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ABSTRACT: Inspired by George Kelly’s method for eliciting constructs this study
addresses meanings ascribed to products. 49 participants were interviewed using Kelly’s
construct elicitation procedures, showing triads of products. The results highlight
methodological issues in capturing meaning with products. Kelly’s approach has the
benefit of not relying on predetermined scales and highlights a need to consider a
syntactical dimension. Reasoning along the lines of Kelly’s constructive alternativism we
need to look at the variety constructs that may be applicable to a product. However the
approach of using triads may be beneficial also in studies resting on other theories.
KEYWORDS: Meaning, Communicative aspects of products, User experience, Personal
construct psychology

INTRODUCTION
There are several theories describing
people’s experiences with things. The
pleasure hierarchy suggested by Jordan
(1999) argues that as consumers’
expectations change in focus from
functionality to usability to pleasure.
Hiort af Ornäs (2006) argued that user
experience may be describable as
different types of feelings – sensations,
beliefs, and reactions. Jordan (2000)
categorise them according to four
different pleasures initially suggested by
Lionel Tiger (1992); socio-pleasure,
ideo-pleasure, physio-pleasure, and
ideo-pleasure. Different explanations
have also been proposed for how and
why certain experiences are elicited.
Among these are neurological
explanations relating to the complexity
of the stimuli being processed (Berlyne
1971, Västfjäll 2003), the challenge of
the activity in which the subject engages
(Csikzentmihalyi 1990), whether the
product is congruent or incongruent with
some concern (Desmet 2002) etc.
We are here concerned with another
central aspect of user experience,
meanings ascribed to products and
events. Also this has been addressed
from different perspectives including
attachment (Mugge, R., Schoormans,

and Schifferstein, 2007), things helping
their owners communicate identity
(Dittmar 1992), binging back memories
of past events (Csikszentmihalyi &
Rochberg-Halton 1981) etc. It is also
desirable to address meanings in relation
to specific products, with the goal of
explaining why a certain meaning is
ascribed or taking decisions about
something which should elicit a specific
association or meaning. Some authors
such as Monö (1997) have based
frameworks around communication
models. Others (e.g. Vihma 1995) have
developed frameworks based in semiotic
theories (e.g. Pierce 1998). Others rely
on attitude theory, using e.g. Osgood,
Suci, and Tannenbaum’s (1957)
Semantic differential to asses meaning.
According to this theory meaning can be
described in terms of the three
dimensions valence, activity, and
potency. There are also methods (e.g.
Kansei engineering; Nagamachi M. 1995,
Schütte 2005) which rely on statistical
‘trawling’ by evaluating a large number
of potential meanings which is then
reduced to a few dimensions. In both
cases, most studies seem to expect or
assume that there is a relation between
specific product attributes and specific
meanings, direct or mediated by prior
experiences.

Personal Construct Psychology
The personal construct psychology
proposed by George Kelly (1955) offers
another view focusing on alternative
meanings. Arranged as a basic postulate
and eleven corollaries the theory states
that “A person’s processes are
psychologically channelized by the ways
in which he anticipates events” (basic
postulate). We ascribe meanings to
anticipate events by construing their
replications based on prior experiences
(Construction Corollary). The world is
experienced through a finite number of
personal dichotomous constructs
(Dichotomy Corollary), see example in
fig. 1. We are free to choose which
meanings we ascribe, but chose the
explanations we find most useful (Choice
Corollary). Kelly’s theory is one of
constructive alternativism; “There are
always other constructions, and there is
the lurking likelihood that some of them
will turn out to be better. The best we
can ever do is project our anticipations
with frank uncertainty and observe the
outcomes in terms in which we have a
bit more confidence” (Kelly 2003). There
is no direct relation between a stimuli
and a meaning; we place a construction
on the situations that face us and pursue
this interpretation until we have reason
to re-negotiate it. Our construct systems
evolve as they are put to trial
(Experience Corollary). In anticipating
the future there are always alternative
interpretations and meaning is
idiosyncratic (Individuality Corollary).
This does not exclude common
understandings; while constructs are
personal they may also be common
among different people who share our
understanding of reality.

Kelly’s theory was initially developed and
applied within clinical psychology where
he developed a methodology called the
role construct repertory test (Neimeyer
2004). This was later developed into a
method called the repertory grid test
(RGT) relates something, called an
element to some meaning (construct).
The data collection includes elicitation of
constructs followed by rating of elements
with respect to constructs. Constructs
are typically elicited by presenting
people with triads of elements and
asking what makes two of them alike,
while different from the third. The triads
stem from an idea of a minimum context
for a construct; concepts are useful if
they help us identify things as members
of a category (implying at least two
elements) and distinguish them from
something else (implying at least a third
element). It only makes sense to talk
about warm if there is also cold, evil if
there is good, tall if there is short etc.
The meanings ascribed to elements are
to a great extent determined by a
syntactical dimension; they change with
context, see fig. 2.

Fig. 1. Constructs are dichotomous dimensions
used to interpret what faces a person
Fig 2. Meanings ascribed to something change with
what it is distinguished from. Different constructs
are applicable to the triad on the left and the triad
on the right.

Kelly’s theory offers an alternative to the
commonly used frameworks for
assessing meaning in design. Without
relying on personal construct psychology
we are inspired by the approach. Kelly
believed in alternative explanations and
it seems worthwhile to investigate what,
if anything, his theory has to offer
regarding the communicative aspects of
product design.

Aims and objectives
(1) The general aim of this inquiry is to
look at the conditions for addressing
meanings with products by (2) Looking
at ‘components’ of meanings with
products; i.e. ways in which these
meanings may be characterised. (3) The
goal of this specific paper is to exemplify
this by looking at meanings attributed to
a specific set of products and discuss

implications this may have for user
studies on meanings ascribed to things.

METHOD
49 participants from academia, a
Swedish car manufacturer and the
general public were asked comment
triads of pictures portraying various
products. Triads of products were shown
at laptop screen to one participant at a
time, who was asked to give an
explanation for why two of them were
alike while different from the third. All
participants were shown six slides.
Participants from industry were also
shown three additional slides portraying
triads of products from that company,
see fig. 3.

Fig 3. All participants were shown the triads at the top two rows while the bottom row was only shown to
participants from industry.

A protocol was kept documenting each
participants statements in written notes.
In the majority of cases two interviewers
were present, one administrating the
change of slides, posing questions etc.
while the other kept protocol. The
industrial interviews took place in a
conference room at the companies
design studio. The academic interviews
were held at the participants own offices.

The protocols, containing a total of 357
constructs were analysed using content
analysis, following procedures
recommended in (Jankowic 2004). Two
coders first independently grouped
constructs into mutually exclusive
categories. Each construct was then
coded as belonging to one of the
categories. The coding was then
compared, see fig 4, and categories and
classification negotiated.

RESULTS & ANALYSIS
The constructs covered a wide range of
issues, including aesthetics, utility,
preferences etc. We are here concerned
with the characteristics of the meaning,
and especially those meanings that have
to do with that little bit extra product
sometimes have.

Fig 4. The coders’ classifications were compared in
a matrix. Elements falling outside the diagonal
indicate coder disagreement and were discussed
and negotiated until consensus was reached

Fig. 5. Constructs used in commenting one of the triads. Comments in direct connection to a product describe
something particular. These have opposites in the phrases between two products which indicate something they
have in common. Because of limitations in space similar constructs have been grouped.

Grouping constructs per slide gives
insights about constructs used to
distinguish between the products
portrayed (see fig 5), allowing us to
develop an idea about the ways the
participants perceive the elements in the
triads as more or less similar.

Comments include descriptive beliefs
about the things, their behaviour and
qualities in context, as well as evaluative
statements, see fig 6.

the activities in which they may be used.
We may call these active and passive
product characteristics, see fig. 7.

Fig. 6. Some constructs where primarily
descriptive, others had a more evaluative
character.

Characteristics of the descriptive
constructs
The descriptive constructs can be
described as having an object and a
theme.
The objects of the constructs are product
categories (e.g. electrical toothbrushes
in general), specific instances (e.g. the
expression of a specific toothbrush), or

Fig. 7. Participants commented the products both
as ‘things’ and as mediators of activities.

Grouping constructs, themes such as
product styling, use, technology and
performance, and commercial aspects
emerge. Of these ‘styling’ and ‘use’ were
dominant, see fig.8 and fig 9.

Fig. 8. Participants comments to a great extent fall under the general categories of styling, commercial aspects,
technology & performance.

Fig. 9. Some differences were found between participants with different professional backgrounds.

The study featured both triads of
products of similar and different types,
see fig. 10. In addition to comments
about specific products and attributes
triads portraying products of different
types also led to comments about the
product as a category (e.g. the purpose
of washing machines in general). As we
are likely to ascribe different meanings
to a product that is to be distinguished

from something completely different
than if we are to distinguish it from
something similar. This is in itself hardly
surprising. However it may have
methodological consequences- if only
one product is displayed, will it be
commented as a category or an
instance?

Fig 10. Triads portraying similar products in many cases led to comments about details, whereas the triads with
different products also led to comments on a category of products.

The evaluative comments:
Some constructs used by participants
had a more evaluative character. In
addition to the characteristics of the
descriptive comments these can also be
characterised by having a valence, a
subject, and an explanation type.
The valence component includes a
judgement about as to whether the
aspect is seen as positive or negative.
In some cases the participants
commented the products with respect to
their own preferences, e.g. I like-dislike.
In a few cases comments were made
with respect to someone else, e.g. a
certain product being good for young
people who like to play games. In most
cases however the products were
commented as having intrinsic qualities
(it is good-it is bad) without making
explicit reference to a specific subject.
Furthermore they have some explanation
type in terms of either being about goal
relevancy (good for a certain purpose),
attitudes (good in itself) or standards
(better/worse than).

Expectations, Time, and that little bit
extra
A re-occurring construct regards
comparison to some standard: e.g. a
product providing something “extra”
beyond the other products portrayed in
the triads, but also relative more general
standards. Things may to a certain
extent be good or bad, but they are
commented as such is at least partly
because they deviate from some
expectation. Looking at the factors make
a product stand out from the crowd in a
positive way, it needs to have something
special, something extra compared to
what it is contrasted against.
The comments included relative
statements both in terms of active and
passive product characteristics.
When commenting the product as a
‘thing’ participants discussed qualities
such as technological advancement and
aesthetic appeal, using constructs such
as ‘lowtech - hightech’ and ‘not nice nice’. In some cases this concerned
categorical associations as in the triad in
fig 11.

Fig 11. Many participants grouped the two bottom cars in the triad as being ‘premium’-products

In other cases the comments regarded
some products having an extended
functionality in comparison to the other
products in the triad as exemplified in
fig. 12.

Fig 12. Participants contrasted the functionality of products against each other, as with the thermos on the top
left coffee-brewer in this triad

Time seem to be a central factor in many
constructs. In some cases this concerned

some products being styled as belonging
to a certain era, as exemplified in fig. 13

Fig 13. Participants made reference to some products having a certain style, e.g. being ‘retro’.

Expectations change over time and
participants made reference to products
being more or less up to date in both
expression and technological
characteristics, using constructs such as
‘modern-outdated’, see fig. 14.

Novelty seems to have played a role in
many cases, as exemplified by
comments in relation to the laundrymachine in fig. 15, which one participant
commented as being ‘visually
interesting, having strong colours and
design elements’ but which several
others saw as ‘too much’, having ‘too
many lines’, being ‘over-worked’ etc.
An interesting set of constructs regard
design as a means to add experiential
qualities to products. ‘Designed’ objects
were in some cases contrasted against
the ugly, unrefined. In other cases
‘design’ was used as the opposite of
honest, genuine and practical; as a
shallow attempt to turn a product into
something it is not.

Fig 14. Examples of time-related constructs

Fig 15. Commented aspects in relation to the triad TV-washing machine-Toothbrush

Participants also commented on the
active aspects of products. Some
activities are considered musts, and
consecutively the products are necessary
others are optional, as exemplified in fig.
15. They also talked about interaction. In
some cases such as the different
entertainment systems in fig. 5. this

concerned whether the user would
actively engage in interaction with the
product, or turn it on and then passively
wait. In other cases comments on
interaction concerned sensations, e.g.
the wind in ones face when using the mc
or fan in fig. 16.

Fig 16. Commented aspects in relation to the triad Fan-Ipod-MC

Some constructs distinguish products
used in leisure activities, ‘for fun’, from
products that were purely ‘functional’. As
with ‘design’, this also had a
dysfunctional side. Functional was used
both as an opposite to that little bit extra
(with a negative connotation) and as an
opposite to dysfunctional, i.e. with a
positive connotation. This seems
coherent with Jordan’s functionalityusability-pleasure model; in comparison
to not having the proper functionality –
functionality is everything. However
‘functional’ can also be used as
something basic- an opposite of the
enjoyable, pleasurable experiences a
product may offer.

DISCUSSION
Kelly’s theory focuses on expectations
and relative meanings. We use
constructs distinguish one thing from the
other. Meaning ascribed to a thing can
hence neither be explained by the thing
alone, nor by the product in combination
with prior experiences. While people can
comment single elements a minimum
context of three elements is necessary to
understand the constructs underlying
their statements. The bipolarity of

constructs questions the idea of
‘concepts’- to understand meaning we
need to know what it is contrasted
against. Take the concept of ‘utility’
which seems to imply a negative valence
when taken as an opposite of
‘pleasurable’, but is positive when
contrasting ‘useless’. Similarly ‘design’
was used to describe means for making
something aesthetically pleasing but in
other cases as something shallow, an
attempt of value-creation through
something superfluous.
According to Kelly’s perspective there is
not one, but several alternative
meanings that may be relevant.
Following this line of thought evaluation
of specific products should be a search
for overviews, understanding the rich
variety of different meanings that may
be ascribed to it rather than a statistical
average meaning. If taken to the
extremes of e.g. Osgood et al’s
dimensions valence, potency and
activation we loose understanding and
would miss out on dimensions such as
the comments object, theme, subject
and explanation type.
The downside of this reasoning is its
relativism which takes us far from formal

aspects, and it can be questioned
whether this is a sound foundation to
draw on if we want to find specific
attributes contributing to a certain
meaning ascribed to a product.
Regardless of its initial theoretical
foundations the methodology for eliciting
constructs seem promising. The
procedures can be used in a search for
inter-subjective patterns, and have
found wide applications1. A major
strength lie in its independence from
predetermined constructs, instead
people are encouraged to use whatever
words and concepts they are comfortable
with in a structured way. The approach
seems useful for at least two purposes;
a) identifying re-occurring constructs
that can be used in larger quantitative
studies, b) developing a rich
understanding of the meanings ascribed
to a product. The latter provides an
alternative to statistical averaging, which
used as a complementary approach
could provide additional information.
The constructs used by participants in
this study regard active and passive
product properties and are either
descriptive or evaluative. They are
describable as having an object (focusing
on something, e.g. some attribute), a
theme (being about something, e.g.
styling), and the case of the evaluative
statements also a valence, subject and
being of a certain explanation type.
As we wanted to present participants
with a range of different products we had
to limit the time spent on each product
which led to limitations in the products
used as stimuli, as well as in the
construct gathering procedures. Limiting
the study to a systematic comparison
between products of a certain type (e.g.
coffee-brewers) we would have got other
comments. Furthermore the use of
photographs may have drawn attention
to other aspects than real products
would. We asked for dominant constructs
instead of exploring the different
constructs participants could apply to the
triads, which would have given richer
accounts of meanings ascribed to the

1

for an overview see e.g. Fransella, Bell, and
Bannister (2004)

portrayed products. Nevertheless we do
not think this had any great impact on
the major impact on the main
contribution which we believe to be 1)
An indication of the elicitation-methods
usefulness, and 2) Identification of some
methodological issues to be considered
when researching meanings with
products. The first of these is the
importance of including also the
opposites of concepts used, as the
specific meaning (as opposed to the
label) of a concept is partly determined
by that which it is not. The second issue
concerns the categorical and instanceoriented meanings brought up by
participants which highlights a need to
be clear about the object of statements.
We need to pay attention to what is
commented- this may in some cases be
the product as a category (cars), an
instance (the specific car), or some subsystem. By careful selection of what
elements to include in the triads we may
potentially direct attention in interviews
to details. However, as the study was
not designed to explore this, more
systematic studies are needed.
The beliefs a person forms about a
product depends on his or her prior
experiences, as well as what the product
is to be distinguished from. Kelly’s
theory implies looking at a alternative
meanings. Kelly’s approach has the
benefit of taking the individual subjects
understanding as its starting point,
rather than relying on predetermined
dimensions. This may form a sound
foundation for exploring the range of
meanings ascribed to a product, or a
solid foundation for further studies based
on re-occurring constructs. The
methodology for eliciting constructs may
have an instrumental value also for
studies resting on other theories.
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