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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN DESIGNERS’ AND USERS’ PERCEPTION 
OF INSTRUCTIONS DESIGN 
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ABSTRACT: Although professional designers are trained to create appealing visualizations, their perception 
of attractiveness does not necessarily have to match users’ perception. This study investigated the disagree-
ment between those who design instructions and those who use them. We manipulated different samples of 
instructions designs to test their attractiveness by two groups: professional graphic designers and laypeople. 
Attractiveness was measured by Likert scale responses. The results indicated that two groups evaluated instruc-
tions differently. While designers preferred linear and simple instructions design, laypeople were attracted by 
the colourful designs made of planes. Implications for creating visually appealing instructions were discussed.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Large amount of consumer products comes with instructions for use, whether printed on the packaging or 
as inserted leaflet. Information provided by these instructions enhances the effectiveness of handling the 
product and, consequently, increases users’ satisfaction. Although graphic presentation of instructions should 
encourage unhindered information processing, unfortunately, it happens that these messages sometimes fail 
to communicate relevant messages due to poor legibility or design-related features. Visual attractiveness of 
instructions design is important. Making instructions aesthetically appealing increases the possibility that 
users will pay attention to them. Even more, attractive design can play significant role in evoking positive 
impressions about the product (Magnier, 2016; Wang, 2013).
By deliberate application of design principles, experts are able to make aesthetically pleasing and easy to 
follow instructions (Agrawala, 2003). Professional graphic designers are trained to create visually appealing 
graphic presentations that are legible and easy to interpret. However, their process of designing is often guided 
by their own preferences. This is not surprising, since every kind of graphical presentation depends not only 
on the characteristics of presented information and the audience, but also on the presenter’s objectives and 
her or his preferences, as reported by Tractinsky and Meyer (1999). Thus, it is likely that designers’ perception 
of attractiveness does not necessarily have to match users’ perception of attractiveness. Quispel and Maes 
(2014) demonstrated this in their study of data visualizations. Some other studies also showed discrepancy 
between designers’ and users’ perception. For example, Hsu et al. (2000) investigated the differences between 
designers and users in perceiving telephone design. Their results showed that designers prefer elegant style, 
while users appreciate modern design. In the study of Vogt and Magnussen (2007), different pictures were 
viewed by two groups of participants – artists and artistically untrained people. The results indicated two 
groups used different viewing patterns, which suggests that experience in art (or design) affects the way ob-
server perceive visual messages. Another study of Bonnardel et al. (2011) also demonstrated some differences 
between designers of websites and users. This motivated us to investigate the possible disagreement between 
those who design instructions and those who consult the instructions.

2 EXPERIMENTAL

Our investigation included two types of participants’ responses. One part of experiment was subjective eval-
uation of different samples of instructions design. Another part was reporting the design features mentioned 
by the participants while describing each of the instructions designs.

2.1 Participants

40 volunteers participated in the study. Their ages ranged from 21 to 41 years of age (M = 28.983, SD = 6.02). 65% 
of the participants were female and 35% were male. One group consisted of 20 professional graphic designers 
while another group included 20 laypeople without any kind of design experience. The selection criteria for 
choosing designers required that participants have formal design education and have at least one experience 
with the design of instructions.
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2.2 Samples

We used four different samples of instructions to test their attractiveness by the two groups of participants. 
Tested instructions differed according to two factors: graphical elements and a theme. Both factors varied at 
two levels. Graphical elements used for the instructions design were whether lines (linear design) or planes 
(flat design). Themes referred to the type of consumer product: pasta or cleaning spray. Samples of instruc-
tions are shown on Figure 1.

Figure 1. Designs of instructions used as stimuli: 1 – linear/pasta, 
2 – linear/spray, 3 – flat/spray, 4 – flat/pasta.

2.3 Procedure

The experiment was conducted in a laboratory cabinet to ensure constant viewing conditions across the par-
ticipants. Each of the participants evaluated the samples individually. Samples were presented one by one. 
The presentation time was not time-limited. The samples of instructions were presented on screen, on Lenovo 
computer display (model LEN L1900pA) with the viewing distance of 60 (+/–1) cm. Using 7-point Likert scale 
(7 = very attractive, 1 = unattractive), participants evaluated the attractiveness of each instructions design. 
This type of evaluation is commonly used in testing the attractiveness (Barlow, 1991; Monk, 2007). Participants 
were also encouraged to mention which design features made instructions especially attractive or unattractive. 
The experimenter recorded the answers and later categorised them in a table.
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3 RESULTS

Although designs with planes were rated as slightly worse (M = 5.26, SD = 1.49) than liner design (M = 5.33, 
SD = 1.09), the repeated-measures ANOVA analysis showed no significant difference among two structural 
elements, F(1,79) = 0.10, p = 0.75. The repeated-measures ANOVA analysis with respect to theme of instructions 
found no significant difference between instructions for preparing pasta and instructions for using a cleaning 
spray F(1,79) = 0.89, p = 0.35.
A paired t-test showed that the two groups of participants rated instructions designs differently t(79) = 2.64, 
p < 0.01.The mean rate given by the group of non-designers was M = 5.60, SD = 1.15, while the designers were 
more critical with the mean rate M = 4.98, SD = 1.38. 
Group means and standard deviations of participants’ rates are shown in Figure 2. The group mean results 
indicate that designers evaluated linear instructions for spray as the best design (M = 6.00, SD = 0.1.12), while 
non-designers preferred planar design of instruction for pasta (M = 6.50, SD = 0.76).
Table 1 summarizes the design features mentioned by the participants during the evaluation process. Each 
feature is put in the tables only if mentioned more than twice.

Figure 2. Mean rates for the instructions design across the participant groups.

Table 1. The most common design features mentioned by the participants while describing each of the in-
structions designs.

Instructions 
design

Non-designers Designers
Attractive 
features

Unattractive
features

Attractive 
features

Unattractive
features

Linear - pasta simple outdated
clean

simplified
appealing

Linear - spray light indistinct
plain 

clean
elegant

unnoticeable

Flat - pasta
attractive
modern
stylish

uniformed
cohesive cluttered

Flat - spray
modern

eye-catching
colourful

dark
cluttered
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4 DISCUSSION

The results showed that the product type did not affect the attractiveness evaluation. Participants’ responses 
were not influenced by graphical elements also. More interesting finding is that there was a significant differ-
ence in the attractiveness perception between designers and non-designers. First of all, designers were more 
severe than users while evaluating the samples, and this was not surprising. While designers preferred linear 
and simple instructions design, laypeople were attracted by the colourful designs made of planes. As noted by 
Tractinsky and Meyer (1999), people prefer simple graphical presentations that facilitate efficient information 
processing. Generally, well-trained designers rely on this concept in their work, so this probably guided their 
evaluation in our study. On the other side, laypeople show a preference for visual embellishments which are 
not essential to understanding the information (Bateman 2010), and this might resulted with their higher 
scores for colourful instructions.
The results of the evaluations were in line with the verbal explanations of participants. Most of the designers 
mentioned “clean” and simplified form as characteristics of attractive visualizations, while laypeople appre-
ciated the power of colour and the modern look of more complex designs.
Our finding about the gap between designers and users is in line with other studies that showed differences 
between this two groups of participants. Quispel (2014) investigated how people differ in their evaluation of 
data visualizations, and the results showed that designers rated the attractiveness of samples differently than 
laypeople. This is in accordance with the study focused on product design, conducted by Hsu et al (2000). They 
also reported about different preferences across the participants while evaluating telephone design.

5 CONCLUSIONS

Overall, our results suggest that designers prefer simple and sophisticated designs, while laypeople like em-
bellished colourful visualizations. The study demonstrated notable mismatch between these two groups of 
respondents. In the light of our findings, we suggest that every graphical presentation of instructions for 
product use should be tested on the group of end-users. Testing prototypes is common practice in design 
projects, so it should not be the exception in instructions design.
Our study have limitations. We measured only the attractiveness of instructions design, without evaluating 
their understandability. Future studies should investigate both measures in order to get more data about 
functional and aesthetic aspects of instructions design. Furthermore, line and plane are not the only graphical 
elements commonly used for instructions design, so other elements (such as dot) should be manipulated as 
independent variable in future research.
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