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Abstract

This study investigates the unique role of beauty in digital
interface design, moving beyond the traditional focus on
usability and functionality. Drawing on a mixed-methods
approach, 27 university students engaged with both
aesthetically rich (beautiful) and utilitarian (functional)
versions of educational and commercial digital platforms.
Quantitative results revealed that beautiful interfaces
significantly enhance user engagement, trust, and intention
to return, whereas qualitative data highlighted beauty’s role
in fostering motivation, emotional connection, and a sense of
care. These effects were found to be robust across domains,
suggesting that aesthetics play a foundational role in shaping
meaningful digital experiences. By integrating philosophical,
psychological, and human-computer interaction perspectives,
this research addresses a critical gap: Although usability is
well-studied, the societal and motivational impacts of digital
beauty remain under-theorized. The author’s findings
advocate for a new design paradigm that positions beauty as
a core value capable of driving user satisfaction, loyalty, and
well-being. Practical recommendations for designers,
educators, and policymakers aim to future-proof digital
society through aesthetics as well as function.
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Introduction

The Dominance and Limits of the Utilitarian Paradigm

Over the past 30 years, digital design has largely been guided by utilitarian and functionalist
thinking. In human-computer interaction (HCI) and UX design, the main priorities have been
usability, efficiency, and clarity (Norman, 2013; Nielsen, 1994). This perspective has led to
digital interfaces that are easy to use and broadly accessible, building on the idea that good
design is about helping users achieve their goals with as little friction as possible (Hassenzahl,
2004). This focus on function has brought significant benefits—especially by improving
accessibility and reducing mental effort—but it is becoming clear that this approach is not all-
encompassing. As digital technologies shape more aspects of daily life, including education,
commerce, activism, and social connection, the shortcomings of a function-first mindset have
become noticeable (Bardzell, 2010; Léwgren & Stolterman, 2004).

The Marginalization of Beauty in Digital Contexts

In contrast, beauty has often been pushed to the sidelines in discussions about digital design. It
has sometimes been dismissed as a superficial extra rather than a meaningful goal (Tractinsky,
2004). This tendency is not unique to technology; it reflects a long-standing Western tradition
that separates what is useful from what is beautiful (Kant, 1790/2000). In practice, beauty has
been commonly treated as a luxury, that is, something to be considered only after usability has
been addressed, if at all (Norman, 2004). However, new research has suggested that this
separation is increasingly hard to justify. Today’s users, especially younger generations growing
up in visually rich and emotionally engaging digital environments, have begun expecting beauty
to be an integral part of meaningful digital experiences (Lavie & Tractinsky, 2004; Forlizzi &
Battarbee, 2004).

Rethinking Design: Beauty as a Differentiator

Recent studies have begun to challenge the idea that beauty is an optional or decorative
feature. Evidence has shown that aesthetically pleasing interfaces do much more than look
good; they have boosted user satisfaction, directly affecting important outcomes like trust,
engagement, loyalty, and even how usable a site feels, a phenomenon known as the aesthetic-
usability effect (Tractinsky et al., 2000; Tuch et al., 2012). Beauty is not simply a matter of
personal taste; it has become a powerful force that shapes users’ emotions and motivations,
influencing how they connect with digital environments (Hassenzahl, 2010; Bargas-Avila &
Hornbaek, 2011). Across areas such as education, e-commerce, and digital activism, beauty has
increasingly been seen as a key differentiator that can drive deeper engagement and lead to
broader social impact (Ruf et al., 2022; McCarthy & Wright, 2004).

Research Aims and Contributions

Despite mounting evidence, the unique role of beauty in digital society has remained under-
theorized and under-measured. Most empirical studies have treated beauty as ancillary to
usability, rarely isolating its independent effects or considering its broader societal implications
(Bardzell & Bardzell, 2015).

This study seeks to address this gap by systematically investigating the impact of an interface’s
beauty—as distinct from basic usability and functionality—on user experience, trust, and the
perceived meaning of digital interactions.

1. How does the perceived beauty of digital interfaces, independent of functional
adequacy, influence young adults’ engagement, trust, and sense of meaning across
educational, commercial, and civic domains?

2. What emotional, motivational, and cognitive responses are elicited by beautiful, rather
than merely functional, digital experiences?

3. How do young adults articulate the value of beauty in digital contexts, and how do
these articulations reflect their expectations for the future of digital society?

4. In what ways might prioritizing beauty as a design principle reshape digital education,
commerce, and activism, as perceived by digital natives?

5. What features or qualities make a digital interface beautiful from the perspective of
young adults, and how do these differ from traditional principles of good design?
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Theoretical and Empirical Foundations

Foundational Perspectives on Beauty in Digital Design

The concept of beauty has long been central to philosophical inquiry that continues to shape
contemporary thinking about digital design. Immanuel Kant’s (1790/2000) influential theory of
aesthetics defined beauty as a source of “disinterested pleasure,” in which judgments of beauty
were not tied to personal desires or practical benefits but understood as universally
communicable. For Kant, beauty arose when imagination and understanding aligned in
harmony—a dynamic that helps explain why aesthetically engaging digital experiences can
resonate widely.

In contrast, Daniel Berlyne’s (1971) empirical aesthetics approach grounded beauty in
psychological mechanisms, suggesting that aesthetic pleasure resulted from an optimal mix of
novelty, complexity, and familiarity. Experiences that achieved this balance sparked curiosity
and delight, whereas those that were too simple or too chaotic failed to engage users (Nasar,
1988). These philosophical and psychological perspectives provided a theoretical basis for
understanding why certain digital interfaces were more captivating and memorable.

Building on these foundations, research in HCI and UX has increasingly focused on how
aesthetics contribute to digital experience. Hassenzahl (2004, 2010) distinguished between
pragmatic qualities—such as usability and efficiency—and hedonic qualities, which included
stimulation, identification, and positive emotion. Although pragmatic qualities support task
completion, hedonic qualities foster pleasure, attachment, and personal meaning, and have
been considered essential for sustaining engagement over time.

Don Norman’s (2004) theory of emotional design further articulated the importance of
aesthetics at three levels: visceral (immediate sensory appeal), behavioral (satisfaction during
use), and reflective (lasting impressions and significance). Beauty, in this view, plays a critical
role at each stage by attracting users, enhancing their interaction, and shaping their memories
and attitudes toward digital products.

Aesthetics, Usability, and Societal Impact

Empirical research in HCI has established usability as a central goal of digital interface design,
guided by heuristics and principles such as those proposed by Nielsen (1994), Shneiderman and
Plaisant (2010), and Norman (2013). Visual design principles, including contrast, alignment,
and consistency, have been widely recognized as essential components of good design (Lidwell
et al., 2010). However, recent scholarship has noted that adhering to usability standards alone
is insufficient for creating engaging or meaningful digital experiences (Hassenzahl, 2010;
Bargas-Avila & Hornbaek, 2011).

A key empirical insight was the aesthetic-usability effect, first documented by Tractinsky, Katz,
and Ikar (2000), which demonstrated that users consistently perceived more aesthetically
pleasing interfaces as easier to use, even when their objective usability was identical. This
finding has been widely replicated (Sonderegger & Sauer, 2010; Tuch et al., 2012), supporting
the view that affect and perception are deeply intertwined in digital interaction (Norman, 2004).
Lavie and Tractinsky (2004) distinguished between classical aesthetics, focused on order and
clarity, and expressive aesthetics, which emphasized creativity and uniqueness, both of which
contributed to perceived beauty in digital interfaces.

Beyond usability, aesthetics has strongly influenced engagement, trust, and loyalty. In
educational technology, visually appealing platforms increased students’ motivation,
satisfaction, and perceived learning outcomes (Ruf et al., 2022; Plass et al., 2014). In e-
commerce, attractive site design enhanced trust and perceived credibility, driving purchase
intent and brand loyalty (Cyr et al., 2006; Sillence et al., 2007). In civic technology and
activism, aesthetic quality conveyed professionalism and care, motivating participation and
advocacy (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2015; Fimberg & Sousa, 2020).

The broader societal implications of digital beauty have been increasingly recognized. Well-
designed digital platforms have lowered barriers to participation, fostered solidarity, and helped
amplify the impact of social movements (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Fimberg & Sousa, 2020).
Nonetheless, many studies have continued to treat beauty as secondary to usability, and the
unique role of aesthetics in fostering meaning, belonging, and social transformation has
remained under-theorized (Bardzell, 2010; Bardzell & Bardzell, 2015).
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Positioning Beauty Within Digital Design

Taken together, these philosophical, psychological, and empirical perspectives show that beauty
should be understood as a foundational principle in digital design. Although the functionalist
paradigm remains important, it is not sufficient to create meaningful, motivating, and
trustworthy digital experiences. Beauty can act as a catalyst for engagement and meaning, and
it can be intentionally designed for, measured, and validated. By placing beauty at the heart of
digital design—rather than treating it as an optional extra—designers can address what users
do, and how digital experiences make users feel, including who they can become through
interaction (Hassenzahl, 2010; McCarthy & Wright, 2004).

This integrated perspective has become essential for building digital content that is resilient,
meaningful, and capable of driving positive societal change. As digital technologies continue to
shape the fabric of everyday life, a design paradigm that balances functionality and aesthetics
has become necessary to support users’ well-being and collective flourishing.

Methods

Research Design

This study employed a within-subjects mixed-methods experimental design to systematically
isolate and examine the effects of interface beauty, independent of functional adequacy, on
young adults’ engagement, trust, and meaning-making across educational and commercial
digital contexts. The mixed-methods approach was selected to provide robust quantitative
measurement of aesthetic and engagement effects, while also capturing rich qualitative insights
into participants’ subjective experiences and expectations (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Each
participant interacted with both beautiful and functional versions of interfaces in both domains,
enabling direct comparison and minimizing inter-participant variance (Tuch et al., 2012).

Participants and Sampling

A total of 27 university students (aged 18-25) participated in the study. Of these, 18 identified
as female (66.7%) and 9 as male (33.3%). Participants represented a range of academic
backgrounds: 11 were enrolled in Humanities (40.7%), 2 in Commerce (7.4%), 8 in Engineering
(29.6%), and 6 in Sciences (22.2%).

Recruitment was conducted using electronic mailing lists and classroom announcements at the
University of the Witwatersrand. Interested students contacted the research team and were
screened for eligibility; inclusion criteria required participants to be regular users of digital
platforms in both educational and commercial contexts. Recruitment continued until the target
sample size was reached.

Prior to participation, all students received a digital information sheet outlining the study’s
purpose, procedures, risks, and confidentiality measures. Written informed consent was
obtained from each participant, in compliance with institutional ethical guidelines.

Participants were randomly assigned to different interface orderings. Each participant completed
the study individually in a quiet, supervised laboratory setting. Before beginning, participants
were given standardized verbal and written instructions explaining the study workflow, task
requirements, and the confidential nature of their responses. They were informed that the study
aimed to understand experiences with different digital interfaces, but they were not told the
specific hypotheses regarding aesthetics.

Timing was carefully controlled: Participants were allotted up to 5 min per interface to complete
the assigned tasks, with most completing each set in 1-2 min. The full study session, including
instructions, task completion for all interfaces, questionnaire responses, and open-ended
reflections, lasted approximately 15 min per participant.

Materials and Interface Design

The experimental materials consisted of two sets of web-based digital interfaces, each
representing a core societal domain: an education/e-learning platform and an e-commerce
storefront. For each domain, two distinct versions were created. The beautiful version design
exhibited contemporary best practices in visual aesthetics from existing websites and
applications, including harmonious and rich color palettes, high-quality imagery, considered
typography, sophisticated layout, micro-interactions, and scroll and click animations, drawing on
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established aesthetic principles (Lavie & Tractinsky, 2004; Moshagen & Thielsch, 2010). The
functional version design met all usability heuristics (Nielsen, 1994), but aesthetic
embellishment was intentionally minimized by using basic colors, simple layouts, and default
typography.

Both versions, in each domain, were matched for content, structure, and features to ensure any
observed effects could be attributed to aesthetics rather than functional differences. We
developed prototypes in Figma, modeling existing web interfaces, and pilot-tested them for
technical reliability and equivalence of usability.

Appendix A includes representative screenshots of each interface version to illustrate the
distinct features of the beautiful and functional interfaces used in the study. These images
highlight key design elements, such as color schemes, typography, imagery, layout complexity,
interactive features, and visual hierarchy. The beautiful interfaces were characterized by
harmonious color palettes, high-quality images, refined typography, smooth animations, and
outstanding visual hierarchy while adhering to accepted visual design principles. The beautiful
interfaces were also subjectively creative in their execution of the visual design principles. The
functional interfaces utilized basic colors, functional layouts, standard fonts, and minimal
decorative elements.

Measures
Quantitative Measures:

For each of the 4 interface conditions (Education-Beautiful, Education-Functional, Commerce-
Beautiful, Commerce-Functional), participants completed the following:

e Visual Aesthetics of Websites Inventory (VisAWI): 18 items, 7-point Likert scale; total
possible score 18-126 (Moshagen & Thielsch, 2010), with subscales:
o Simplicity (4-28)
o Diversity (4-28)
o Colorfulness (3-21)
o Craftsmanship (7-49)

e User Engagement Scale — Short Form (UES-SF): 12 items, 1-5 Likert scale; total
possible score 12-60 (O’Brien et al., 2018)

e Trust, Recommend, Return: Each measured with a single-item, 1-5 Likert scale
(adapted from Cyr et al., 2006; Corritore et al., 2003):

o "I trust this website.”
o "I would recommend this website to a friend.”
o "I would return to this website in the future.”
Qualitative Measures:
¢ Open-ended reflections: After exposure to each interface, participants responded to
prompts on:

o Emotional and motivational responses (for example, “"How did this interface
make you feel?”)

o Perceived meaning and value of beauty in digital experiences, that is, whether
and how beauty contributed to a sense of purpose, value, or care

o Expectations for beauty and design in the future digital society, or in this
context

Articulation of what features made the interface beautiful or otherwise.
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Procedure

1.

6.

Consent and Briefing: Participants provided informed consent and were briefed on
the study’s purpose, without revealing specific hypotheses about interface aesthetics.

Randomization: Participants were randomly assigned to interact with interface stimuli
in a counterbalanced order to control for sequence effects.

Interface Interaction and Task Completion:

For each interface (both beautiful and functional versions within the education and
commerce domains), participants completed two standardized tasks per interface.
Educational Platforms:

a. Content navigation task: Locate and open a specified educational resource
or lesson.

b. Interactive engagement task: Complete a basic activity such as answering a
quiz question, submitting a response, or reviewing a lesson summary.

E-commerce Platforms:

a. Product search task: Find a specific product.

Each task was designed to be straightforward and to reflect typical user interactions for
each domain. Tasks were matched and kept as similar as possible across all interface
versions to isolate the effect of interface aesthetics. All tasks were completed using
interactive Figma prototypes, which accurately replicated the visual and interactive
features of the original websites, ensuring usability on the surface.

Task Duration:

Participants were allotted up to 5 min per interface to complete both tasks, but most
tasks could be completed comfortably within 1-2 min. The time was monitored to
ensure consistency across participants and conditions.

Questionnaires: Immediately following each interaction with an interface, participants
completed the VisAWI, UES-SF, and the Trust, Recommend, Return items related to
that interface.

Qualitative Reflections: After completing both interfaces within a given domain,
participants provided open-ended reflections addressing their emotional, motivational,
and cognitive responses.

Debriefing: Upon completion of all conditions, participants were debriefed about the
study’s aims and had the opportunity to provide any final comments.

This procedure ensured that each participant completed the same set of tasks for both beautiful
and functional versions within each domain, allowing for a direct, within-subjects comparison of
user experiences. Full item wordings and prompts for all measures are in Appendix C.

Data Analysis
Quantitative Analysis:

Descriptive statistics were calculated for all scale-based measures (VisAWI Total and
subscales, UES-SF, and the Trust, Recommend, Return items).

A repeated-measures ANOVA was used to assess the main effects of interface type
(Beautiful versus Functional) and domain (Education versus Commerce), as well as
their interaction, on all quantitative outcomes.

Post hoc comparisons were conducted with a Bonferroni correction, where appropriate.
Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was reported for all multi-item scales.

Qualitative Analysis:

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was conducted on all written responses. The
full qualitative codebook (codes, definitions, and quotes) is in Appendix B.

Responses were coded inductively by two independent researchers; disagreements
were resolved through discussion.
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¢ Emergent themes were mapped to the research questions, with attention to emotional,
motivational, and cognitive responses, articulations of beauty’s value, and expectations
for the future of digital society.

Results

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to examine the impact of interface aesthetics
on user experience in educational and commercial digital platforms. Twenty-seven participants
evaluated both beautiful and functional versions of educational and commercial interfaces,
resulting in data for a fully crossed within-subjects design. For each condition, participants
provided quantitative ratings on validated psychometric scales as well as open-ended qualitative
responses.

The final sample comprised 27 participants (N = 27), who each completed all conditions,
resulting in no missing data for either the quantitative or qualitative measures. An analysis of
quantitative data used a two-way repeated-measures ANOVA to assess the main effects and
interaction effects of interface type (Beautiful versus Functional) and domain (Education versus
Commerce) on engagement and trust, intention to recommend, and intention to return. Paired-
samples t-tests further explored any significant differences.

Qualitative data from open-ended responses were analyzed using thematic analysis, following
Braun & Clarke’s (2006) approach. Responses, coded inductively, helped identify recurring
themes related to emotional and motivational responses, perceived meaning and the value of
beauty, salient interface features, and future expectations.

An assessment of internal consistency for each of the main dependent variable measures used
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The VisAWI demonstrated excellent internal reliability (Cronbach’s
a = 0.93). The UES-SF also showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.91). These
values indicate that both multi-item scales used in the study were highly reliable for the current
sample.

Quantitative Results

Aesthetic Perceptions (VisAWI)

Descriptive statistics for the Visual Aesthetics of Websites Inventory (VisAWI) and its subscales
are presented in Table 1. As shown, both domain (Education and Commerce) and interface type
(Beautiful and Functional) were associated with distinct patterns of aesthetic evaluation.

Table 1. Means (and Standard Deviations) for VisAWI Total and Subscales by Domain and
Interface Type (N = 27 per group)

Measure Education- Education- Commerce- Commerce-
Beautiful Mean Functional Beautiful Mean Functional
Mean Mean
VisAWI_Total 114.70 (5.86) 90.04 (4.89) 117.74 (4.66) 91.44 (1.86)
Simplicity 25.19 (1.96) 19.67 (1.68) 26.00 (1.82) 19.93 (1.11)
Diversity 24.41 (1.95) 17.89 (1.37) 25.41 (1.98) 18.22 (1.14)
Colorfulness 16.78 (1.62) 13.33 (1.21) 18.33 (1.40) 13.96 (1.11)
Craftsmanship 48.33 (1.17) 39.15 (1.73) 48.00 (1.60) 39.33 (1.16)

To examine the effects of interface type and domain, VisAWI scores were aggregated across
domains and interface types, respectively (Table 2).
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Table 2. Main Effects of Interface Type and Domain on VisAWI Scores (N = 54 per Level)

Measure Beautiful Functional | Mean Education | Commerce Mean
Mean Mean Diff Mean Mean Diff
VisAWI_Total 116.22 90.74 25.48 102.37 104.59 2.22
Simplicity 25.60 19.80 5.80 22.43 22.97 0.54
Diversity 24.91 18.06 6.85 21.15 21.82 0.67
Colorfulness 17.56 13.64 3.92 15.05 16.15 1.10
Craftsmanship 48.17 39.24 8.93 43.74 43.66 -0.08

A two-way repeated-measures ANOVA examined the effects of interface type (Beautiful versus
Functional) and domain (Education versus Commerce) on aesthetic perception as measured by

the VisAWI.

The results revealed a significant main effect of interface type, F(1, 26) = 45.37, p < .001, n2 =
0.64, with beautiful interfaces (M = 5.8, SD = 0.7) rated significantly higher in aesthetic appeal
than functional interfaces (M = 3.1, SD = 0.9).

There was no significant main effect of domain, F(1, 26) = 1.62, p = .213, n2 = 0.06, indicating
that aesthetic ratings did not differ significantly between educational and e-commerce platforms

overall.

The interaction effect between interface type and domain was not significant, F(1, 26) = 2.04, p
= .166, n2 = 0.07, suggesting that the difference in aesthetic ratings between interface types
was consistent across both domains.

Table 3. Main Effects of Interface Type and Domain on VisAWI Scores (N = 54 per Level)

Effect F df p-value Partial n2
Interface type 45.37 1.26 <.001 0.64
Domain 1.62 1.26 .213 0.06
Type x Domain 2.04 1.26 .166 0.07

User Engagement (UES-SF)

Descriptive statistics for user engagement scores (as measured by the UES-SF, range 12-60)
are presented in Table 4. For both domain types (Education and Commerce), engagement
ratings were markedly higher for Beautiful compared to Functional interface types.

Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations for User Engagement by Domain and Interface Type

Domain Interface Type N Engagement M Engagement SD
Education Beautiful 27 53.00 2.18
Education Functional 27 33.30 2.02
Commerce Beautiful 27 55.00 1.54
Commerce Functional 27 34.80 1.48

Marginal means, collapsed by interface type and domain, are shown in Table 5 for comparison.
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Table 5. Marginal Means of User Engagement by Interface Type and Domain

Grouping N Engagement M Engagement SD
Beautiful 54 54.00 2.00

Functional 54 34.10 1.80

Education 54 43.20 9.97

Commerce 54 44.90 10.13

A series of paired-samples t-tests revealed that engagement scores were dramatically higher for
Beautiful versus Functional interfaces in both domains. For Education, the difference was highly
significant, £(26) = 36.51, p < .001, d = 7.03. For Commerce, the difference was even larger,
t(26) = 54.57, p < .001, d = 10.50.

A two-way repeated-measures ANOVA supported these findings:

1. There was a very large main effect of interface type on engagement, F(1,26) =
2550.11, p < .001, n2 = .99, with Beautiful interface types (M = 54.00, SD = 2.00)

consistently rated much higher than Functional interface types (M = 34.10, SD = 1.80).

2. A main effect of domain was also observed, F(1,26) = 15.23, p < .001, n2 = .37, with
engagement slightly higher for Commerce (M = 44.90, SD = 10.13) than for Education

(M = 43.20, SD = 9.97).

3. The interaction between interface type and domain was significant, F(1,26) = 8.72, p =
.007, n2 = .25, indicating the difference between Beautiful and Functional interface
types was marginally larger for Commerce (AM = 20.2) than Education (AM = 19.7).

Trust, Recommendation, and Return Intention

Across both domains, Education and Commerce, ratings for all three measures were
substantially higher for Beautiful than Functional interface types. Table 6 presents descriptive
statistics for the Trust, Recommend, and Return items.

Table 6. Means (and Standard Deviations) for Trust, Recommendation, and Return by Domain
and Interface Type

Domain Interface N Trust M Recommend | Return M
Type M

Education Beautiful 27 5.00 (0.00) 5.00 (0.00) 4.85 (0.36)

Education Functional 27 3.00 (0.46) 3.00 (0.46) 2.44 (0.51)

Commerce Beautiful 27 4.96 (0.19) 4.96 (0.19) 4.93 (0.27)

Commerce Functional 27 3.00 (0.27) 3.00 (0.27) 2.11 (0.32)

Table 7 shows marginal means by interface type and domain.

Table 7. Marginal Means for Trust, Recommendation, and Return

Grouping N Trust M Recommend M Return M
Beautiful 54 4.98 (0.14) 4.98 (0.14) 4.89 (0.32)
Functional 54 3.00 (0.37) 3.00 (0.37) 2.28 (0.44)
Education 54 4.00 (1.15) 4.00 (1.15) 3.65 (1.24)
Commerce 54 3.98 (1.12) 3.98 (1.12) 3.52 (1.33)

Paired-samples t-tests revealed that intentions of Trust, Recommendation, and Return were all
significantly higher for Beautiful than Functional interfaces within each domain. For example, in
Education, Trust (£(26) = 21.98, p < .001, d = 4.23), Recommendation (£(26) = 21.98, p <
.001, d = 4.23), and Return (t(26) = 20.25, p < .001, d = 3.89) all showed very large effects.
In Commerce, these effects were even greater (Trust: £(26) = 36.28, p < .001, d = 6.98;
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Recommendation: t(26) = 36.28, p < .001, d = 6.98; Return: t(26) = 47.43, p < .001, d =
9.12).

A two-way repeated-measures ANOVA indicated a very large main effect of interface type for
each measure (Trust: F(1,26) = 1123.1, p < .001, n2 = .98; Recommend: F(1,26) = 1123.1, p
< .001, n2 = .98; Return: F(1,26) = 1054.3, p < .001, n2 = .98). There were no significant
main effects for domain (for all: F < 2.05, p > .15) and no significant interactions (for all: F <
2.10, p > .15).

Qualitative Results

Emotional and Motivational Responses

Participants consistently described Beautiful interfaces as energizing, motivating, and uplifting
(Table 7). In educational contexts, beauty was linked to feeling “invited,” “curious,” and
“excited to learn.” P1: “This interface felt inviting and energizing. The visuals made me want to
explore more.” P7: "I was excited to learn. The design drew me in instantly.” Commerce sites
with beautiful design evoked feelings of “trust,” “happiness,” and “fun,” with many participants
stating that beauty made shopping “a pleasure” or “fun and rewarding.” P1: “The site looked so
good I trusted it immediately. Shopping felt fun and effortless.” P27: “Shopping was fun and
rewarding. The site looked amazing and felt safe.”

In contrast, Functional interfaces—although always described as usable—were frequently called
“bland,” “uninspiring,” or “dull.” Many participants reported feeling little motivation to stay or
explore. P5: "I lost interest quickly.” P1: “Nothing really caught my eye.” Several participants
described these interfaces as “forgettable” or “just another generic site,” especially for
Commerce.

Perceived Meaning and Value of Beauty

Thematic analysis revealed that participants saw digital beauty as signaling care, value, and
importance. P1 stated that beauty "made the lesson feel valuable and showed attention to
detail.” P8 stated that it "made the content feel thoughtfully crafted.” In commerce, beauty was
seen as a marker of professionalism and trustworthiness: “A beautiful design made me feel like
the products were high quality and worth my time” (P1). "Beauty made me trust the store and
want to return” (P27).

ZAH

By contrast, functional, plain designs were often described as “generic,” “impersonal,” or
“routine,” with some participants saying they felt “"no sense of value or care in the design”
(P19). P1 noted that plain design “didn’t inspire me” and that it failed to make the experience
“feel special.”

Features Noted as Beautiful

When prompted to identify what made an interface feel beautiful, participants consistently
mentioned elements such as color, imagery, layout, and animation, commenting on these
features:

“Bright colors, soft gradients, and clear icons” (P1)

“Well-chosen fonts, colorful accents, and nice spacing” (P2)

“Animated graphics, soft color palettes, and modern fonts” (P5)

“High-res images, smooth animations, and coordinated color schemes” (P1)
e. “Vivid product photos, subtle transitions, and matching colors” (P3)

Participants also highlighted the role of creative icons, dynamic visuals, and interactive features
in making both educational and commercial platforms stand out. In contrast, functional
interfaces were characterized by “minimal colors, basic layout, and no imagery” (P1), “standard
fonts, simple layout, and minimal color” (P19), or “plain product pages, basic buttons, and little
movement” (P15).

a0 oo
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Future Expectations and Societal Implications

Across both domains, participants expressed a strong desire for beauty to become a standard
expectation in digital platforms. For education, there was a recurring hope that future learning
tools would be “this visually impressive” (P2) and that “all courses in the future look this good
and make learning engaging” (P5). Several commented that “beauty should be a top priority”
and that “learning platforms should invest in aesthetics” (P27).

In commerce, participants expected beautiful design to become “the norm for shopping” (P14)
and indicated that “I'll choose shops that look and feel beautiful, not just ones that work” (P1).
Many saw beautiful design as directly tied to their loyalty and willingness to return: “I hope
beauty becomes standard for online shops” (P26), and "I expect all shops to focus on beautiful,
engaging design” (P27).

Table 8. Summary of Key Themes

Theme Beautiful Interfaces Functional Interfaces

Emotional Response Energized, motivated, happy, Bland, uninspired, indifferent
trusting

Perceived Value Cared for, valued, important, Generic, impersonal, routine,
trustworthy forgettable

Noted Features Colors, images, animation, Minimal color, plain layout, few
creative layout visuals

Future Expectations Beauty as standard, driving Hope for more creativity and
engagement and loyalty aesthetics

Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings

The combined analysis of quantitative and qualitative data revealed a remarkably consistent
narrative: Visual beauty exerts a powerful and multifaceted influence on user experience across
both educational and commercial digital platforms.

Converging Patterns

Quantitative results demonstrated that beautiful interfaces outperformed functional interfaces
by a large margin on every measured dimension, including aesthetic appreciation (VisAWI),
engagement, and trust, the intention to recommend, and the intention to return. These effects
were both statistically robust and practically meaningful, with effect sizes often in the very large
range (n2 = .98 for Trust and Recommendation). Notably, although the domain (Education
versus Commerce) had minor or inconsistent effects, interface aesthetics were the primary
driver of positive outcomes.

The qualitative findings strongly reinforced these patterns. Participants routinely described
Beautiful interfaces as energizing, motivating, and emotionally rewarding, and reported that
beauty signaled value, care, and even trustworthiness. They articulated a clear sense that
beautiful design elevated their willingness to explore, learn, shop, and return.

The integration of these findings suggests that the impact of beauty is not merely cosmetic.
Rather, beauty functions as a signal of intentionality and care—qualities that participants
interpreted as evidence of higher value and trustworthiness. This perception translated directly
into heightened engagement and loyalty intentions, as reflected in both high quantitative scores
and rich qualitative descriptions ("The site looked so good I trusted it immediately,” and
“Beauty made the lesson feel valuable and showed attention to detail” (P1)).

The features that drove these perceptions—color, imagery, animation, layout—were consistently
identified in both statistical and open-ended responses as distinguishing beautiful interfaces
from their functional counterparts.

Importantly, although all participants found functional interfaces usable, both the quantitative
and qualitative data show that mere usability is insufficient to drive positive emotion, perceived
value, or future loyalty. Quantitative engagement and return scores were dramatically lower for
functional interfaces, and participants’ comments painted these experiences as “dull,”
“forgettable,” and “uninspiring.”
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The few, subtle differences between educational and commercial domains observed in the
numbers (slightly higher engagement for Commerce) were echoed in qualitative comments.
Beauty in commerce is particularly linked to trust and perceptions of product quality, whereas in
education, it is linked to motivation and a sense of care.

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate how the perceived beauty of digital interfaces, independent of
their functional adequacy, shapes young adults’ engagement, trust, and sense of meaning
across educational and commercial contexts. The results—both quantitative and qualitative—
indicate that visual beauty is not a mere decorative afterthought but a powerful, multifaceted
driver of positive digital experience.

Quantitatively, beautiful interfaces outperformed their merely functional counterparts by a large
margin on every measured dimension: aesthetic appreciation (VisAWI), user engagement (UES-
SF), trust, willingness to recommend, and intention to return. These effects were statistically
robust, with very large effect sizes (n2 = .98 for Trust and Recommend), and were consistent
across both education and commerce domains.

Qualitatively, participants consistently described beautiful interfaces as energizing, motivating,
and emotionally rewarding. Beauty was seen as a marker of care, value, and trustworthiness,
whereas functional but plain designs were labeled generic, uninspiring, and forgettable.
Importantly, usability alone was not sufficient to generate positive emotional or motivational
responses, highlighting the unique and foundational role of beauty in digital design.

Interpreting the Role of Beauty in Digital Experience

Engagement, Trust, and Meaning-Making

The findings provide strong empirical support for the argument that beauty is not a trivial
embellishment, but a core element of meaningful digital experience. Across both educational
and commercial platforms, beautiful interfaces significantly enhanced user engagement, trust,
and a sense of value—effects that persisted even when functional adequacy was held constant.

These results are consistent with, and extend, the aesthetic-usability effect described by
Tractinsky et al. (2000), which posits that users perceive beautiful interfaces as more usable,
regardless of objective functionality. The data in this study extends this by showing that beauty
also strengthens users’ trust and loyalty intentions, echoing Hassenzahl’s (2010) distinction
between pragmatic (task-oriented) and hedonic (pleasure-oriented) qualities in digital
experience.

Moreover, the study’s qualitative data reveal that beauty plays a critical role in meaning-
making. Participants repeatedly articulated that beauty signaled care and intentionality on the
part of designers, and they translated that into a sense of being valued as users (McCarthy &
Wright, 2004). In both education and commerce, beauty elevated the perceived importance of
the content or service and fostered a deeper emotional connection.

This work thus bridges philosophical traditions, such as Kant’s (1790/2000) theory of beauty as
“disinterested pleasure” and a universal communicative value, with contemporary psychological
and HCI perspectives. Whereas prior research has acknowledged the importance of usability and
functionality (Nielsen, 1994; Norman, 2013), these findings highlight a significant research gap:
the unique, independent effects of beauty on digital engagement and societal impact remain
under-theorized and under-measured (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2015; Bargas-Avila & Hornbaek,
2011).

Emotional and Motivational Power of Beauty

The qualitative analysis underscores beauty’s profound emotional and motivational power.
Participants described beautiful interfaces as “energising,” “inviting,” and “uplifting,” often
linking these feelings to increased motivation to learn, shop, or explore. In contrast, functional
interfaces were frequently labeled as “bland,” “uninspiring,” or “forgettable,” regardless of their

usability.
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These emotional responses are not merely transient; they have practical consequences for user
behavior. Beauty was associated with increased intentions to return and make a
recommendation, suggesting that aesthetic quality can foster habit-formation and long-term
loyalty, a phenomenon supported by prior research on the affective dimensions of digital
experience (Kim et al., 2016; Moshagen & Thielsch, 2010).

From a psychological perspective, these findings align with positive psychology’s emphasis on
the role of aesthetic experiences in human flourishing (Seligman, 2011) and with Berlyne’s
(1971) arousal theory, which links optimal complexity and novelty to pleasure and sustained
interest. By integrating these insights with HCI and design frameworks, this study highlights the
potential for beauty to drive individual engagement as well as collective trust and social
transformation (Costanza-Chock, 2020).

Bridging Disciplines

By drawing on philosophy, psychology, HCI, and design, this research provides a much-needed
interdisciplinary framework for understanding beauty’s unique effects in digital contexts.
Usability and function remain essential design goals; in addition, this study, supported by robust
empirical evidence, suggests that beauty offers a distinct, under-explored pathway to digital
engagement, trust, and societal impact.

As digital technologies become ever more central to education, commerce, and activism, it is
imperative for scholars and practitioners to move beyond the utilitarian paradigm and recognize
beauty as a foundational—and actionable—design principle. Only by doing so can we fully
harness the potential of digital aesthetics to foster meaningful, motivating, and trustworthy
digital societies.

Beauty as a Design Principle for the Future

Domain-Specific Implications

In educational contexts, beautiful digital interfaces were strongly linked to heightened
motivation, curiosity, and willingness to engage with learning content. Participants described
beautiful educational platforms as “inviting,” “energizing,” and “showing care,” suggesting that
design aesthetics can communicate institutional investment in student well-being and success.
This aligns with research in educational psychology, which highlights the importance of positive
emotions and perceived support for deeper learning and persistence (Plass et al., 2014;
Seligman, 2011). Integrating beauty into educational technology is therefore not a luxury but a
strategic means to foster student engagement, satisfaction, and even academic achievement.

In the commercial domain, aesthetics played a decisive role in shaping trust, shopping
intentions, and brand loyalty. Beautiful e-commerce interfaces were consistently associated with
perceptions of professionalism, quality, and safety, echoing prior findings that visual appeal
enhances credibility and purchase intent (Cyr et al., 2006; Sillence et al., 2007). Participants
reported a greater willingness to return to and recommend beautifully designed stores,
indicating that beauty can drive not just individual transactions but long-term customer
relationships and brand advocacy. For businesses, investing in digital aesthetics is thus a
powerful lever for differentiation in increasingly competitive markets.

Societal and Ethical Implications

Prioritizing beauty in digital design has the potential to reshape user expectations, setting new
standards for what is considered acceptable or desirable in digital experiences. As younger
generations encounter more beautiful and thoughtfully designed platforms, they may come to
expect higher levels of care and intentionality in all their digital interactions (Lavie & Tractinsky,
2004). This trend could drive a cultural shift, encouraging organizations to move beyond
minimum viable products toward experiences that are emotionally meaningful and human-
centered.

At a broader societal level, beauty can serve as a catalyst for what might be termed digital
flourishing, or the idea that digital technologies can actively contribute to human well-being,
trust, and collective progress (McCarthy & Wright, 2004; Seligman, 2011). When digital spaces
are beautiful, they attract and retain users and also communicate respect, care, and value,
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potentially enhancing civic participation, social trust, and a sense of belonging (Costanza-Chock,
2020). Ethically, this suggests a responsibility for designers and institutions to consider the
affective and societal impacts of their work, not just its functionality.

Practical Implications for Design and Policy
The findings of this study offer several actionable recommendations for designers, educators,
and policymakers.

Designers should treat beauty as a primary design objective, not an afterthought. Incorporate
principles of color, imagery, movement, typography, layout, and animation early in the design
process, and validate their impact through user testing that includes both hedonic and
pragmatic measures. Educators and platform developers must recognize that investment in
digital aesthetics can enhance motivation, perceived care, and learning outcomes. We must
prioritize visual and experiential quality in educational technology procurement and
development.

Businesses should understand that beautiful interfaces foster trust, retention, and advocacy.
Policymakers must develop and promote digital design standards that explicitly include
aesthetics alongside usability and accessibility, and they should encourage public institutions to
adopt best practices in digital beauty, supporting societal well-being and inclusion.

In sum, integrating beauty into digital design standards is not simply about making things look
good; it is about creating digital environments that foster trust, engagement, and flourishing for
all users.

Beauty as Temporally Situated Yet Measurable

A longstanding critique of aesthetic research is that judgments of beauty are subjective and
historically contingent. Stylistic canons do evolve, and cultures and cohorts differ in their
aesthetic priors. The claim of this research, however, is not that a particular palette, typeface,
or motion pattern is timeless. Rather, the study isolates a stable mechanism: When functionality
is held constant, interfaces that are perceived as more beautiful—operationalized through a
validated aesthetic instrument—reliably elicit higher engagement, trust, and a willingness to
return among digital natives.

Two lines of theory support this stance. First, Kant’s analysis of judgments of taste as
“universally communicable” points to a shareable dimension of aesthetic appraisal beyond
idiosyncratic preference (Kant, 1790/2000). Second, Berlyne’s empirical aesthetics explains
aesthetic pleasure through optimal arousal, balancing novelty, complexity, and familiarity
(Berlyne, 1971). Although what counts as prototypical or novel shifts over time, the underlying
relationship between aesthetic appraisal and affect (motivation) is expected to persist (cf. Tuch
et al., 2012; Hassenzahl, 2010).

The findings of this research are strongest for digital natives within the present design zeitgeist
and for the tasks and domains tested. We therefore frame generalizability as principled but
bounded. The mechanism linking perceived beauty to motivational and trust outcomes is stable;
the surface features that instantiate beauty vary. This distinction preserves the theoretical and
practical value of our results while inviting multi-site, cross-cultural, and longitudinal
replications to map how aesthetic canons evolve.

Conclusion

This study reaffirms the importance of beauty as a core value in digital design, extending far
beyond mere decoration or usability. By demonstrating that aesthetically rich interfaces
significantly enhance engagement, trust, and perceived value, the findings highlight beauty’s
unique and under-appreciated impact on digital experiences for digital natives.

This research contributes new evidence that beauty, when integrated intentionally into
educational and commercial platforms, fosters motivation, loyalty, and a sense of care—benefits
that usability alone cannot provide. These insights have broad societal significance, suggesting
that digital environments can actively support well-being and collective flourishing when
aesthetics are prioritized alongside function.
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There is a clear need for a new design paradigm that balances functionality with beauty as
equally essential pillars. As digital technologies continue to shape the fabric of everyday life,
designers, educators, and policy-makers must recognize aesthetics not as an optional extra, but
as a fundamental ingredient of meaningful digital interaction.

Future-proofing digital society will require ongoing commitment to aesthetics, ensuring that
digital spaces remain engaging, trustworthy, and enriching for all users. Embracing beauty as a
design principle is not just about better interfaces—it is about building a digital culture that
values both utility and the human spirit.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. The sample comprised 27 university students from a single
institution, limiting generalizability to other populations or age groups (Etikan, 2016). The
controlled, laboratory-like setting with prototyped interfaces may not fully capture the
complexities of real-world digital use (Bargas-Avila & Hornbaek, 2011). A post-hoc power
analysis (G*Power 3.1) was conducted for the repeated-measures ANOVA comparing interface
type. With an observed large effect size (f = 0.95, based on partial n2 = 0.64), a = .05, and N
= 27, the achieved power was 0.99, indicating that the sample size was adequate for detecting
large effects. However, the sample may have been insufficient to reliably detect medium or
small effects, particularly for interactions or secondary outcomes.

One limitation of the study is the absence of objective usability metrics—such as effectiveness,
efficiency, and satisfaction—for each interface. The study assessed user perceptions and
subjective experiences, but it did not collect behavioral or performance-based data that could
provide a more comprehensive understanding of usability across conditions. As a result, the
findings primarily reflect participants’ self-reported impressions rather than direct measures of
how easily or efficiently users could complete tasks. Additionally, reliance on self-report and
qualitative reflection introduces potential response bias and subjectivity (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Nonetheless, the strong alignment between quantitative and qualitative results supports the
robustness of the findings, and future research with larger samples is recommended to confirm
and extend these findings.

Tips for UX Practitioners

This study shows that beauty is not a veneer but a measurable driver of outcomes when
function is held constant. Across education and commerce, more beautiful interfaces yielded
large gains in engagement (=420 points on UES-SF in our sample) and substantial increases in
trust, recommendations, and the intention to return (=42 points on 1-5 items). Treat beauty as
a priority requirement with clear standards and tests.

This study demonstrates that digital beauty is not a superficial extra, but a core driver of user
engagement, trust, and the intention to return—across both educational and commercial
platforms. Based on the findings and current literature, the following actionable strategies for
UX practitioners—across digital and other domains—are recommended:

1. Prioritize visual beauty alongside usability. The findings show that even perfectly
functional interfaces fail to inspire engagement or loyalty if they appear bland. Invest in
visual design elements such as harmonious color schemes, high-quality imagery,
elegant typography, animated transitions, and well-designed elements (SVG
illustrations, for example) to create a sense of care and value that users immediately
perceive.

2. Signal trust and quality through aesthetics and craftsmanship. Users in this study
reported higher trust and willingness to recommend or return when sites looked
beautiful. By using cohesive branding, thoughtfully designed layouts and elements, and
polished details, one can create a first impression of professionalism and reliability,
especially in e-commerce and other domains where trust is critical.

3. Design for emotional engagement. Beyond usability, beauty evokes positive emotions

like curiosity, motivation, and enjoyment. Incorporate creative illustrations, playful
icons, and visually inviting layouts to foster emotional connections and mental
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engagement. This is particularly important in learning and engagement-focused
domains.

4. Iterate with real user feedback. Regularly test prototypes for emotional as well as
functional impact. Ask users if they can use your product and, more importantly, if they
want to. Do they feel inspired, curious, or excited by the experience? Use open-ended
questions to uncover the value users assign to beauty; test for hedonic outcomes.

5. Set beauty as a minimum standard. The next generation of users expects digital beauty
as a baseline, not a bonus. Make visual excellence a non-negotiable part of your design
process and advocate for adequate resources and time to achieve it.

In sum, investing in beauty is a strategic imperative, not a luxury. Beautiful digital products are

more likely to be trusted, recommended, and revisited. This finding is true across domains and
aligns with growing evidence in UX and consumer psychology literature.
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Appendix A: Interface Screenshots

This study included the OER Commons™ (replicated in Figma) to demonstrate a basic functional
design and color scheme, standard fonts, and minimal visual embellishments.

@}E‘ R COMMONS Discover v Hubs v  Groups v  LearnMore v Add OER Sign In/Register

€ Return to Search Results

n Open Access for Library Schools (4-volume curriculum)

A 188 & & 4
=
==
@13 B2 ®0 < H b

Description Reviewers

Overview: Four-volume curriculum about open access for library schools, from UNESCO:

Module 1: Introduction to Open Access
Contents: Scholarly Communication Process; Open Access: History and Developments; Rights and Licenses; c

Advocacy for Open Access; Open Access Research Impacts
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000231920.locale=en

Scholarly
Communicat...
Module 2: Open Access Infrastructure
Contents: Open Access Repositories; Open Journals; More about Open Approaches
https:/ unesco.org/ark:/: 70000232204 locale=en
Standards
Module 3: Resource Optimization
Contents: Open Access Mandates and Policies; Content Management in Open Access Context; Harvesting and No Alignments yet.
Integration
p unesco. 2 Jocale=en

Evaluations
Module 4: Interoperability and Retrieval
Contents: Resource Description for OA Resources; Interoperability Issues for Open Access; Retrieval of Information No evaluations yet.
for OA Resources

Figure 1: OER Commons: Functional Interface

The Moodle™ platform demonstrated a utilitarian layout, limited use of color, and an emphasis
on clear functionality over aesthetic appeal.

Sandbox 45  Home Calendar Q  mDEnglish (en) v Youare currently using guest access  Log in

My first course

v General

News forum

: v General Collapse all
v Topic1
v Topic2 (=) News forum
v Topic 3
v Topic 4
v Topic1
v Topic5 P
v Topic 2
v Topic 3
v~ Topic 4
v Topic 5 2

Figure 2: Moodle: Functional Interface
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Khan Academy™ (created in Figma) illustrated a beautiful interface through the use of
harmonious colors, engaging dynamic graphics, and visually inviting layout elements and
typography.

Explore i Q_ search 8 Khan Academy Donate 7 Login Sign up

* Welcome to Khan Academy! x

So we can give you the right tools, let us know if you're a... O

Learner Teacher Parent

A - Economics
Finance and capital markets
10 UNITS - 2 SKILLS

UNIT1
Interest and debt

Finance and capital markets

o Unit 1: Interest and debt
UNIT2

Housing

Compound interest basics Continuous compound interest and e
UNIT3 Interest basics Present value
Inflation

Credit cards and loans Personal bankruptcy
UNIT4
Taxes

0 Unit 2: Housing
UNITS
Accounting and financial statements ) .

Home equity and personal balance sheets Home buying process
UNIT6 Renting vs. buying a home
Stocks and bonds Mortgages

UNIT7

Figure 3: Khan Academy: Beautiful Interface
The Duolingo™ platform (created in Figma) featured vibrant colors, playful illustrations, and

dynamic visual elements that exemplify a beautiful and engaging design. The abundant use of
whitespace supported the modernistic design as well as decreased distraction while learning.

¥ duolingo
| want to learn...

Spanish French Japanese German
48.8M learners 27.2M learners 24.4M learners 18.9M learners

\\.'4" \ l a o

Korean Italian Chinese Hindi
17.8M learners 13.4M learners 11.8M learners 11.7M learners

Figure 4: Duolingo: Beautiful Interface (courtesy of Duolingo)
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Craigslist™ (created in Figma) represented a functional interface with a plain design, minimal
color, and a straightforward text-based layout. Visual design quality was objectively poor.

The Glossier™ e-commerce site (created in Figma) highlighted a beautiful shopping interface
with a refined and cohesive color palette, high-quality imagery, thoughtful typography, and a
visually appealing, modernistic layout.

Appendix B

gualitative Codebook

Code Name

Definition

Example Quotation

Visual Appeal

Positive comments about the
attractiveness, color, or beauty of
the interface

"Bright colors, soft gradients, and
clear icons made it visually appealing
to me."

Engagement

Expressions of feeling motivated,
excited, or drawn in by the
design

"I was excited to learn. The design
drew me in instantly."

Trust/Professionalism

Comments linking beautiful or
polished design to credibility,
safety, or quality

"The site looked so good, I trusted it
immediately."

Emphasis on ease of use, clarity,
or usability without mention of
aesthetics

"It was okay to use but felt a bit dull
and flat."

Functionality

"It worked but was dull and
Blandness/Generic Descriptions of the interface as  |uninspired. I probably wouldn't return.
Design boring, generic, or uninspiring It's depressing."”

Visual Features

Specific references to design
elements (color, imagery, fonts,
layout, animation)

"High-res images, smooth animations,
and the coordinated color palette
stood out to me."

Personal Value

Comments on how design made
the content or experience feel
important, worthwhile, or cared
for

"Its attractiveness made the lesson
feel valuable and showed attention to
detail. It means more to me, I think."

Future Expectations

Hopes, expectations, or
recommendations for future
interface design

"I expect future platforms to be this
\visually impressive."

Satisfaction

Stated enjoyment or pleasure in
using the interface

"Shopping was enjoyable and easy. I
trusted the brand right away."

Desire for Creativity

Calls for more creative, inspiring,
or visually engaging designs in
the future

"Education sites should go beyond just
working—they should inspire, and at
least compete with the other options
we have available to us."
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Appendix C: Quantitative and Qualitative Measures

Quantitative Measures
Participants completed the following validated scales and items for each interface condition:

1. Visual Aesthetics of Websites Inventory (VisAWI) (Moshagen & Thielsch, 2010)
18 items, 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree), grouped into 4
subscales: Simplicity, Diversity, Colorfulness, and Craftsmanship

e The layout is simple.

e The color composition is attractive.

e The design is original.
The site appears professionally designed.

e The color scheme is pleasant.

e The design looks creative.

e The design is harmonious.
2. User Engagement Scale - Short Form (UES-SF) (O’Brien et al., 2018)

12 items, 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree)

e I lost myself in this experience.
I was deeply engaged in this activity.
e I felt involved in this experience.
e I felt interested in this experience.
o [ felt frustrated while using this interface. (reverse scored)
e I felt drawn in by this experience.
3. Trust, Recommendation, and Return Intention

Single-item measures, 5-point Likert scale
e "I trust this website."
e "I would recommend this website to a friend."
e "I would return to this website in the future."

Qualitative Measures
After completing both interfaces within a given domain, participants responded to the following
open-ended prompts:

1. Emotional and motivational responses: "How did this interface make you feel?"

2. Perceived meaning and value of beauty: "Did the beauty (or lack thereof) contribute to
a sense of purpose, value, or care in your experience? Please explain."

3. Features noted as beautiful or not: "What features or aspects made this interface (or
not) beautiful to you?"

4. Future expectations: "What are your expectations for beauty and design in future digital
platforms in this context?"
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