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ABSTRACT 

Aesthetics is essential in design practice, yet 

simultaneously taken for granted and under-

researched. In light of the expanding design space 

designers find themselves in due to digital 

technology’s pervasiveness in everyday things and 

environments, designers need new ways of 

grappling with the issue of aesthetics. There is 

recognition that design ideals and practices honed 

in different times and contexts, lead to reproducing 

ideas of how things are made, and how things 

could or should be presented for use. This paper 

examines notions and practices of aesthetics in 

digital design through conversations with 

practicing designers, design literature, and design 

experiments. We suggest that an attentiveness to 

aesthetic qualities in digital design sheds light on 

deeply embedded ideas in design which need to be 

addressed in emerging practices. Activating 

aesthetics is here proposed through shifts from 

stability to multistability, from visual to transient, 

LISE AMY HANSEN 
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and from extraordinariness to mundane and 

intimate bodily entanglements. 

AESTHETICS - A DESIGN ACT 

Aesthetics is central in the design act: designers take a 
myriad of aesthetic decisions as part of their practice. 
Aesthetics in design practice has often been associated 
with choices of material and form and the focus of 
aesthetic analysis has been on qualities of the finished 
product. However, designed things are increasingly 
relying on digital technology. With the proliferation of 
digital strategies most designing today will encompass 
digital expertise. This means that design practice is 
provided with new means of expression which establish 
new aesthetic considerations. Designers nowadays often 
work in contexts where immaterial rather than tangible 
materials, expressions, and issues are at the core of the 
processes and products of design. It seems that design’s 
core concepts no longer can be seen as stable 
(Redström, 2017), for example the concept of ‘form’ 
which in many designs today is  “intangible, 
experiential and temporally fleeting rather than material, 
physical and lasting” (Göransdotter, 2021: 189). In light 
of this, there is a growing recognition that design ideals 
regarding aesthetics, honed in a different time, perhaps 
are unhelpful when designers are designing the 
contemporary things we wear, carry and experience 
around us (Redström & Wiltse, 2018, Folkmann, 2023). 

Are designers’ understanding of aesthetics adequate and 
helpful in crafting the intimate experiences with the 
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increasingly digital things that make up our everyday 
environments? Or are design practices and notions 
perhaps stuck in design ideals and methods based in 
material – even modernist – understandings of how 
things are made and produced, or ideas of how things 
could or should be presented for use? 
This paper examines three qualities relating to the 
notion of aesthetics which seems to cause difficulties in 
digital design practice, namely; stability, visual 
appearance and extraordinariness. 

NEW CHALLENGES - NEW RELATIONS 

The digital transformation taking place has already had 
immense implications on society. New technologies are 
transforming human habits; how we work, how we 
learn, how we relate to each other and simply how we 
move through the built environment. Today designers 
are working on such twenty-first-century challenges 
which keep raising new and critical questions for design 
practice. Mortati (2022) argues that there is a need to 
shift established principles of designing that remain 
entangled with the first industrial revolution and its 
models of mass production that still drive values of 
standardization, generalization, and economies of scale. 
Along a similar line Giaccardi & Redström (2020) argue 
that the relationship between production and 
consumption is fundamentally changing and render 
lingering ideas from the first industrial revolution 
unhelpful in understanding this relationship today. To 
grapple with this, Mortati (2022) suggests making an 
addition to Buchanan’s four layers of design: artifacts, 
tools, processes and performances, adding a fifth layer: 
relationships. If design remains with existing 
approaches in shaping the connection to people and 
their relations, there is a risk in creating tensions for 
designers “between what would be ethically desirable 
and economically viable” (Mortati, 2022: 28). She 
posits that design’s role has expanded beyond 
beautifying solutions or “making them more usable and 
engaging for people” (Mortati, 2022: 21). This again 
foregrounds aesthetics as expanding into areas beyond 
established notions of beauty or usability in dealing with 
the challenges design faces. 

There is growing recognition that digital technologies in 
our everyday challenges the very foundation of research 
and practice, in design and beyond. In the field of 
human-computer-interaction (HCI) scholar 
Frauenberger (2019) suggests that we are entering into a 
fourth paradigm, or a fourth wave, which he calls 
entanglement, due to the “increasingly intimate 
entanglement of humans and digital technology in all 
aspects of life” (Frauenberger , 2019: 2:2). This fourth 
paradigm means that practices of design move beyond 
user-centricity into a performative relationship between 
humans and technology, which highlights the relational 
expertise necessary for designers today. There is a need 

to rethink designers’ accountabilities, responsibilities, 
and ethical encounters. Following these suggestions, 
challenging and unpacking notions of aesthetics is not 
only a theoretical issue, but of central importance to 
shifting and supporting the actual practices of designing 
in digital materials and contexts. 

AESTHETICS IN DESIGN PRACTICE 

The term aesthetics is elusive and hard to define due to 
its multiple and dynamic nature (Erlhoff et al, 2008). 
However, seeking to define a generally applicable 
notion of Aesthetics with a capital ‘A’ may not 
necessarily be useful for design or designers (Kunenen, 
2018; Hauser et al., 2021). In design practice, designers 
work with context-based particularities and applying 
universal or abstract theories in those situations can be 
tricky as design is always about the “ultimate particular” 
(Nelson & Stolterman, 2012; Redström, 2007). One way 
of approaching aesthetics, potentially more helpful for 
understanding its role in design, is to view it as a 
composite term consisting of a combination of 
experience, practice, and theory (Andersen & Bro Pold, 
2015). Aesthetics as experience refers to impressions 
accessed via bodily senses: something you see, hear, 
feel, taste, smell or haptically sense. Aesthetics as 
practice is concerned with how to consciously craft 
what someone else may then experience, feel, see or 
sense. Aesthetics as theory is a critical reflection on or 
explanation of the implications of a crafted experience. 
Design as a discipline deals with all three, but has 
expert skills in the practice of aesthetics – that is 
actively using aesthetics in making design choices 
throughout a design process and having knowledge on 
the impact and relevance of those choices. 

DIGITAL DESIGN 

The issue of handling transitions, such as from analogue 
to digital tools and finding new means of designing, is 
not new for the design discipline. Despite this, the 
concept of digital design is still not a fixed term, but 
rather emerging, evolving and contested (Eskilson, 
2023). It is often associated with “screen-based graphic 
design”, which is a narrow definition of the field. In this 
article we view aesthetics as a matter of our everyday 
and build on the concept of everyday aesthetics by 
Yuriko Saito (2007). As Frauerberger puts it, digital 
technology is pervasive in all aspects of our lives, there 
is almost no context which does not have digital 
elements, and an everyday aesthetics of today inevitably 
needs to deal with digital design.  

In the field of interaction design, previous calls have 
been made to rethink established approaches for 
aesthetics in digital design, as well as practical 
suggestions for how to work differently. To provide 
practical knowledge for designers, Lim et al. (2007) 
developed the conceptual framework, ‘interaction 
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gestalt’, aiming to help designers articulate the aesthetic 
attributes of an interaction. In relation to this, they 
identify a need to update the understanding of material 
in interaction design as non-tangible, flexible, 
ungraspable, and phenomenal. These material qualities, 
they argue, are different from those handled in other 
design disciplines. Other suggestions have been to shift 
the focus in aesthetics from appearance to interaction 
(Djajadiningrat et al. 2000), or to focus on the temporal 
nature of interaction (Löwgren, 2009). Furthermore, 
Kuenen (2018) proposes a shift in aesthetics to a focus 
on what happens between people; to aesthetics in 
interaction, when things are not just things but are used 
to socially interact with others in a configuration of 
artifacts and people. Another recent attempt to reframe 
design aesthetics today suggests understanding 
aesthetics as post-material (Folkmann, 2023). Folkmann 
does not mean that things are dematerialized but that 
they transgress their own materiality due to digital 
technology and wireless connectivity, which allows the 
things to exchange information and form new networks 
with other things.  

Interaction design encompasses aesthetic qualities that 
are quite different to those established in physical 
product-oriented design.  This means that design 
practitioners often work with things whose aesthetic 
expressions extend beyond that of a materially stable, 
static, and visual object. It seems that traditional and 
established notions of design aesthetics are not very 
helpful to digitally oriented design practices. 

RELATING AESTHETICS AND ETHICS 

Design scholars Hauser et al., point to new challenges 
for the design practice in relation to increasingly 
complex digital technology. They argue that this comes 
into expression as a ‘widening rift’ due to “certain 
design strategies used in the drive to make increasingly 
complex technology accessible for use have resulted in 
a split between design ethics and design aesthetics” 
(Hauser et al, 2021: 228). Aesthetics is seen as a tool in 
the designer’s repertoire and relates to the choices a 
designer makes when designing. The rift they identify 
between aesthetics and ethics is partly created due to a 
dominant design logic with origins in the industrial 
revolution being applied in digitally connected contexts. 
This results in processes and products informed by 
design ideals created in a different time and context, 
which are inappropriate for consciously guiding 
designer’s aesthetic choices today (Giaccardi et al. 
2020; Hauser et al., 2021). These lingering ideals 
promote ease of use in designing highly complex and 
connected technological things, but this new or 
unfamiliar technology is designed to withdraw from the 
user’s awareness, adhering to aesthetic ideals of 
simplicity, transparency and intuitiveness. These design 
ideals present the complex computational things as 
useful tools, obscuring the (un)ethical actions these 

things engage in, such as location tracking and various 
data harvesting for commercial purposes. This results in 
a dilemma in relation to what can visually be seen as 
‘good design’; it can adhere to the old ideals, but at the 
same time “support hidden agendas and often seem less 
than trustworthy” (Hauser et al., 2021: 227). This leads 
to new challenges for the design practice, in terms of 
choices and responsibilities, and how this comes into 
expression. 

AESTHETIC MATTERS FOR DESIGNERS 

According to Redström and Wiltse (2018) the changing 
things around us create a new design space, and they 
identify issues in relation to how designers are to deal 
with aesthetics in this space; “There is presently a 
rapidly growing design space that designers do not quite 
know how to deal with in terms of aesthetics, or perhaps 
even care about from an aesthetical point of view” 
(Redström & Wiltse, 2018: 41).  

Following this reasoning, we can suspect that existing 
aesthetic vocabularies, tools and practices do not suffice 
to deal with the growing design space in an intentional 
way. This calls for inquiries into if, and if so how, 
established understandings of aesthetics in design might 
not suffice for contemporary digital design practices. In 
what follows, examples of how this gap comes into 
expression will be unpacked in relation to the aesthetic 
qualities of stability, visual appearance and 
extraordinariness. 

Acknowledging the composite nature of aesthetics, this 
paper foregrounds the practice-related components of 
aesthetics in design. Building on the concept of 
sequencing (Redström, 2017:18) the method brings 
design practice and theorizing close together. This is 
done by drawing on design literature, interviews and 
small scale design experiments in order to probe into the 
discourse on aesthetics. The interviews focus on digital 
practices, either of designers or other professions 
affected by the digital transformation in society such as 
health care staff. The design experiments focus on the 
experience of digital designs installed in communal 
spaces. 

“YOU CONTINUE AND CONTINUE AND CONTINUE” - 
A FOCUS ON STABILITY 

In order to get deeper insights into designers’ practice in 
digital contexts, an initial interview series was 
conducted during spring 2023 with seven practicing 
designers from a selection of well-established design 
bureaus in Norway. These designers have all experience 
of working with a broad variety of clients and operate in 
a Nordic - and international - context with a strong push 
in society towards digitalisation. The aim of the 
interviews was to open a dialogue on practicing digital 
designers’ understandings of aesthetics and how 
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established ideas of aesthetics come into expression in 
their practice. We also spoke further on their 
understanding of aesthetics, in regard to what happens 
to this understanding when adding a digital framing on 
their practice. 

 
Figure 1. Four pairs of ‘analogue’ and ‘digital’ objects brought 
by the interviewees in order to exemplify conversations on 
aesthetics. 

In an attempt to move beyond abstract definitions of 
aesthetics, the designers were asked to bring one 
analogue and one digital object with ‘a significant 
aesthetic’. These instructions created confusion for the 
participants. Firstly, around what was defined as a 
‘digital object’, and secondly if the interview was about 
digital aesthetics, what was then an ‘analogue object’ in 
relation to this? This confusion brings forth a few 
interesting issues. Many of the things around us today 
are not either or but have both ‘analogue’ and ‘digital’ 
elements. In this sense, the response by the interviewees 
pointed to the multiple nature of everyday things, they 
are not either or, but a multistable mix.  

Furthermore, the designers were asked to talk about the 
differences between the ‘analogue’ and ‘digital’ objects 
and what became clear is that the ‘analogue’ things have 
a materiality and exterior form that is easier to take in 
from established ways of understanding aesthetics. As 
seen in Figure 1, which shows four examples of pairs of 
objects brought to the interview, it is possible to guess 
how they are made and read them simply from their 
appearance. The digital things, on the other hand, have 
abilities and attributes to consider when designing, that 
the analogue things don’t. As one of the designers said: 

“There's this temporality or a different form of tempo 
designed into navigation paths. And lots of different 
layers like you continue and continue and continue”. 
This quote counters an idea of stability or staticness. 
Rather the articulation of continuation and navigation 
point to possibilities in use, only accessible in a digital 
framing. As such it challenges an established idea of 
aesthetics referring to the quality of stability and renders 
it potentially unhelpful. To read the ‘digital’ things as 
finished products or via their exterior form simply is not 
enough. Things need to be analysed beyond their glass 
screen or sleek metal exterior. 

Everyday digital things are neither static nor stable and 
they are not finished products in a traditional sense. The 
aesthetic qualities do not account for that the things are 
in a continuous loop of iterations, in use and production, 
with constant updates challenging the temporality of 
things, in use and interaction. 

DESIGNING EVERYDAY DIGITAL EXPERIENCES 

Richard Sennett describes practitioners' relationship to 
material as engaged material consciousness, and how 
practitioners become particularly engaged in what can 
be changed (Sennett, 2007). In an aesthetic practice this 
relates to materiality. The material consciousness means 
that in a practice, the craftsperson cares when they can 
shape something, alter it, use their aesthetic and bodily 
knowledge to shape a material, make it malleable 
(Windlin, 2023) and create a relationship to a material 
that talks back (Schön, 1991). It seems that it is crucial 
for designers to have an updated understanding of 
materiality, in order to care from an aesthetical point of 
view.  

In design research Frayling (2015) discusses how one 
could read new digital technology as making craft 
knowledge obsolete, however as he points out, craft is 
more needed than before - to make the digital ‘real’ it 
requires the craft knowledge to be articulated up front - 
it is the starting point when working with digital 
materiality. 

Schön proposed an epistemology of creative practice 
whereby designers and artists were able to articulate a 
specific activity (reflection-in-action) or reflect on 
actions (reflection-on-action), and from these it might 
be possible to articulate knowledge from practice 
(1991). Dearden has further discussed these concepts 
with regards to the nature of digital materials and 
suggests that “if digital designing differs from other 
forms of designing, then accounts for the differences 
should be sought in the material properties of digital 
systems” (Dearden, 2006: 418). 
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CHANGING AESTHETIC PRACTICES 

If we widen the understanding of digital design, beyond 
screens and websites, what does that entail for aesthetic 
knowledge when practices are changing? 

Boris Ewenstein and Jennifer Whyte explore aesthetic 
knowledge in the context of an architectural practice but 
draw it beyond this context and effectively explain how 
all practitioners perform aesthetic knowledge in 
organizational settings. “Management consultants, for 
instance, reflexively enact aesthetic knowledge when 
they employ PowerPoint to communicate a strategy and 
persuade a client to adopt it. Medical doctors enact 
aesthetic knowledge when they inspect a bruise or skin 
irritation” (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2007: 691). Aesthetic 
knowledge in their view is an integral part of any 
practice. This way of approaching aesthetics challenges 
an idea of aesthetics as associated with beauty and art, 
and places it in a less extraordinary setting. 

Increasingly digital technology is part of shaping and 
changing our access to public services. To give an 
example from the Swedish context; Kry is a health care 
app, where you can meet healthcare professionals in 
video meetings. As seen in Figure 2, the medical 
professional is still wearing a stethoscope around his 
neck but unable to use it when examining the patient. 
Listening to a patient via a stethoscope could be seen as 
enacting aesthetic knowledge in a practice. But by only 
including the visual part of the interaction the 
stethoscope is turned into a symbol, perhaps still 
signaling fidelity, but losing its practical value and part 
of its aesthetic quality. 

 
Figure 2. Image of a healthcare professional with a 
stethoscope which is rendered useless in the format of a video 
meeting. [Screenshot by author from Appar.se (2025)] 

The advent of this app sparked debate in Sweden, 
making health care services more accessible to a certain 
group of patients, but was criticised for using resources 
potentially more needed elsewhere. It shows how the 
digital transformation has wider implications, beyond 
consumer products which we choose to buy and bring 
into our lives. 

 “I CAN’T SEE HOW YOUR FEET ARE DOING”  
– A FOCUS ON VISUAL APPEARANCE 

The public sector is becoming increasingly digitalized 
and care is distributed on devices. In the research 
project called Center for connected care (C3) interviews 
with health practitioners was conducted, probing into 
their experience of remote care (Prakash et al, 2021). 
Rather than meeting the patient at the hospital or doing 
home visiting, the care meeting happened online via a 
video meeting using a computer and web camera. 
Despite the many benefits such as convenience and 
flexibility, the healthcare professionals explained some 
of the challenges. When doing an anamnesis of the 
patient, many of the usual practices were not possible to 
perform. The interviewee mentioned that she could not 
see the conditions of the patient’s feet due to the screen 
set up, which is an important part of investigating a 
patient's overall health status. This shows some of the 
difficulties in relation to aesthetic knowledge as part of 
a practice, and the use of digital tools that was designed 
with a different logic. When moving practices into a 
digital framing, there are considerations to make in 
relation to aesthetic qualities. Perhaps a video meeting 
premium visual sight over other senses, but the aesthetic 
experience isn’t necessarily only visual. This way of 
viewing aesthetics risks rendering other ways of relating 
and interacting obsolete, and risks hindering the use of 
embodied aesthetic knowledge in practice. 

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AS EVERYDAY 

It might appear that there is nothing aesthetically 
significant in our experience of everyday objects, 
because they are part of our routine and in some ways 
taken for granted, and some designs are made to 
withdraw from the users’ awareness. This due to 
lingering aesthetic ideals of intuitiveness and simplicity 
(Hauser et al., 2021). The word ubiquitous is interesting 
here, with its several meanings in the omnipresent, 
invisible and everyday in referring to ubiquitous 
computing (Weiser, 1994). Aesthetics is part of the 
fabric of everyday society and is present in material and 
non-material ways. Interactions designed with this line 
of reasoning might have retreated into the background, 
yet they are still sensed in and with our bodies. 

MOVING BEYOND OBJECTS AND INTERFACES -  A 
FOCUS ON BODILY ACTIONS 

The philosopher Yuriko Saito critiques an 
understanding of aesthetics in Western philosophy via 
her experiences of teaching design students in North 
America (Saito, 2007). It became clear to her that 
aesthetic concerns are everywhere, and as such deals 
with our lived environment in general, they are not just 
confined to nor framed by the museum or concert hall. 
And in this sense, Saito argues that the aesthetic theories 
from Western philosophy does not relate enough to 
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what is at stake for aesthetics in design. Instead, Saito 
proposes a focus on everyday aesthetics. This way of 
viewing aesthetics aims to go against what Saito calls an 
object-, art-, spectator- and contemplation-oriented 
understanding of aesthetics, which creates a distant 
relationship to the designed thing, that is to be looked at 
and reflected upon, rather than interacted with. Instead 
of limiting aesthetics discourse to art or beauty, it is 
more useful to connect to its origin in perception and 
sensibility.  

Saito figures our everyday aesthetic experiences as knee 
jerk reactions, bodily reflexive responses, rather than 
necessarily a distant, analytical activity. Everyday 
aesthetics, she suggests, is action-oriented and often 
prompts a specific action; it could be cleaning, 
purchasing, repairing, discarding etc. Mundane aesthetic 
experiences are rather than intense or profound, 
prevalent, and therefore deserve attention. Through 
adding everyday to aesthetics Saito critiques Western 
philosophy’s way of understanding aesthetics, whereas 
she means that we are much more intimately entangled 
with the aesthetic experiences of our everyday, and this 
is an aesthetic approach that can give us more tools to 
craft the prevalent aesthetic experiences of the 
everyday. 
Everyday aesthetics is useful for rethinking the concept 
of aesthetics in terms of its focus on the prevalence of 
aesthetic experiences; it is everywhere, all the time and 
in this line of reasoning, it is invisible and taken for 
granted yet still has significant implications on people’s 
lives. However, as everyday aesthetics focuses on the 
aesthetic experience which is useful to understand the 
effect of a design, it is still unclear how this may be 
implemented in the aesthetic practice of the designer. 
Saito does not specifically talk about the digital, but an 
everyday aesthetic of today inevitably is affected by 
digital technology. Viewing it as such is even more 
relevant in relation to digital technology and the 
increasing intimate entanglement with it in our lives, 
which is often unreflected, omnipresent and in part 
designed to retreat into the background. 

SENSING DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY IN EVERYDAY 
SPACES - AN EXERCISE BEYOND 
EXTRAORDINARINESS 

What, then, does this digital materiality and mundane 
invisibility mean for a designer, as they make choices of 
boundaries, materials, timings, and textures - all to be 
played out by preconfigured ideas about the use and the 
bodies that are interacting with the designs? 
In order to probe into this question a small-scale 
ethnographic endeavor was constructed. Inspired by 
Sarah Pink’s Doing sensory ethnography (Pink, 2015) 
and Adolfo Estallela and Tomas Criado’s concept of 
Field devices (Estalella & Criado, 2018), a sensory walk 
was constructed and carried out by the first author. The 
aim was to explore/examine/observe non-screen based, 

responsive technology in everyday spaces, and explore 
the possibilities and limitations of interaction and 
potential new ways to access a materialized 
understanding of the aesthetics. When reflecting on 
invisible everyday digital technology sensors became 
interesting to investigate. They are part of the 
infrastructure of public and semi-public spaces. 

 
Figure 3. A page from the notebook used to portray a floor 
plan with additions of the sensors embedded in place. 

The first step was to start identifying the sensors and 
this was done via adding them to the floor plan of the 
building that was investigated (see Figure 3). They were 
not marked on the original floor plan and it was an 
exploration in itself to identify where they were 
situated, since many of them were designed to blend 
into the overall infrastructure. The sensors found in the 
building were set to sense different kinds of phenomena, 
like smoke, motions, sunlight and air quality. Many of 
them did not react to human bodies. In order to further 
explore the possibilities of interaction the motion 
sensors of the building were further interacted with. 
These were selected since they were activated by 
movements of the body. A red light and a clicking 
mechanical sound were produced when the sensor 
sensed the motion, and the lights in the ceiling were 
turned on (see Figure 4). It was programmed to stay 
turned on for one hour. The experiment became a game 
of trying not to be sensed, which was almost impossible 
and having to sit still for a full hour challenged the 
creative potential of the interaction.  

 
Figure 4. Ceiling lights, a motion sensor selfie and showing 
how the motion sensor visualised when registering bodily 
movements. 
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These bodily, movement-based interactions gave an 
opportunity to familiarize with the motion sensor and 
how they worked, and to notice things that perhaps 
otherwise were taken for granted. It was clear that the 
motion sensor dictated how one could or could not 
interact with it. The function of on and off, sits at a 
contrast to the complex waving and gestures with which 
one might try to activate them - the possibilities or 
limitations of our bodies. 

We mention this design experiment as an example of an 
explorative small-scale ethnographic endeavour that 
places the body as central in a material exploration. 
Because in interactions with motion sensors, learning 
happens by trying them out – acting out – in order to 
understand what is ‘seen’ and not ‘seen’ (Hansen & 
Keay-Bright, 2017) and the movement activates pre-
calibrated designs. Thus, what resides in code can be 
understood as invisible (Thrift, 2008). It is inaccessible 
and hidden - until we experience it with our bodies in 
the interaction as we enact it out - seen in a hesitation or 
action. Thrift further argues that today ‘software quite 
literally conditions existence’ (Thrift, 2005: 241). And 
one could argue that our bodies are increasingly 
configured by digital devices and digital surroundings. 
Marshall McLuhan talks about the dual function of 
media, both an extension and amputation of the body 
(McLuhan, 1967). This can be exemplified via the 
motion sensors, making visible how certain pre-
calibrated ideas about use are designed into the 
interactions, for example related to the temporality. 

Designers’ expertise in moving through and handling 
these various scenarios develop tacitly and a significant 
element of this experience is informed and performed 
through aesthetics elements. These elements, however, 
are in part invisible until they are performed. This is 
intentional in the sense that a touchless and seamless 
interaction is seen as preferable to more traditional 
forms of interactions. The element of the final design - 
the acting out - is a challenge to engage with materially 
as a designer, in exploratory processes. When the 
material is ‘invisible’, designers will require new ways 
to access a materialized understanding as they make 
aesthetic choices. It becomes apparent that aesthetic 
choices made by designers prior to an interaction play a 
divisive role. 

ACTIVATING AESTHETICS - REFLECTIONS 

To activate is to make something active or cause 
something to start. An attentiveness to aesthetic 
qualities in digital design is a first step towards figuring 
out which emerging concepts and practices need to be 
developed and which emerging questions need to be 
asked. This text has explored embedded ideas in design 
in relation to aesthetics. We have critically inquired into 
established ideas in designing, in relation to the three 
aesthetic qualities: stability, visual appearance and 

extraordinariness. Various examples have been used to 
illustrate how these ideas come into expression in a 
design practice or design outcome. In order to activate 
aesthetics we propose that three shifts in relation to 
aesthetics in design needs to be addressed, namely; 
From stable to multistable, constantly updating 
From visual to transient, non-material 
From extraordinary to intimate bodily entanglement 
Today, intimate entanglements with digital things 
challenge the idea of how to design for use, when the 
result is no longer a stable product. A design is not only 
something that may change in use, but also through its 
own digital connectedness, posing new demands 
on  relational expertise in designing. The interactions 
with multistable and connected digital designs affect 
users’ bodies. These intimate bodily entanglements are 
prevalent in everyday life, and as aesthetic engagements 
they are no longer extraordinary events; rather they are 
constant and never switched off. 

The designer’s attentiveness to relations and bodily 
perceptions has the potential to activate aesthetics in 
digital design. Acts of noticing aesthetic contemporary 
qualities can be helpful in navigating an increasingly 
complex design space. Furthermore, changing 
relationships between design, use, and the multistability 
of things also challenge ideas of when and where the 
design practice actually ends. This poses new questions 
also of ethics in relation to the role of the designer: 
Does the designer’s responsibility for a designed thing 
remain with every update? 

There is still work to be done in order to make the move 
from established ideas on aesthetics towards ways of 
activating aesthetics which could support emerging and 
existing digital design practices. The inquiries discussed 
in this paper have strengthened our belief that design 
needs other understandings and to develop new 
questions regarding aesthetics today. 

The everyday is filled with ethical considerations, we 
live in and with things and systems which are not as 
stable as they once used to be. We have argued here that 
there is a need for redefining working understandings of 
aesthetics in design, which consider things as constantly 
updating, multistable, connected, learning, sensing and 
gathering, beyond the visual, prevalent, mundane and 
transient. This requires understandings of aesthetics that 
acknowledge the intimate – and often transient and 
immaterial –  entanglements with digital technology in 
our everyday lives and with our bodies, and what this 
means for developing design practices. Today people 
activate things, they are being sensed, learned from and 
related to in new ways. Designers do not only design 
things, but things that are connected to other things and 
systems, and that we are intimately entangled with. 
These new relationships are also bodily, working like 
knee jerk reactions as they elicit bodily reflexive 
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experiences. Design needs to actively engage with the 
discourse on aesthetics in the tacit yet tactile practice of 
making choices and making things and experiences – 
when the material and use is less and less tangible, and 
more and more entangled with our everyday lives in 
new and other ways. 
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