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CHAPTER 4 

MAKING SENSE OF EXPERIENCE 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Ehn and Löwgren (1997) use the term quality-in-use to refer to a range of aesthetic, 
ethic and functional qualities that need to be considered in design. Qualities such as 
enjoyment, fulfilment and fun are not properties of technology. They are better 
thought of as outcomes of certain kinds of experience with- or through- technology. 
So if we are to understand what might make a particular product or design more 
pleasing or enjoyable to use, it would seem sensible to begin by trying to analyse 
experience of use. 

There has of course already been much interest in experience. For example, 
Turkle (1995) explored the social meaning of computers, the cultures of computing 
and the impact of the Internet on our sense of self. The concept of user experience
has also come to dominate in consumer arenas such as branding and electronic 
commerce (see Pu and Faltings, 2000 and Lee, Kim, and Moon, 2000, for example). 
There is however an uneasy silence as to what actually constitutes experience. 
Questions such as how to set boundaries distinguishing a specific user experience 
from a general flow of experience, how to account for subjectivity, and whether it is 
possible to design experience, have remained conspicuously unanswered. In short, 
despite a growing acceptance of the need to focus on experience, the concept of user 
experience is not well developed conceptually. Without conceptual development, 
there is a danger that user experience and related concepts such as trust, loyalty, 
identity, and engagement will not be fully realized in studies of people and 
technology.

Elsewhere in this volume, Hassenzahl adopts a psychological approach to 
modelling experience in order to answer some of these questions. He attempts to 
identify the components of experience and to map the external physical properties of 
the world of artefacts onto their psychological effects, in the context of the user's 
purposes. His work is a step towards an explanatory model of experience in the 
traditional scientific sense. Our project here is slightly different. Our aim is to 
explore an approach which is holistic, constructionist and pragmatic in Dewey's 
sense of the term. Our theorising is thus of different quality but nevertheless aimed 
at being practically useful. Rather than isolate the elements of experience we seek to 
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understand their interaction and how they mutually constitute each other. We also 
seek a stronger account of sense-making as the central process of experiencing. 

2. CONCEPTUALISING EXPERIENCE 

The turn to experience that we have outlined above reflects an attempt to engage 
with the ‘felt life’ of people participating in activities with- and through- technology. 
Worthy though this aspiration is, there is also a risk. ‘Experience’ is an elusive 
concept that resists specification and finalisation. In recent attempts to introduce 
‘experience’ into consideration of relations between people and technology, it has 
been confused with subjective feelings, behaviour, activity, social practice, and 
knowledge. Thus the first major task in developing an experiential theory is to 
provide a basis for understanding experience that is not confused with any of these. 

Dewey’s philosophy of experience was geared towards a clarification that would 
end the tendency to reduce. For example, he pointed out that the most debilitating 
reduction to private, subjective experience is a feature of modern times. 

“ To the Greeks, experience was the outcome of accumulation of practical acts, 
sufferings and perception gradually built up into …skill…There was nothing merely 
personal or subjective about it.” (Dewey 1934, p.198) 

He argued that experience is the irreducible totality of people acting, sensing, 
thinking, feeling, and meaning-making in a setting, including their perception and 
sensation of their own actions. He offered a useful definition along these lines. 
Experience, he wrote, 

 “ .... includes what men do and suffer, what they strive for, love, believe and endure, 
and also how men act and are acted upon, the ways in which they do and suffer, desire 
and enjoy, see, believe, imagine - in short, processes of experiencing. ..... It is “double 
barreled” in that it recognises in its primary integrity no division between act and 
material, subject and object, but contains them both in an unanalyzed totality” (Dewey, 
1925, p.10/11). 

According to Dewey experience is constituted by the relationship between self 
and object, where the self is always already engaged and comes to every situation 
with personal interests and ideologies. People and setting are also changed by 
experience, and the unity of any experience is itself a moving, fragile, fleeting event. 
He also made a distinction between experience and an experience, where we have 
an experience only when the material experienced runs its course to fulfilment and 
has its own individualising quality and self-sufficiency, an emotional unity that 
gives experience aesthetic quality.  

In a move that is particularly useful for our purposes, Dewey also described the 
conditions of aesthetic form as an analytic tool to be used when we encounter 
problems with the unfolding of an experience - what went wrong, why we lost 
interest, why others got restless, etc. His conditions include: continuity, cumulation, 
conservation, tension, anticipation, and fulfilment. As the framework we describe in 
the next section draws heavily on Dewey’s conditions, we will not dwell on them 
here. 
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Bakhtin (1986, 1993), a philosopher with a more literary bent than Dewey, 
provided a complementary account of the relationship between experience and 
meaning-making, through which we have read Dewey’s conditions. Bakhtin’s work 
is most useful in our consideration of the personal qualities of experience such as 
trust, identification, loyalty, and commitment. In terms of ongoing experiences of 
technology, Bakhtin’s work shifts our focus from the immediate quality of an 
experience (absorbing, captivating, irritating) to the sense we make of an experience 
in terms of our experience of our selves, our culture, and our lives. Specifically, I 
might find a particular web site absorbing during my first few visits but if it is not 
integrated into ‘my life’ - if it does not fit with my sense of my self - it is likely to 
become less absorbing as time goes on.  

For Bakhtin, the unity of an experience in action and an account of the meaning 
made of it is never available a priori but must always be accomplished. To 
understand how it is accomplished we must understand Bakhtin’s central 
contribution in this area, the idea of dialogicality. Dialogicality refers to the 
presumption that in human activity there are always at least two consciousnesses 
involved. The activity of an individual sitting reading a book involves dialogues 
between the consciousnesses of the reader and writer and it is possible to argue, the 
consciousnesses of the characters in the book. We argue that web sites and other 
technology touchpoints can also be seen as abstractions from dialogues and that 
attention to the dialogical may yield fresh insights. The site of dialogical knowledge 
is never unitary. It is always relationally based. That is to say that knowledge of the 
self always emerges as an expression of self-other relations and similarly knowledge 
of an object always emerges as an expression of subject-object relations. 

What dialogism means for this paper is that any discursive account of an 
experience, including a person’s own account to themselves of an experience of 
buying through the internet, is incurably social, plural, and perspectival. In Bakhtin’s 
terms, it is interanimated with the discourses of others. For example, my sense of 
myself as someone who supports small local bookshops is interanimated by 
discourses on the values of global capitalism, the importance of choice provided by 
small specialist booksellers, and the centrality of a personal relationship in choosing 
which books to buy. These discourses however might be accommodating of an 
Internet bookseller who appears to try to develop a buyer-seller relationship with me 
based on an understanding of my reading preferences, provides specialist choices, 
and seems to support small specialist booksellers. If my book buying activity moves 
from the small local bookshop to an internet seller who present themselves as 
engaging meaningfully with some of these discourses and also has other qualities of 
interest to me - e.g. speedy fulfilment of an order- then my sense of my self is subtly 
changed through dialogue with that bookseller. 

This relational subjectivity is also reflected in the analyses of reflective 
practitioners. For example, writers and film-makers practice their craft under the 
influence of a practical understanding of experience and how they might influence 
or help create experience. Elsewhere in this volume, we appeal to Boorstin's (1995) 
analysis of Hollywood movie making as inspiration for an account of the 
enchantments of technology. 
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Our aim in drawing together the writings of philosophers such as Dewey and 
Bakhtin and reflective practitioners such as Boorstin is to try to understand 
experience well enough to understand how Internet shopping designers and brand 
managers deploy technical knowledge to help their user-consumers create a 
fulfilling interactive experience. To do this we created a framework, based on the 
above work, that pulls together a set of concepts that can be used as tools to analyse 
user experience with emerging technologies. 

3. THE FRAMEWORK  

We will describe the framework in two parts, the first is concerned with describing 
experience from four points of view which we refer to as the four threads of 
experience. The second part is concerned with how we make sense in experience. 
Before describing these it is important to make some observations which we hope 
will avoid some possible misinterpretations of what is written here.  

There is no simple mapping between the framework and the concepts of Dewey 
and Bakhtin. Dewey's concern for a holistic and interactionist approach is manifest 
in our characterisation of the four threads of experience, some of Boorstin's 
perspectivalism is reflected in this too. In terms of sense making, Dewey's concepts 
of anticipation, reflection and the pre-linguistic sense of meaning are echoed in our 
account. Bakhtin's concern for unity as an active accomplishment is reflected in our 
characterisation of appropriating, reflecting and recounting. But more subtly, what 
we have tried to do is understand Dewey through Bakhtin's dialogical lens. Thus 
self-other relations as continually constructed, permeates our account throughout. 

Dewey's pragmatic account of experience emphasised that experience cannot be 
reduced to fundamental elements but only exists as relations. Experience is 
essentially holistic, situated and constructed. Thus it would be mistaken to approach 
experience in a way a classical physicist might approach the study of matter- to 
identify a substance, define it in terms of molecules, atoms and sub-atomic particles. 
We share Dewey's view on the holistic nature of experience, yet we see the need to 
be able talk about and describe experience in ways that can be understood. The 
analytical prose we use in this report to talk about the framework might suggest we 
are attempting such a reductive approach. This is not our intention. Rather we intend 
to connote a space within which things can be juxtaposed, related, separated, 
coalesced but never isolated.  

3.1 The Four threads of experience   

First of all we begin by identifying four threads of experience. We have found it 
helpful to think of these as four aspects as four inter-twined threads making up a 
braid. 
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3.1.1 The compositional thread 
The compositional structure of an experience is that aspect which is concerned with 
part-whole structure of an experience. In an unfolding interaction involving self and 
other this could be thought of as narrative structure, action possibility, plausibility, 
consequences and explanations of actions. In an experience of an artwork, a poster 
or brand image it can be thought of as the compositional elements of the image their 
relations and implied agency. If you are asking questions like; "what is this about?", 
"what has happened?", "what will happen next?", "does this make sense?", "I 
wonder what would happen if?" then you are thinking about the compositional 
structure of experience. 

3.1.2 The sensual thread 
The 'look and feel' of a physical artefact or a web page are part of what we refer to 
as the sensual thread of experience. More generally, the sensual thread of experience 
is concerned with our sensory engagement with a situation. The sensations in an 
experience which we variously term thrill, fear, excitement are sensual, as are 
feelings such as walking into a room and finding it welcoming, a sense of belonging, 
a slight sense of unease or awkwardness in a conversation. Sometimes the sensual 
defies precise description but can affect our willingness become involved. The look 
and feel of a mobile phone may be as important a determinant of our decision to 
become (or not to become) a mobile phone user as the functional possibilities it 
offers.  

3.1.3 The emotional thread 
The emotional thread of experience includes anger, joy, disappointment, frustration, 
desperation and so on. These are stark examples, but other more subtle things that 
are included here are fulfilment, satisfaction, fun and so on. We can reflect on the 
emotional thread of our own experience or we can through empathy relate to the 
emotional thread of others' experiences. Relating to a character, in a movie is an 
obvious example, but we might also empathise with the designer or retailer of an e-
shopping site even though they are not materially present.  

We need to distinguish between the sensual and emotional threads since we can 
engender emotions associated with achievement through the exercise of control over 
sensations such as fear or anxiety. This is this case for example when a rock climber 
climbs a dangerous peak. For Csikszentimihalyi (1990), flow states result from 
precisely this kind of balancing. We can also engender emotional states such as bliss 
through the deliberate neutralisation of sensual states such as excitement and anxiety 
as is the case with meditation.  

Emotions are not just passive responses to a situation. Our actions and our 
understandings may be motivated by emotional aspects just as surely as they may be 
motivated by our intellectual or rational understandings of action possibilities and 
consequences. We may act through compassion or morality just as surely as we may 
act through a rational assessment of actions and their likely consequences or some 
other utilitarian process. 



48 WRIGHT ET AL

3.1.4 The spatio-temporal thread 
All experience has a spatio-temporal thread. Actions and events unfold in a 
particular time and place. When we are rushed we may feel frustrated and perceive 
space as confined, closeting. In addition, emotional engagement can make our sense 
of time change, hours can fly by in minutes. Pace may increase or decrease and our 
sense of space may open up or close down. Both space and time may become 
connected or disconnected as an experience unfolds. We might also distinguish 
between public and private space, we may recognise comfort zones and boundaries 
between self and other, or present and future. Such constructions affect experiential 
outcomes such as willingness to linger or to re-visit places or our willingness to 
engage in an exchange of information, services or goods. 

3.2 Making sense in experience 

People do not simply engage in experiences as ready-made, they actively construct 
them through a process of sense making. This process of sense making is reflexive 
and recursive. It is reflexive in the sense that we are always viewing experience 
through a person. Whether that is the first person or the third person or whether it is 
by recounting an experience to oneself or for others. This is not to be understood in 
some scientific way as an unfortunate consequence of our means of measurement. 
Rather it is central to what it means for something to be an experience. Without self 
and other, or subject and object interacting reflexively, there can be no experience. It 
is recursive in the sense that we are always engaged in sense making. Even when we 
reflect on experience as a completed object, we are having an experience.  

Before describing sense making in detail however, we should note that the 
different sense making processes we describe are not linearly related in cause and 
effect terms. For example, in anticipation of some future planned action we may 
reflect on the consequences of that action, which may engender a certain sensual 
response. How we recount our experience to others may change how we reflect on it 
and so on.  

3.2.1 Anticipating 
When we think of the form of experience we need to extend our account beyond the 
beginning and the end of an episode. When experiencing on-line for the first time a 
well-known off-line brand we do not come unprejudiced to that on-line experience. 
We bring with us all sorts of expectations, possibilities and ways of making sense of 
an episode. In anticipation we may have a sensation of apprehension or possibly 
excitement. We may expect the experience to offer certain possibilities for action or 
outcome and may raise questions to be resolved. We will also anticipate the 
temporal and spatial character of the experience. We may come to the experience 
with a desire for fulfilling certain needs or we may be looking for inspiration. It is 
natural to think of anticipation as something that is prior to what ever it is an 
anticipation of, and this is true. But anticipation is not just prior. The sensual and 
emotional aspects of anticipation and our expectation of the compositional structure 
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and spatio-temporal fabric of what follows, shapes later parts of the same 
experience, it is the relation between our continually revised anticipation and 
actuality that creates the space of experience.  

3.2.2 Connecting 
When a situation first impacts our senses before even giving meaning to it, the 
material components impact on us to generate some response, pre-linguistically. In 
the spatio-temporal aspect this may be an apprehension of speed or confusing 
movement or openness and stillness for example. An immediate impression of one 
frequently visited web-site is of redness and flesh tones which immediately gives an 
impression of sleaziness, yet on closer inspection it is a quite respectable e-
commerce site. For the sensual aspect materially connecting may engender an 
immediate sense of tension or perhaps a thrill of novelty. For the emotional and 
causal aspects connecting may engender nothing more than a sense of relief or 
anticipation at something happening.  

3.2.3 Interpreting 
Giving meaning to an unfolding experience implies for the compositional and 
emotional threads, discerning the narrative structure, the agents and the action 
possibilities, what has happened, what is likely to happen and how this relates to our 
desires, hopes and fears and our previous experiences. We may sense the thrill of 
excitement or the anxiety of not knowing how to proceed or what will happen or 
where we are. At an emotional level, on the basis of our anticipation we may feel 
frustration or disappointment at thwarted expectations or we may regret being in this 
situation and have a desire to remove ourselves from it. On the basis of our 
interpretation falling short of our anticipation we may reflect on our expectations 
and alter them to be more in line with the new situation.  

3.2.4 Reflecting 
At the same time as interpreting we may also make judgements about the experience 
as it unfolds and place a value on it. In reflecting on causal aspects, can we make 
any sense of things? Are we satisfied with a sense of progress or movement towards 
completion? From an emotional aspect, do we feel we are getting any sense of 
fulfilment or achievement? How does the experience tally with our anticipation and 
how do we feel about being in this situation at this time? From a sensual perspective 
are we anxious, bored, or excited. In addition to reflecting in an experience, we also 
reflect on an experience after it has run its course to completion. This often takes the 
form of an inner dialogue with oneself or with others. It is a kind of inner 
recounting. It serves to help us relate the experience to others in an evaluative way 
in support of appropriation and recounting which in their turn help us reflect.  
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3.2.5 Appropriating 
A key part of sense making is relating an experience to previous and future 
experiences. In appropriating an experience we make it our own. We relate it to our 
sense of self, our personal history and our hoped for future. We may change our 
sense of self as a consequence of the experience, or we may simply see this 
experience as 'just another one of those'. The degree to which an experience changes 
our sense of self may also be the extent to which we see it as something we identify 
with and want to experience again. In relating experience to our future and past we 
also may look afresh at the experience or the setting engendering the experience. 
Sensual aspects of an experience may become just another "white knuckle ride" or 
they may become unique moments such as the unforgettable sense of immersion in 
pure translucent colour when as a first-time scuba diver we descend into "the blue". 
The emotional aspects of flow and engagement during a session of the computer 
game "unreal tournament" may be quintessentially cathartic, providing a means of 
escape from the mundanities of everyday life. The compositional aspects of an 
experience may relate positively to our sense of self or not. Do we feel it is morally 
right or socially acceptable to go shopping at a virtual supermarket? How do we 
reconcile shopping at amazon.com with our commitment to 'the small bookshop' and 
to the concept of personal service? Is the experience of using a mobile phone one on 
which new possibilities for action in our everyday life become apparent or is it yet 
another concession to an undesirable technological future?  

3.2.6 Recounting 
Like reflecting and appropriating, recounting, takes us beyond the immediate 
experience to consider it in the context of other experiences. It is through a process 
of internal recounting that we reflect and appropriate experiences, but having 
appropriated an experience it is also natural to recount it to others. In this way we 
savour it again, find new possibilities and new meanings in it and this often leads us 
to want to repeat an experience- to go shopping again, to buy another book or to take 
another holiday. Experience often takes on different meanings or is giving different 
value when recounted in a different place at a different time- Marco Polo is reputed 
to have once said that adventures are hardships and sufferings had in the re-telling. 
Through recounting to others we draw out an evaluative response from others which 
changes our own valuation of it. We might for example relate our experience of 
mobile phones or e-shopping as a zealot but through dialogue with others become 
something of an apologist. 

4. THE FRAMEWORK IN USE 

We have used the framework as a starting point for data collection in a study of 
brand and online experience with the consultants Siegelgale UK. We presented the 
framework to the company as a written report and an audio-visual presentation. The 
presentations indicated how the framework could be used to assess the qualities of 
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an on-line shopping site. The company, with our assistance then went on to design 
its own evaluation exercise using the framework. The context of use we chose 
involved a variety of experiences of a particular highly branded organisation, Virgin. 
In a small qualitative study, seven participants were asked to use Virgin services in a 
number of channels including ‘bricks and mortar’, web, and WAP. Each of these 
involved different activities like buying a CD, getting advice on savings for 
retirement and so on. 

They introduced their participants to the ideas of the framework and provided 
them with a notebook -come- checklist which they called a diary. Each notebook 
page was divided into sections corresponding to the sense making processes (e.g. 
anticipating, connecting, interpreting, etc.) and was accompanied by a checklist of 
concepts and guidewords from the framework. Participants were then asked to go off 
and have their virgin experiences. In addition to their diary, they provided an oral 
account during a one-on-one debriefing afterwards. Both the contemporaneous notes 
and the debriefing were informed by a series of relatively open-ended questions. 
These were designed to facilitate the construction of a narrative of the experience 
that would engage with the concepts of the framework. 

The study is reported elsewhere (McCarthy, Wright and Meekison 2002), but to 
give a flavour of the results, we present here an example of a user's experience of 
buying a CD at Virgin Megastores on-line. He wanted to find out the cost of a Nelly 
Furtado album and when it will be out and also the price of the Coldplay album. 

Anticipating
Expecting it to do all the things as in the store and more…find out information about 
artists, albums, gig information…….download free or pay audio and visuals, magazines 
books…..order on line, reserve on line. 

Connecting/interpreting/reflecting 
Very busy site- lots of flashing and whizzing going on [this in relation to virgin.com 
portal page] scanning to find search or section. I selected the Megastore link, I've gone 
somewhere but not sure where as nothing is orienting me. In fact, what is the 
relationship between the tab and the Megastore link on the left hand side?… Is this an 
American site of a British site? Not much use to me- I'll find a review of coldplay and 
buy it from a music store instead. Pity though there are no star ratings for the album. 
Nothing on Nelly. 

Recounting
Not that useful to me as it is very US oriented. Not as rewarding an experience as I had 
hoped for, it was more of an information site as opposed to an interactive site. Cannot 
download audio or video cannot buy online or reserve online. Disappointed and unlikely 
to recommend the site to anyone. 

Siegelgale also recounted to us their own reflections about their experiences with 
the framework. One of the most important features for them was the importance of 
being able to question expectations and anticipations. They also concluded that 
aesthetics (by which they meant the sensual and emotional aspects of experience) is 
the key to being able to articulate user experience. Their view was that although they 
could understand the idea of sense-making and its components (connecting, 
interpreting, reflection and so on) these were difficult to work with and often enough 
it was sufficient to talk about three of the four threads of experience (sensual 
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appearance, compositional structure, emotional unity). They also suggested that a 
concept of physicality or embodiment seemed to be lacking in the framework. While 
we might consider such issues within the spatial-temporal thread, our participants 
wanted something more direct to capture the similarities and differences between 
on-line and offline, between actually physically handling objects and reading about 
their descriptions.  

Although some of the difficulties experienced by Siegelgale suggest to us that 
the framework approach requires some fine-tuning and some clarification of 
concepts if it is to be used as a tool for analysing experience, nevertheless these 
results are promising. They suggest that the underlying concepts are manageable and 
usable by practitioners as a way of thinking about user experience. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

It is common these days to hear the term experience in connection with theme parks, 
Hollywood blockbusters, pre-packaged adventure holidays and so on. Experience is 
used to sell. We are guaranteed an 'experience of a life time' all we need to do is 
show up with the right amount of money. But Dewey and Bakhtin show us that 
experience is as much a product of what the user brings to the situation as it is about 
the artefacts that participate in the experience. What this position implies is that we 
cannot design an experience. But with a sensitive and skilled way of understanding 
our users, we can design for experience. 

Design for experience requires the designer to have ways of seeing experience, 
to talk about it, to analyse the relations between its parts and to understand how 
technology does or could participate to make that experience satisfying. The 
framework we have presented here is not a method for analysing experience, rather 
it is a set of conceptual tools or a language for thinking and talking about 
experience. It is intended to help make visible what we consider to be the essential 
characteristics of experience. Characteristics that differentiate from behaviour, 
practice, knowledge and other more familiar psychological categories. The case 
study, informal though it was, suggests that the framework can provide practitioners 
with an understanding of the concept of experience that would help them design for 
experience. 
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