Using design to improve the lives of people towards a
positive ﬂourishing state is the main premise of Positive
Design. Our contribution to this growing ﬁeld focuses on
making use of the symbolic meaning that design can
have to bolster human happiness.
The SIM toolkit for designers (composed of a card set
and a website) aims to inspire design that is open for
symbolic meaning attribution and supports subjective
well-being.
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SIM toolkit: Design with symbolic meaning for user happiness
This document summarizes the SIM toolkit for designers (‘Design with
symbolic meaning for user happiness’), composed of a card set and a website.
The SIM card set aims to communicate six happiness-related symbolic meanings (Casais, Mugge & Desmet, 2016)¹ and 16 design directions (Casais,
Mugge & Desmet, 2015)², to inspire design that is open for symbolic meaning
attribution and supports subjective well-being. The card set also describes the
SIM website companion that contains additional resources.
The SIM card set
The SIM card set is composed of three introduction cards, six symbolic
meaning cards and 16 design direction cards.
The three introductions cards provide an entry point to the SIM toolkit. The
ﬁrst introduction card entitled ‘Positive Design’ provides a summary of the
Positive Design framework (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013)³ and links it to the
research on design with symbolic meaning. The second introduction card
entitled ‘The SIM card set’ provides a small introduction about the research
and summarizes the content of the card set, suggesting ways to use it. Speciﬁcally, it indicates that the card set is meant for the idea generation phase of
design projects and suggests two ways of selecting design directions: by 1)
selecting the most relevant symbolic meaning and considering the suggested
directions, and 2) by clustering the most relevant design directions according
to the designer’s own theme, selecting from that cluster, and discovering the
symbolic meaning associated with it. The third introduction card, named ‘The
SIM website’, describes the features of the companion platform that extends
and illustrates the card set.
In addition to the three introductory cards, the SIM card set includes six
symbolic meaning cards. Each symbolic meaning is communicated with a
distinct colour. Namely: ‘Purpose in life’ is blue, ‘personal growth’ is purple,
‘self-acceptance’ is pink, ‘autonomy’ is red, ‘environmental mastery’ is yellow,
and ‘positive relations with others’ is green. The cards contain a description of
each symbolic meaning on the front side, and a list of suggested design
directions on the back side.
The design direction cards describe a design direction on the front side and
contain questions about the user on the back side, to allow the design to go
deeper into the topic. Although the design direction cards are not strictly
grouped according to the respective symbolic meanings, we opted to use the
corresponding colour in a predominant way to provide some degree of structure.

¹Casais, M., Mugge, R. & Desmet,
P.M.A. (2016). Stuﬀ doesn’t make
us happy. Or does it? The role of
symbolic meanings of objects in
subjective well-being. Working
paper, Delft University of Technology.
²Casais, M., Mugge, R. & Desmet,
P.M.A. (2015). Extending product
life by introducing symbolic
meaning: An exploration of design
strategies to support subjective
well-being. In T. Cooper, N.
Braithwaite, M. Moreno & G. Salvia
(Eds.), Product Lifetimes and the
Environment (PLATE) Conference
Proceedings. Nottingham Trent
University: CADBE, 44–51.
³Desmet, P.M.A. & Pohlmeyer, A.E.
(2013). Positive design: An introduction to design for subjective
well-being. International Journal
of Design, 7(3), 5–19.

The digital database–the SIM website–contains diverse design examples and
relevant literature (http://www.designwithmeaning.org). It explains each
symbolic meaning and each design direction with depth, referring to relevant
research and theory that underpins and clariﬁes them. The website is linked
to the printed cards by image recognition technology, speciﬁcally, QR codes.
In addition, the website was designed with an upload feature, through which
users can contribute with new product examples, literature, or other interesting sources. The SIM website is managed by the main researcher with
support from the research team, to ensure that it is up to date and relevant.
Furthermore, the website serves as a dissemination platform for the research,
allowing users to download the card set, which is provided as open access.
Text adapted from: Casais, M., Mugge, R. & Desmet, P.M.A. (2016). Using symbolic meaning as
a means to design for happiness: The development of a card set for designers. DRS2016:
Future-Focused Thinking, Brighton, 27-30 June 2016.

TERMS OF USE
The SIM card set is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non
Commercial-No Derivs 3.0 Unported License:

Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if
changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests
the licensor endorses you or your use.
NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.
NoDerivatives — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute
the modiﬁed material.
No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that
legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

ISBN/EAN: 978-94-6186-638-7
In all communication materials, please refer to:
Casais, M., Mugge, R., & Desmet, P.M.A. (2016). Design with symbolic meaning for user happiness card set (SIM). ISBN/EAN: 9789461866387. Delft: Delft
University of Technology.
For more information visit:
http://www.designwithmeaning.org
(Delft Institute of Positive Design)
http://www.diopd.org
We are very interested in knowing more
about your experiences using the SIM
toolkit! Share them with us:
info@designwithmeaning.org

Positive Design
INTRODUCTION

POSITIVE DESIGN

Positive Design is design that is created with the intention to have
a long-lasting contribution to happiness. It uses knowledge from
Positive Psychology, such as happiness-enhancing activities, as a
starting point for design interventions.

INTRODUCTION

SIM CARD SET

(being a morally good person)

Positive
Design

(experiencing positive aﬀect)

The introduction cards: ‘SIM card set’ card (this one!) - describes
the diﬀerent cards and suggest ways to use the SIM card set; ‘SIM
website’ card - describes the SIM website companion and how it
can enhance the SIM card set; ‘Positive Design’ card - describes the
Framework of Positive Design and how it relates to SIM.

Design for
Personal Signiﬁcance
(pursuing personal goals)

The 6 symbolic meaning cards present possible symbolic meanings
in products that relate to- and inﬂuence happiness.

The Positive Design framework (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013) proposes
three ingredients: Design for Pleasure, Design for Virtue and Design
for Personal Signiﬁcance. Together, these ingredients can have a
positive impact on people’s lives. In addition, Positive Design should
consider ﬁve aspects: it should be possibility-driven, balanced, take
into account the user’s personal ﬁt and active involvement, and it
should strive for long- term impact. Positive Design focuses on the
enabling qualities of design (“to do”, rather than “to have”). Our
contribution to Positive Design focuses on the symbolic role of
products.

The 16 design direction cards oﬀer inspiration for encouraging symbolic
meaning in products to enrich and deepen product experiences and
support user happiness.

Using the SIM card set
The cards can be used in diﬀerent ways. Here are some suggestions of use
(for other suggestions, see SIM website www.designwithmeaning.org):

We propose that symbolic meaning can provide an important
contribution to happiness: Design to symbolize, to remind,
to inspire...

1) Consider the user and the context you are designing for. Select the
most relevant symbolic meaning and consider the suggested directions.
2) Cluster the most relevant design directions according to your own
theme, select from that cluster, and discover the symbolic meaning
associated with it.

Desmet, P. M. A., & Pohlmeyer, A. E. (2013). Positive design: An introduction
to design for subjective well-being. International Journal of Design, 7(3), 5-19.

The SIM website

INTRODUCTION

SIM WEBSITE

www.designwithmeaning.org

TERMS OF USE

This website was especially designed to provide inspiration in the
idea generation phase of a design project. It works as a companion
to the printed SIM card set, containing diverse product examples
and relevant literature to provide visual inspiration and in-depth
knowledge on each symbolic meaning and design direction.
The research is presented in a dynamic way, with real-life stories,
pictures, text, and ﬁlm clips.

The SIM card set is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No Derivs
3.0 Unported License.
ISBN/EAN: 978-94-6186-638-7

In all communication materials, please refer to:

The full SIM card set is available for download on the website,
along with diﬀerent suggestions of use.
card set
download

relevant
publications

SIM
website
product
examples

real-life
stories

The website includes an upload feature, through which the tool
users (designers, design students, etc.) can contribute with
interesting product examples, publications, or other sources.

The SIM card set
This card set was especially designed for the idea generation phase
of a design project. It describes strategies to include symbolic
meaning in products to support happiness.

Design for
Virtue

Design for
Pleasure

Symbolically meaningful products have the ability to make intentions
tangible, to remind of aspirations and to keep successes vivid – and
consequently they can contribute to happiness.

Casais, M., Mugge, R., & Desmet, P.M.A. (2016). Design
with symbolic meaning for user happiness card set
(SIM). ISBN/EAN: 9789461866387. Delft: Delft University of Technology.

For more information visit:

http://www.designwithmeaning.org

(Delft Institute of Positive Design)
http://www.diopd.org

info@designwithmeaning.org

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

PERSONAL GROWTH

PERSONAL GROWTH

PURPOSE IN LIFE

PURPOSE IN LIFE

Symbolizes personally
signiﬁcant goals and aspirations,
and a sense of directedness

Proposed design directions:

Symbolizes the acceptance of past
experiences, the openness to new
challenges; continued development
and maturity

Proposed design directions:
Support active personal development
by providing a platform for active reﬂection on
lessons learned and future expectations
Embody personal growth
by focusing on adaptability to accommodate
physical and psychological change

Encourage positive change
by providing an external trigger that suggests
beneﬁcial activities or behaviours
Provide a sense of control
by allowing the user to manage personally
signiﬁcant goals, or to eliminate obstacles
in their fulﬁlment

Support acceptance and growth
from past experiences
by providing a tangible representation
of the passage of time

Keep track of progress
by providing visual feedback on progress
towards personally signiﬁcant goals

Enhance memories
by oﬀering a positive context or activity
to reﬂect on memories of loved ones

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

POSITIVE RELATIONS WITH OTHERS

POSITIVE RELATIONS WITH OTHERS

SELF-ACCEPTANCE

SELF-ACCEPTANCE

Symbolizes quality relations
and aﬃliations that contribute
to a sense of belongingness

Proposed design directions:

Symbolizes the acceptance of
positive and negative aspects of oneself;
self-compassion and a positive self-image

Proposed design directions:

Support meaningful aﬃliations
by facilitating the practice of
group/community activities
Embody characteristics of a group
by using unique characteristics
of groups the user belongs to
(e.g. culture, profession)

Allow shared transformation
by providing tools for user input at
an aesthetic and/or functional level
Allow self-expression
by providing a tangible platform to
wear, share, or display personally
signiﬁcant ideas

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

SYMBOLIC MEANING

ENVIRONMENTAL MASTERY

ENVIRONMENTAL MASTERY

AUTONOMY

AUTONOMY

Symbolizes the ability to manage or
create a suitable environment to
accommodate personal needs and values

Proposed design directions:

Symbolizes a sense of independence
and self-reliance in thoughts and in actions;
resisting external pressures

Proposed design directions:

Support multi-sensorial communication
by translating messages into sensorial
experiences (e.g., simulating physical
behaviours or emotions)
Provide a context for meaningful interaction
by making use of the context or limitations
as an advantage

Destigmatize
by enhancing the aesthetic qualities of
physically enabling products
Design for mindfulness
by slowing down processes or disclosing the
mechanisms behind products to promote a
mindful living
Redirect the user's attention
by designing an intervention that requires attention
from the user to distract from negative situations

SUPPORT MEANINGFUL
AFFILIATIONS
by facilitating the practice of
group/community activities

EMBODY CHARACTERISTICS
OF A GROUP
by using unique characteristics of groups the
user belongs to (e.g. culture, profession)

Think about...
...to which meaningful groups or communities
does your user belong?
...what activities make your user feel like he/
she belongs?

by providing an external trigger that suggests
beneﬁcial activities or behaviours

by providing a platform for active reﬂection
on lessons learned and future expectations

...to which meaningful groups or communities
does your user belong?
...what are unique characteristics of those
groups?

...which activities or behaviours can beneﬁt
your user, and contribute to a purposeful life?

EMBODY PERSONAL GROWTH
by focusing on adaptability to accommodate
physical and psychological change

SUPPORT ACCEPTANCE AND
GROWTH FROM PAST EXPERIENCES
by providing a tangible representation
of the passage of time

Think about...

PROVIDE A SENSE OF CONTROL
by allowing the user to manage personally
signiﬁcant goals, or to eliminate
obstacles in their fulﬁlment

...what are personally signiﬁcant goals that give
purpose to your user?
...what are possible obstacles in their fulﬁllment?

Think about...

KEEP TRACK OF PROGRESS
by providing visual feedback on progress
towards personally signiﬁcant goals

...what are personally signiﬁcant goals that
give purpose to your user?
...how can progress towards their fulﬁllment
be measured?

Think about...
...through which processes, actions or
activities can your user reﬂect on life and
on personal growth?

Think about...

Think about...

Think about...

ENCOURAGE POSITIVE CHANGE

SUPPORT ACTIVE
PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

...in what meaningful ways can your user change
or develop (physically and psychologically)?
...what processes, actions or activities are
related to it?

Think about...
...what scale of time is most relevant for
your user?

Think about...

ENHANCE MEMORIES
by oﬀering a positive context or activity
to reﬂect on memories of loved ones

...who are your user’s loved ones?
...what positive memories does your user have
with his/her loved ones (places, moments, life
milestones, etc.)?

Think about...

DESTIGMATIZE
by enhancing the aesthetic qualitites
of physically enabling products

...what products enable your user and support
his/her autonomy?
...which (physical) characteristics of those
products make your user feel self-conscious?

Think about...

DESIGN FOR MINDFULNESS
by slowing down processes or disclosing
mechanisms behind products to
promote a mindful living

...how can your user have more control over his/
her context (think of small everyday things)?

Think about...

REDIRECT THE USER’S ATTENTION

...to what negative situations is your user
exposed to?

by designing an intervention that requires
attention from the user to distract from
negative situations

...how do these limit your user’s autonomy?

Think about...

ALLOW SHARED TRANSFORMATION
by providing tools for user input at
an aesthetic and/or functional level

...what skills and competences is your user
proud of?

Think about...

ALLOW SELF-EXPRESSION

...what positive aspects of your user’s identity
can be enhanced to promote self-acceptance?

by providing a tangible platform to
wear, share or display personally
signiﬁcant ideas

...what ideas or principles does your user ﬁnd
important to support his/her identity?

SUPPORT MULTI-SENSORIAL
COMMUNICATION

Think about...
...how does your user convey proximity?

by translating messages into sensorial
experiences (e.g., simulating physical
behaviours and emotions)

PROVIDE A CONTEXT FOR
MEANINGFUL INTERACTIONS
by making use of the context or
limitations as an advantage

Think about...
...what opportunities/limitations does your
user’s context present?

