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Design is changing quickly. One generation ago, designers were dealing with the
question of form and function of physical objects: to design a chair which has to be
made of wood, has to support a weight of up to 150 kilograms, and should fit in a
certain style. Nowadays, designers first have to address what should be designed by
researching people’s experiences and emotions and translating these into meaningful
products, systems and services, both physical and digital: people are scared to go into
a hospital, how do you design the entrance so that it puts them at ease, and makes them
feel confident?

In addition, the lightning growth of digital technology has given us materials for design
that are quite different from earlier mechanical technologies of wood, metal, and
plastics. Interactivity and connectivity provide new opportunities, but also provide new
challenges. Computers have come out of the basements into our living rooms, onto our
desks, inside the bags we take home, in our pockets, now on our wrists, and any day
now into our bodies if we want them there. The virtual is becoming interwoven with
the physical into a single fabric.

This rapid development takes users by storm, and challenges designers to find their way
into feeling what the new user world is, and, preferably, can become. If they do their
job right. However, that’s not easy. Where in the recent past design thinking was about
force (does an elderly person have enough grip to take the lid off the can), size (can the
child climb on the chair without hurting itself), now factors of time (is my text message
received yet), connectivity (can we exchange this document), and scale (does my new
tweet get hundreds of likes) come into play.

In this book, Wei Liu presents his search into the challenges for designers on how
to design new products and services for the current generation of workers, called
Generation Y. These are young people who grew up with computers, tablets, and
phones. They can hardly imagine a world without digital services. But they come into
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a workplace where most others grew up in a different world. People for which the
ubiquitous-digital things and the interactions with them are not obvious: it’s not how
they played as a child, it’s not how they worked in school, or how they communicated
with friends. And yet, the role of the designer these days is to create something, which
brings the best of the new (which has never existed) to both the young and the old.
That’s not simple.

Liu’s work concentrated on the qualities of interaction; Just as the ‘old’ products had
qualities of light and heavy, small and large, cheap and expensive, there are special
qualities that are particularly relevant for the new opportunities of present-day digital
technology: technical aspects such as everywhere connected, instantly communicating,
but also perceptual and social aspects such as collaborative (engaging more than one
person at a time), expressive (going beyond the factual information, but highlighting
important things with special means), and playful (making serious work pleasurable).
Such qualities provide a language for designers to discuss (and create) interactions that
appeal to the next generation, but also to understand where they can improve, tune,
replace, or adapt existing systems.

In his work, Liu covered the different dimensions that are relevant for designers in this:
how can we describe existing interactions of ‘Generation Y’ types of products, how can
we measure them, how do people experience them in their everyday lives, and finally:
how can we design for them, in the knowledge that what we make should not only fit
the generation Y ‘digital natives’, but also fit those that work with them. In this, the
parameters that Wei explored, described, defined, measured, and put up for guidance,
can stimulate designers to get a grip on the landscape of opportunities, possible
successes and mistakes to be avoided, when developing new applications and products,
services and systems that our future offices and homes places that fit our needs.

Pieter Jan Stappers

Professor of Design Techniques

Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering
Delft University of Technology
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