the facilitator cut-out and 
assemble smell-pods (see Accompanying Resources) before 
starting the activity in order to reduce time

1.	 Ask participants to gather in teams of 4-5 		
Ensure there is an even number of teams

2.	 Provide each team with 5 smell-pods, and if possible, 
send each team on a different journey to a given location 
Inform players they have 20 minutes to complete steps 
1-2 before returning; keep track of time

3.	 Upon return, read the rest of the Activity Card out loud to 
the players						    
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Begin the rest of the activity and restart the stopwatch or 
timer to keep track of time

5.	 At 5 minutes, let teams know they have 5 minutes left to 
choose their summary smell and prepare a rationale

6.	 At 10 minutes, ask teams to pair up with another team 
and share their smell journeys

7.	 At 15 minutes, tell teams they should be starting steps 
7-8 and have around 5 minutes to complete the activity 

8.	 Allow for more time if needed or hold group discussion if 
time allows



taste 

& Smelltaste 

& Smell

Tactile

Auditory

perceptions



Apply Activity

182

Smell & Taste 
Experiences

Teams of 220 minutes

Smell 
Matching
... tasks participants with determining what makes a scent 
appropriate for a given product and why.

Scent has been treated as less important than other 
senses during user-product interactions, but it can enhance 
these and create entirely new sensory experiences. With 
the availability of scented plastics, packaging, and even 
consumer goods, product designers are now capable of 
creating products that cater to all the senses. Odours can be 
used to complement a product’s shape and functionality, to 
communicate its taste prior to purchase, to mask unwanted 
natural smells, and to create more pleasurable experiences. 
Smells should match their products in one way or another. 
Incongruent smells can still seem appropriate and lead to 
positive surprise, but Ludden & Schifferstein (2009) identified 
that in order for this to happen, they must still be strongly 
associated with the product’s theme or context of use. 
These associations can be made through different product 
attributes, like: material, colour, theme, use, and environment.
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dusty

dirty

stinky

Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify connections between scents and products
•	 Determine the appropriateness of product scents
•	 Adapt sensory product attributes to strengthen  

product-smell connections

Vs.

Smell Matching makes participants realize that by 
recognizing when scents don’t match their products and the 
reasons for it, they are able to identify an appropriate use 
of scent in product design. By adapting products to better 
fit a given scent, they explore the possibilities of creating 
meaningful, scented products.
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Activity Guide
1.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards and Taste & Smell Tiles 

face-down on a table			 

Each team will take 1 of each

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players

Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 		
track of time						    

Tell players they have 5 minutes to complete steps 1-2

4.	 At 5 minutes, tell players to find another team and start 
presenting to each other					   

If they did not change their product, encourage them to pair up 
with a team that did. Keep presentations under 5 minutes for 
each pair of teams

5.	 Once teams are done presenting and discussing, tell 		
them to repeat steps 1-3 with a new set of products 	
and scents						    
If there are not enough of either Product Cards or Tiles, or if 
teams are finished quickly, encourage them to come up with 
their own combinations – one person can name a product and 
the other a scent

6.	 At 20 minutes, finish the activity

7.	 If time allows, discuss how consequential and 
inconsequential scents can match their products  
through establishing strong associations



taste 

& Smelltaste 

& Smell

taste & Smell

taste & Smell
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auditory 
experiences

Teams of 2-330 minutes

Sound the alarm
... asks participants to pay attention to everyday sounds, 
establish their purpose and change them to more clearly 
communicate a message or an emotion about the 	
intended use.

People are constantly surrounded by sound. The noise of 
traffic in the morning, the humming of the lights in the office, 
the singing of birds outside. According to Özcan, Cupchik 
and Schifferstein (2017) sounds can have a significant effect 
on a user and serve to enhance the experience of products. 

Some environments generate an extensive amount of noise 
and create a condition known as alarm fatigue. This can 
have an increasingly negative effect on people over time, 
especially those who experience sensory overload. 
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Reflect on contextual sounds and their purpose
•	 Express meaning and emotion through sound
•	 Compose an arrangement of sounds to convey a message

soundmarks

signal 
sounds

keynote
sounds

background or
constant sounds

become 
imperceptible
to a user 
after some time

examples: sounds of 
nature or 
air conditioning

intended sounds

designed to 
alert people

examples: alarms,
sirens, and bells

include unique sounds

usually related 
to a specific culture

examples: 
languages, dialect,
and music

Incoming...
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Activity Guide
 Note: Prepare a set of sounds that form a sound sentence or 
explore sounds online (https://freesound.org/). For example, 
hospital, beach, train station, playground, or construction 
settings.

1.	 Ask players to gather in teams 				  
Make sure at least one player has a recording device 

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players		
Ensure that all players understand the activity

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to 			 
keep track of time 
Tell the players that they have 20 minutes to 			 
complete steps 1-5

4.	 At 20 minutes, tell players that they can find another 
team and share their new alarm

5.	 At 25 minutes, begin the discussion outlined in steps 5-6
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a 			 
broader discussion of auditory experiences

6.	 Continue the discussion for as long as time will allow





Apply Activity

190

Emotion & 
Meaning

Teams of 4-630 minutes

Surprise Me
... prompts participants to explore visual-auditory incongruities 
and encourages them to come up with ways to make that 
surprise experience positive.

Surprise can occur when sensory information from two or 
more senses conflict. If used wisely in products, it can evoke 
interest and create new experiences. It first starts with a 
well established expectation of the type of sensory features 
a product should have, which will then be disconfirmed 
by interacting with the product. According to Ludden & 
Schifferstein (2007), auditory expectations can be formed from 
memories, current perceptions, and inferences drawn from 
related experiences. Product expression and perceived product 
quality are both influential in the formulation of people’s 
expectations. Sounds incongruent with these expectations may 
evoke surprise.

Surprise Me teaches participants to positively influence product 
perception and experience through sensory design features, 
specifically auditory ones.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Analyze multi-modal features of product interaction
•	 Explain the effects of sound on product experience
•	 Explore how to design with visual-auditory incongruities

Obtrusive
Loud
Robust

Unobtrusive
Quiet

Flimsy

khhh shhkkr thzz

Expensive
Exclusive

Cheap
Ordinary
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Activity Guide
 Note: This activity requires that the facilitator provide each 
team with sound making implements, or encourage them to 
come up with their own. We recommend audio clips (explore 
https://freesound.org/), small instruments like maracas 
or harmonicas, body parts, or other small objects that can 
produce sound.

1.	 Gather players into groups of at least 4 people	
Then, divide each group into Team A and Team B	

2.	 Spread the deck of Product Cards face-down on a table
Each team will take 1

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time

5.	 At 10 minutes, tell teams to start presenting to one 
another and observing for the other team’s reaction

6.	 At 15 minutes, tell teams to take another product card 
and switch roles

7.	 Finish the activity once all sub-teams have presented 		
their sounds to each other
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Multisensory 
& Kinetic 

Experiences Even # of 
Teams of 4-560 minutes

Taste Journey
... explores synaesthetic transfer from one sense to another 
by inviting participants to try expressing their perceptions 
through taste. 

Synaesthesia occurs when the incoming information from 
one sense is also experienced through another sense (e.g. 
hearing colour or seeing sound). By drawing from the 5 basic 
tastes (sweet, salty, sour, bitter, umami), participants will 
create edible compositions to narrate their experiences. 

This may feel foreign, and even tricky, but it is an opportunity 
for participants to appreciate the complexity of perception 
and challenge typical means of expression — for example, a 
siren is often expressed as “loud and piercing”, but could it 
also be expressed as “sour”?  
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Detect sensory stimuli
•	 Interpret experience through taste to simulate a synaesthetic 

experience
•	 Explain the multi-modal nature of perceiving sensory qualities 

of places and products

Sweet

salty

sour

Bitter

Umami
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Activity Guide
Note: This activity requires more extensive preparation from 
the facilitator by purchasing the various special supplies, as 
well as preselecting a variety of nearby locations for teams.

1.	 Place samples of food items from all 5 categories of 
basic tastes in small paper cups or plates on a table, as 
well as utensils and latex gloves for hygienic use 
E.g. fruits, vegetables, breads, cereals, chocolate, 	
candies, chips, crackers, spices, coffee...

2.	 Assign a nearby indoor/outdoor location to each team 
and provide a map if possible

3.	 Read only steps 1-2 of the Activity Card out loud 
Ensure that all players understand the activity 

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time
Ensure teams know they only have 20 minutes to 
complete steps 1-2 before returning

5.	 At 20 minutes, have teams return and pick up their 
supplies. Read the rest of the steps out loud before 
allowing them to begin steps 3-4

6.	 At 50 minutes, have teams pair up with one another to 
present their taste journeys 

7.	 Finish the activity once all teams have shared their edible 
compositions, and discuss experience if time allows
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tactile Product 
Interactions

Teams of 2-420 minutes

Vibrational 
Patterns
... is an activity that encourages participants to consider 
various kinds of haptic feedback, communicate a message 
and affect users’ experience only by influencing auditory and 
tactile senses.

Haptic Language

Effective communication through touch can be achieved 
through the development of a haptic language. Touch 
shares many attributes with sight and hearing and creates 
important associations that support one another. For 
instance, the visual excitement generated by a hot color like 
red might translate to an abrupt, racing, hot haptic sensation 
which can indicate that an object is hot.
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Haptic Feedback

Haptic feedback is a digital design interface element that 
uses touch to communicate with users. The most common 
type of touch/tactile feedback is vibrotactile. Familiar 
examples include vibrations on mobile devices or the 
Rumble Pak on a game controller.

Learning Outcomes

•	 Identify functions of haptic-feedback
•	 Match existing haptic notifications with users’ mental models
•	 Generate a message through vibrational patterns

buzz-buzz-buzz-buzz-buzz
brum-rum-rum

bzzzzz..  bzzzzz..

brrrr...brrrr
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Activity Guide
1.	 Ask players to gather in teams 

Make sure at least one player has a recording device 

2.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players	
Ensure that all players understand the activity. 
The teams shouldn’t overhear each other, so  
encourage the players to spread out!

3.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they have 10 minutes to complete steps 1-4

4.	 At 10 minutes, allow players to present new patterns
Keep presentations under 1 minute!

5.	 After all players presented begin the discussion from 
step 6 if time allows
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a broader 
discussion of communication through the use of  
haptic feedback
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auditory 
Experiences

Teams of 3-430 minutes

Vocal Sketch
... encourages participants to portray a descriptive and 
emotionally charged soundscape . But here’s the catch – no 
words allowed! Participants will engage in vocal sketching to 
mimic sounds and interactions within a scene. 

Sound is emotionally charged. For example, the sound of a 
growling dog might incite fear, or a baby’s laugh might bring 

joy. Sound can also be 
subjective, be perceived 
differently by various 
people and have unique 
emotional associations. 

sizzle
he-he-he

sizzle

knok knok
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Develop listening skills to identify distinct sounds
•	 Link sounds to emotional perceptions
•	 Practice composing soundscapes

beep
beep

hmmmmm

brrrmmmm...

crackle
crackle

ha-ha-ha
whoooosh
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Activity Guide
Note: print out a set of scene photos. For example, they can 
show a kitchen setting, a nature scene, a busy city street or 
a playground. Additionally, prepare a set of cue cards with 
unqiue emotion cues.

1.	 Setup a curtain to conceal players while they present 
The curtain can be cloth, cardboard, a wall, etc.

2.	 Handout 1 scene photo per group
Keep each team’s scene secret from the other teams

3.	 Read the Activity Card out loud to the players
Ensure that all players understand the activity

4.	 Start the activity and use a stopwatch or timer to keep 
track of time 
Tell players they have 20 minutes to complete steps 1-4 
and that they are expected to present their process work 

5.	 At 20 minutes, begin presentations
Have presenters stand behind the curtain while 			 
presenting for others to guess the scenario & emotion

6.	 Discuss steps 6-7 after each presentation
This is an opportunity to relate the exercise to a  
broader discussion of emotionally charged  
user-product interactions







additional 
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& Conclusion
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What are Sense-It! Tiles?

Consisting of 140 pieces divided into 7 sensory mode 
categories, the Tiles can be used as a fun way to help 
create awareness of the multisensory aspects of design. 
They prompt participants to consider holistic, multimodal 
experiences through a recognition and understanding of how 
the sensory modes contribute to each other and experience. 
Each Tile features a descriptive word, paired with an image 
that provides an example of a specific concept. 

Communication
The Tiles provide terminology for reflecting on, describing, 
and sharing the multimodal and sensory qualities of 
experiences with products and places. By establishing a 
shared language among participants, and ensuring an equal 
level of understanding, they may help with idea sharing. They 
can be used as discussion prompts to make meaning of 
design problems and decisions—creating an understanding 
that design is subjective and everyone’s experiences and 
perceptions are unique.

Exploration 
The Tiles may be used as tools for collective brainstorming, 
iteration, and investigation by mapping and identifying 
relationships among multisensory qualities. These 
relationships can be explored through: comparing attributes, 
pairing opposites to create sensory incongruities, or 
harmoniously expressing an attribute across all senses. 
Through a heightened sensory awareness, users are able to 
consider new creative avenues and produce novel ideas.
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How can they be used and who can use them?
Several Sense-It! Activities recommend using the Tiles 
in different ways to support the challenge at hand. They 
nest together as a metaphor for connecting attributes 
into a whole and can be moved freely to explore different 
combinations. With them, users can make connections 
among products, their attributes, and/or interactions.

They can also be used on their own, in domains such as 
product, service, interaction, and environmental design. 
They may be used as supporting tools for: identifying and 
illustrating pain points, creating rich experiences, analyzing 
emotional responses, and visualizing the puzzling pieces 
related to various design experiences.

The benefit of the Tiles is that they can be used by designers 
and non-designers in a variety of disciplines; they are 
ultimately tools for design thinking.



Few materials

Obvious formal 
elements

Simple moving 
parts

Combined shapes

Multiple 
materials

Organic forms

Basic

Moderate

Complex
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What are Sense-It! Product Cards?

Consisting of 60 cards divided into 3 categories, the Product 
Cards are a quick and handy collection of assorted product 
examples. They have been adapted from existing products 
and showcase a wide variety of functions, compositions, 
movements, and aesthetics. They serve as a reference 
in several of the Sense-It! Activities where participants 
are asked to either analyze, categorize, portray, or adapt 
products to achieve the learning goals.

The Product Cards are grouped as follows based on 
complexity:
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While some activities ask participants to consider the exact 
product on a Product Card, other activities give participants 
the creative freedom to use the Product Cards as a starting 
point and imagine different possibilities.
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Product Card Bank

Some Activities can utilize all of the Product Cards, whereas 
other Activites are optimized through the use of certain 
Product Cards. These are specified here.

Kinetic Charades, Kinetic Actions — moving parts 

Kinetic Communication — interactive movement			 
(cards above + the following)
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In Harmony — multiple visual sub-components

Why Sound?, Sound Comic — distinct or unique sounds



1

2

3

4

5
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Congrats! You've made it!

Our team hopes that through the use of this guide and the 
activities within it, you will be able to facilitate an immersive 
and interactive educational environment in which people will 
gain more than just knowledge. By exploring and becoming 
aware of how experience can be broken down, one can 
appreciate how a designer’s choices help create a richer and 
often more inclusive experience when all sensory aspects 
are considered.



215

Our Story

The Sense-It! project was inspired in response to a studio 
course called Form and Colour that I taught for many years. 
As I began to learn more about sensory anthropology and the 
original exploratory framework of the Bauhaus, I realized that 
our design curriculum focuses predominantly on visual and 
formal composition and barely on the multi-layered sensory 
interactions that people experience everyday. Where would 
designers learn about and practice approaches to integrating 
sensory features into the design of products, environments, 
and services? In a new course: Sensory Aspects of Design 
and Experience! 

Transitioning from a studio to a lecture course required a 
big leap to keep our hands-on design students engaged, so 
I began to insert experiential modules into my lectures. With 
the synergy and playfulness of a great team of research 
assistants and educational specialists, the modules 
blossomed into these exploratory activities. The Sense-It! 
team is a bit like an interactive snowball and, as we roll along, 
we gather more ideas and more members. Up to this point, 15 
of us have had an amazing time creating, testing, and refining 
our learning materials and sharing them with others.

						            - Dr. Lois Frankel
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This Space is for you!
We know that running an activity takes good preparation, so 
feel free to use this space to organize your thoughts.

Supplies

Key Concepts
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Points for Discussion
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Kit

REsources



The Sense-It! Kit resources that are described in this 
Facilitator’s Guide are compiled in separate documents 
for ease-of-use. These documents include: the Sense-It! 
Activities along with several Accompanying Resources, the 
Sense-It! Product Cards, and the Sense-It! Tiles.
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