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Abstract. Cool products deliver a leap of value – so much so that people ex-
claim they are “cool”. Cool products are transformative but cool can fade with 
time as people get used to them. Compared to other measures, the cool meas-
ures are assumed to be more subjective and qualitative in nature. Cool is being 
redefined all the time; what is cool today will probably not be cool in a few 
years. In extensive research activities, we identified “cool concepts” that are as-
sumed to be quite independent from time and fashions. Impact on life is a 
strong element of coolness. For example, after many years the DVR continues 
to hold its position as a transformative, cool product that has had widespread 
positive impact and benefits on life. The seven constructs of cool, the Cool 
Concepts, and the 40 measures of coolness derived from them are grounded in 
data, with almost 900 consumers and over 2000 business professional partici-
pants in various research activities, conducted over 3 years. 

Keywords: Cool, Field Research, Consumer Research, Measurement, Affinity 
Diagrams. 

1 Introduction 

After the release of the iPhone, something new seemed to be taking place that was 
different from other product releases. The iPhone release was all consuming, related 
to the overall user experience, social in nature, and something more than other inno-
vative product releases over time. For designers it is crucial to understand what that 
“something” is and to understand what it means to design for a transformative expe-
rience. We want to identify principles that guide companies in designing “coolness” 
into their offerings.  

Cool products provide a leap of value. They provide “I can’t go back” and “I can’t 
stop talking about it” experiences. Cool products can be transformative but can fade 
with time as expectations change over time—what is cool today will probably not be 
cool in a few years. 
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What is cool at any moment is not constant but we contend that the underlying cool 
factors define what contributes to the user’s experience of coolness—independent of 
product, platform, and time. Whereas the initial experiences of cool may fade in ex-
citement it points to the powerful impact and value products have on life. For exam-
ple, after many years the digital video recorder (DVR) continues to hold its position 
as a transformative, cool product that has had widespread positive impact and benefits 
on life because it enables time-shifting of entertainment. The DVR has not been dis-
placed because nothing better, easier, more impactful has been delivered over the last 
12 years. But now with the rise of reliable streaming and off-the-TV entertainment 
services we are witnessing the upcoming challenger. The cool value delivered is the 
same, but reliable, easy to access streaming adds even more life flexibility: any time, 
any place, and any device entertainment. Life impact is central to the experience of 
coolness in technology products.  

In the last two decades, much research has been conducted regarding various as-
pects of cool. Comprehensive overviews of this work are available in several publica-
tions. Interesting examples are the papers of Warren and Campbell [1], [2] as well as 
the recently published studies of Sundar, Tamul, and Wu [3].1 In [1] and [2], the rela-
tionship between autonomy and social responsibility is considered a major factor 
influencing perceived coolness. “Bounded autonomy”, meaning a grade of individual 
autonomy that avoids conformity but does not include aspects of antisocial behavior, 
is seen as the key for being perceived as cool. In [1] and [2] a couple of experimental 
studies are reported that investigate this assumption.  

In contrast to that, in [3], an extensive literature review is presented where the  
authors try to extract the major characteristics and dimensions of cool. The identified 
dimensions are “uniqueness”, “attractiveness”, “subculture/counter-culture”, and  
“genuineness”. For each of those dimensions, a couple of potential measures (single 
adjectives or short statements) are identified. Participants of this study used those 
measures to rate a couple of mainstream digital devices. In an explorative factor anal-
ysis, the underlying factor structure is uncovered. It turned out that the concept of 
cool seems to be made up mainly by three factors called “appearance”, “subculture”, 
and “utility”. The main factor appearance is constituted by attractiveness and unique-
ness. It is also known from research in the area of user experience that perceived at-
tractiveness of products seems to be a general factor that dominates most of the other 
identified dimensions in this area [5], [6]. The importance of appearance also points to 
the fact that perceived visual aesthetics has a big impact on rating products [7] (be it a 
rating as “cool”, “attractive”, or just as “good” or “bad”). Subculture as a factor goes 
into the direction of bounded autonomy as known from [1], [2]. The existence of utili-
ty as an extra factor fits quite well with results from user experience research, where a 
differentiation between pragmatic and hedonic factors is common [5], [6]. A second 
study with more participants unveiled an additional factor, “originality”. Also this 
factor is closely related to known factor structures for user experience [6].  

                                                           
1  We will not provide an exhaustive literature overview here. Instead we refer mainly to [3], 

[1], and also [4].  
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The discussion in the literature postulates that uniqueness, being different from the 
crowd, aesthetics, and usefulness are at the core of coolness. Whereas uniqueness and 
aesthetics may dominate art, clothing, even cars, do we have a deep enough under-
standing of what coolness means for technical consumer and business products? This 
project set about to determine the core factors that drive a cool user experience empir-
ically and to develop a metric to measure it. 

This paper presents a joint effort between SAP and InContext Design to answer 
this question: “What factors make devices and business software cool as perceived by 
business professionals?” The results of this project are seen as necessary prerequisites 
for designing cool business software and devices to be used in business. Apart from 
the known general concepts of cool, this special focus requires detailed and extensive 
research with business professionals to identify actionable attributes of products that 
can help design teams make transformative products. We assume that cool in business 
is not necessarily compliant with the known mainstream notion of cool described 
above. The fundamental ideas constituting the factors that influence coolness build 
upon the work of InContext Design and K. Holtzblatt identifying the Cool Concepts 
discussed here and described in previous work of K. Holtzblatt [8], [9]. 

The overall project consisted of several phases. In a first step, seven constructs as 
the core to the user experience of cool were uncovered by conducting extensive field 
research with consumers. Those constructs, termed the Cool Concepts, are 
represented as the “Wheel of Joy in life” and the “Triangle of Joy in use”.  

The Wheel includes  

• Accomplishment of life,  
• Connection to others that matter,  
• Identity, celebrating what is core to self,  
• Sensation, engaging in sensory delight and responding to design aesthetics.  

The Triangle includes  

• Direct into Action interfaces that achieve a focused intent like magic,  
• The Hassle Factor, that removes technical and life hassle creating relief,  
• The Learning Delta, that delivers value with little to no learning.2 

In collaboration with InContext Design, SAP extended the consumer research con-
ducted in 2010 into the world of business. The goal of this next step of the project was 
to understand how to apply the Cool Concepts developed by InContext Design for use 
in consumer settings to a business setting. In addition, SAP wanted to develop metrics 
for measuring the coolness of business products. 

The seven constructs of Cool and the 40 measures of Coolness are grounded in da-
ta, with almost 900 consumers and over 2000 business professional participants in 
various research activities, conducted over 3 years. This paper focuses on the process  
 

                                                           
2  Those constructs were developed by InContext Design before the cooperation with SAP was 

started. 
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followed and research conducted by SAP and InContext Design to develop the cool 
measures instrument. A condensed version of this report can be found in [10].  

2 Capturing the Cool Concepts: Field Research Phase I and the 
First Set of Measures 

In a first step, InContext Design wanted to understand what it means to design for a 
transformative experience. They wanted to identify principles to guide companies in 
designing cool into their offerings. Extensive field research with 65 consumers, as 
well as a survey with 800 consumers between the ages of 15 and 60 across multiple 
locations in the USA was run. 

2.1 Consumer Field Research: Interviews 

Invitations to take part in the consumer field research activity were sent to consumers 
throughout the USA. A total of 65 individuals took part in the interviews. The partici-
pants included 61% males and 39% females and ranged in age from 15-60 years. All 
interviews were face-to-face; all were conducted in the participants’ home or place of 
residence. 

During the two-hour session with the consumers, the consumer was asked to gather 
their most cool products that included technology. Then discussion was focused 
around the following topics for each cool product: 

• What made it cool to them 
• How it was used and experienced, unearthing impact on life and experience 
• Observations of use and retrospective accounts of use and moments when the 

product delivered excitement 

The data from the field interviews was organized into an affinity diagram (see [11] for 
methodic details) to raise themes and influences contributing to coolness. In this way 
the seven Cool Concepts were revealed. We also found that the most consistent prod-
ucts identified as cool across the population were smart phones including touch 
screens, MP3 players, DVR’s, and a widely used social platform3. The Cool Concepts 
provide a conceptual framework for analyzing cool products. 

2.2 Consumer Quantitative Research: Survey 

To determine if the Cool Concepts were meaningful for differentiating products 
through a survey technique, invitations to take part in the consumer quantitative re-
search activity were sent to consumers throughout the USA via craigslist. A total of 
800 individuals took part in an online survey. The participants included 38% males 

                                                           
3  We will not refer to the names of products used in our investigations. Overall, it should be 

sufficient to name the type of product without disclosing the brand. 
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and 62% females and ranged in age from 15-60 years. All surveys were completed 
online.  

People were asked to respond to statements representing the cool attributes that re-
flect the top five reasons why a product they own was cool. These statements mapped 
to the Cool Concepts. The online survey collected these findings, along with demo-
graphic data, from over 800 people in multiple cities across the US. These findings 
helped gauge product coolness and confirmed that the seven Cool Concepts could 
differentiate products. 

2.3 Deriving the First Set of Measures 

To create the original measures the cross-functional team consisting of representatives 
from SAP and InContext Design walked the affinity diagram using the data to stimu-
late the generation of key statements which could be measures for each of the Cool 
Concepts. 

Examples of statements include: 

• This product/service lets me do my work much faster as compared to life before I 
had this. 

• This product/service makes me feel invisibly guided and confident when I try 
something new. 

• Compared to what I had before, this is less complicated. 

Similar statements were acceptable at this stage. We looked for phrases and state-
ments that reflected the empirically collected consumer data in the affinity diagrams. 
Those phrases and statements served as a basis for the next step of the project where 
we investigated which statements and phrases work best for business professionals 
when they are asked to assess coolness of business software and electronic devices. 

3 Refining the Cool Concepts: Field Research Phase II with 
Business Professionals 

The business professional field research employed the same method as the initial con-
sumer field research where InContext Design investigated the overall experience of 
cool for consumers. In addition, at the end of the interview interviewees were pre-
sented with the measures and asked to score 2 of the products discussed in the session. 

3.1 Research Questions and Method 

This phase of the project focused on the question, ‘Do the cool principles derived 
from the consumer data also hold up in the business world?’ As a prerequisite, we had 
to learn what the attributes and experience of a compelling business product are and 
how cool things fit into people’s daily work lives, as well as how are they being used. 
This part of the field research was conducted as individual field interviews. 
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Another purpose of this phase was an initial validation of the Cool Concepts with 
business professionals in order to identify product attributes that excite people in their 
work. Based on the input given by the professionals, the phrasing of the measures was 
iterated. Through this process we also determined that longer phrases vs. shorter 
statements ensured that the meaning of the words was consistent with the Cool Con-
cept it was referencing. Simple statements allowed the person to imagine what the 
words were referring to and so the resulting score had less meaning. The field inter-
view was focused on the most memorable cool work products, the experience with 
their current work products, cool products from home and their personal life, and in 
general a typical day in their life and how they split up work and home activities over 
time and devices. This addition emerged from the overall findings of the consumer 
study suggesting a change in how activities were conducted. The day-in-life interview 
style allowed us to further validate the claim of how time was used. 

To conclude the session, we asked the business professionals to complete the first 
version of the cool measures instrument and product/device comparison activities. In 
addition, we discussed how the measures reflect their actual experiences. 

Invitations to take part in the field research activity were sent to business profes-
sionals (from the areas of Sales, Human Resources, Finance, and Procurement) in the 
Boston and San Francisco areas. A total of 28 individuals took part in the interviews 
and provided complete data sets. The participants included 65% males and 35% fe-
males and ranged in age from 30-55 years. All interviews were face-to-face; many 
were conducted in the participants’ work office. The sessions lasted for two hours.  

3.2 Interpretation of Results 

The research team spent 2-3 hours after each interview documenting the details of 
each session in a Contextual Design interpretation session [11]. Data was captured on 
the following:  

• Interpretation notes: Key issues and participant statements (30-75) from each inter-
view session 

• Detailed day-in-the-life description 
• Results from the cool measures collection 

In the subsequent analysis sessions, we looked at how work and consumer products 
support overall activities in and out of work in the context of our understanding of the 
structure of their day. We identified core intents and motivators and whether they 
were the same or different from our existing cool constructs. In addition, an affinity 
diagram was built from the field research data and the analysis of the cool measures 
data was completed. 

The affinity diagram showed that the business data continued to map to the original 
Cool Concepts although the data also revealed that the construct could manifest 
somewhat differently from a business point of view. For example the cool of Accom-
plishment was also associated with anywhere anytime information and the Connec-
tion concept highlighted tools that enhanced team collaboration. But overall the qua-
litative data indicated that the framework held for business. 
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4 Construction of the Cool Measures 

On the basis of the extensive field research described above, a set of 79 measures 
related to the seven dimensions of “cool” were assembled. For the establishment of an 
appropriate measurement tool, we have to investigate if (latent) factors or dimensions 
exist that correspond to the postulated dimensions or combinations of those compo-
nents. In addition, we have to determine, which of the measures represent the respec-
tive dimensions most strongly. Consequently, the “strongest” measures for each di-
mension can be selected while such a selection can contribute to a significant reduc-
tion of the number of measures required for determining Coolness on all relevant 
dimensions. An appropriate methodic approach for those purposes is principal com-
ponent analysis (PCA), a statistical technique for identifying structural properties of 
multidimensional data.  

4.1 Studies 

We conducted two extensive online studies for determining the underlying factorial 
structure and selecting the most suitable measures. In both studies, our set of 79 
measures was presented in an online survey.  

Procedure. In a first step, participants were asked to select their coolest devices from 
a given list. This list included the most important smartphones and tablet devices 
available at this point of time (Dec 2011-March 2012), e-readers, MP3 Players, a 
digital recording set-top device, and Flatscreen HDTV. Participants were asked to 
rank each of the selected devices with regards to its specific coolness. Then, the de-
vice ranked on top was used for conducting the rating on the 79 measures. Overall, 
two devices (one smartphone and one tablet) received the highest Coolness rankings 
and were therefore rated by the 79 measures most frequently.  

Subsequently, the procedure was repeated with the same individuals with a set of 
given business applications including prominent cloud storage software, social plat-
forms, and CRM systems. In case of business applications, participants could also 
select their own applications if none of the given apps was used by them or if they 
used applications that were more strongly associated with concept of “cool”. For each 
participant, the measures were presented in randomized order.  

Participants Study 1. Invitations to take part in the investigation were sent to busi-
ness professionals in the USA (mainly from the areas of Sales, Human Resources, 
Procurement, and Finance). A total of 635 individuals, 25-65 years of age, took part 
in the online survey and provided complete data sets. 

Participants Study 2. In contrast to study 1, we approached business professionals 
from outside the USA in order to identify and control effects that may be caused by 
drawing USA participants only. The 924 participants, 25-65 years of age, came from 
the United Kingdom, Germany, India, and Singapore. Again, participants are from the 
areas of Sales, Human Resources, Procurement, and Finance. 
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4.2 Results of Studies 1 and 2 

Principal component analyses were conducted with the data-sets of both studies sepa-
rately. Since we could not observe meaningful differences between the component 
structures of both samples and there were also no meaningful differences between the 
structures for devices and business applications, all subsequent analyses were con-
ducted for the complete unified data set from 1559 global business professionals.  

The analysis of the complete data set revealed a total of 7 factors. We found factors 
that are completely associated with measures belonging to one of the postulated Cool 
Concept dimensions. Those factors are “Accomplishment”, “Identity”, “Sensation”, 
and “Learning Delta”, while we found two separate factors associated with connec-
tion (“Connection-1”, “Connection-2”). Factor Connection-1 includes measures that 
are targeting mainly on general aspects of connectedness, mainly in the private, per-
sonal, friends and family area, while Connection-2 is clearly focusing on aspects of 
work relationships and sharing work materials.  This maps to the differences found in 
the qualitative data once we included a business tool focus. “Direct into Action” and 
“The Hassle Factor” are confounded within one common factor. This appears to be 
plausible if we consider those factors as the extremes of one common continuum. The 
above 7 factors explain 80% of variance, while the “strongest” factors are Direct into 
Action/Hassle (20%) and Accomplishment (14%). 

Subsequently, the measures (i.e. the phrases) showing the highest correlations with 
the respective factor were selected for a final version of the Cool measures. In total, a 
set of 40 measures were selected. According to statistical properties of the measures 
we could even have reduced the measure set further, but decided to keep several 
measures because they were considered to be useful for deriving design implications. 
Whereas statistically we did not need all the measures for a reliable score we did need 
the measures to reflect the factor sufficiently to be meaningful to designers when they 
saw detailed results.  

4.3 The Cool Measure Instrument 

Based on the results of the studies reported above, a survey tool presenting the 40 
measures has been constructed. The Cool Measures instrument is a 7-minute survey 
where users can compare their experience with a product at any stage of development 
(concept, prototype, product, etc.) with an individual benchmark (what they are using 
today or some specified product). Groups of measures are designated for each of the 
seven identified factors.  

The cool score is derived by taking the average per cool measure across partici-
pants and multiplying it with the corresponding correlation coefficient. This score is 
then multiplied by the factor level weighting (i.e. weights for the cool constructs 
based on their contribution to variance explanation) and then rescaled on a 1-10 scale.  

The Cool Measures instrument can be used during any user research activity where 
it makes sense and when we want to measure the coolness of a product. The Cool 
Measures instrument is presented to the test participant after they interact with a 
product. If the product is in the early stage of development, the test participant will 



240 C. Farnsworth et al. 

need to imagine the finished product. In all cases, the test participant is asked to eva-
luate whether or not the product is/will be better than what they are using now. 

The Cool Measures instrument helps us understand if this new product and/or 
product idea is better than what the test participant is using today. The slider scale 
allows the participant to state how much better than today. If there is ‘No Change’, 
then the participant does not move the slider bar and the measures result in a score of 
zero. The Cool Measures instrument also allows the test participant to say that the 
product they are evaluating is worse than what they are using today. Selecting ‘Worse 
than today’ results in negative scores for the measure (see Fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 1. Schematic view of an item in the Cool Measures Instrument. Initially, the slider control 
is positioned at “No change”. The participant may move the slider to the left side (“worse than 
today”) or to the right side (subjective rating of how much the considered product helped to 
influence the rated dimension positively). 

An example for a typical results overview is displayed in Figure 2. In addition to 
the determination of a coolness-score (overall and for the single dimensions), the cool 
measures instrument is a perfect tool to use to begin an in-depth conversation with the 
participant about the product they just experienced. 

The scores determined for the single factors can serve as basis for understanding 
the coolness of the product and how its coolness could be improved. Since the Cool 
Concepts were validated and extended, the depth of understanding and guidance goes 
beyond the literal meaning of the phrases used in the measure. As such, recommenda-
tions can be made from this wider knowledge and the design principles that InContext 
has defined and associated with each factor. In addition, as part of InContext’s client 
work 3-4 field interviews with the product being tested provide additional insight into 
the meaning of the scores. 

Therefore the cool measures provide guidance for design. Considerations for de-
sign may emerge based on these scores. Particularly low or high scoring dimensions 
are likely to stimulate considerations and discussions regarding specific requirements 
of a product. Low scores indicate requirements that are not met while high scores 
highlight product properties that obviously contribute to coolness. 

Looking at Fig. 2 overall scores are on average indicating that all factors can be 
improved. Direct/Hassle, the most impactful factor is particularly low indicating an 
area for improvement.  Sensation is also low indicating that sensual delight is missing. 
If Identity was improved the product would increase in its emotional impact. Any 
increase in Accomplishment, the second most important factor will significantly in-
crease impact and value. Accomplishment refers fundamentally to anytime anywhere 
ability to get activities done while on the move in small chunks of time. Getting teams 
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to understand that task accomplishment or task efficiency alone will not significantly 
raise the score is the task of the UX professional discussing the meaning of the score.  
As such the scores open the way for design discussions and for generating design 
ideas that directly map to the cool user experience. 

 

 

Fig. 2.  Example for a results chart 

4.4 Validation of the Cool Measure Instrument 

To assess validity and reliability of the 40 measures, a validation study with 400 par-
ticipants was conducted. The study was run with the same procedure as in studies 1 
and 2 reported above with 40 measures versus 79. Again, the measures were pre-
sented as an online survey with participants from the USA (business professionals in 
Human Resources, Sales, Finance and Procurement). Gender and age distributions 
were quite similar to those of the initial studies. 

With the data set, the following analyses were conducted: a principal component 
analysis on the complete data set to investigate if the factors derived from the pre-
vious studies can also be found when using the reduced set of measures (i.e. was the 
measure selection done properly?). The analysis again brought up 7 dimensions ex-
plaining 81% of variance, while the factors contributed to explained variance more 
evenly than in the two initial studies. 

To determine the consistency of the subscales (our 7 dimensions), we calculated 
Cronbach’s Alpha for each subscale for the whole dataset as well as for device data 
and application data only. In each case, the Alpha values are between .91 and .96, 
meaning that the subscales appear to be highly consistent. This basically means that 
the measures of the respective dimensions consistently measure the same construct. 
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5 Discussion 

We presented an approach for the development of a metric to measure the experience 
of product “coolness” grounded in extensive field research. Obviously, the dimen-
sions of cool derived from our data also support some of the major dimensions identi-
fied in other investigations of cool. In comparison to other approaches, we focused on 
the coolness of business software and electronic devices that are essential in the busi-
ness world, e.g. several types of smartphones and tablet computers. In our first ex-
plorative studies using the cool measures quite clear differences regarding the per-
ceived coolness of such products could be identified. 

The tool developed for measuring cool is quite easy to use, quick (7-minutes), and 
understood by participants. Because of the depth of knowledge about each dimension 
from the original field research, making design recommendations based on the score 
is robust. 

Our next steps are multi faceted. InContext is using the Cool Concepts, design 
principles, and metrics with their clients. They will be testing if systematic design 
changes in response to the measure will increase the score. They are also using the 
measures on consumer and business products so overall applicability beyond business 
products will be determined. 

In addition we will further investigate design variations that influence the single 
Cool Concept dimensions. And we will continue to check our cool metric as technol-
ogy changes to ensure that it continues to differentiate among products and that our 
design principles associated with each factor in fact increase “coolness” and so prod-
uct success. More data-based insights into those relationships will help to derive well 
founded design recommendations for business products that will not only be easy to 
use but will also be cool. 
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