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Kiosk Design from the Design Professional's Perspective
Interactive kiosks have
been around for a long time
now but it is only recently
with the advent of cheap
networked computing and
the wholesale adoption of
powerful integrated corporate I.T. infrastructure that
they have proliferated. A
case could be made that
they have become near
ubiquitous in the shopping
malls, retail stores, airports,
hotels and anywhere else
that large numbers of
people gather. They sell
tickets, cds and clothing,
track bridal registries, print
newspapers, provide
information, tell you where
you are and rent you
videos. As corporations
have developed more and
more sophisticated automation tools, kiosks have
taken the place of sales
clerks and concierge's,
serving up content tailored
to the user. These smarter
kiosks have become more
intelligent and can now
send information back up
the I.T. chain helping track
user's patterns and behaviors. Their functions and
duties are as varied as the
environments they are
placed in.
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Yet when you look at most
kiosks out there their
appearance has remained
largely unchanged. Sure
they have shrunk in size
and mass as the technology
has become smaller. They
have become more reliable
and easier to service as the
printing technology has
matured and smart cards
and lcd screens have been
introduced. Kiosk manufacturers have spent a lot of
time, money and effort
improving all these technical aspects of the kiosk in

their quest to deliver 100%
uptime, easy maintenance,
security, flexible technology
and better interfaces.
Nonetheless modern kiosks
look very similar to the very
first ones introduced, and
very similar to one another.
Which, when you think
about it, is rather odd.
Here they are doing all
these different things,
serving all these different
customers and being
placed in all these different
environments and yet they
pretty much all look the
same. Mostly they are
squarish metal boxes or
slabs with a monitor
somewhere in the middle of
them.
Why is this?
Partly it's a function of
production capability. If you
are a designer or an
engineer attached to a
kiosk production company
you probably design to suit
your fab methodology.
Whether that's sheet metal
or wood fabrication or
some combination of the
two, you're designing to
suit your fab capabilities
and they determine your
design's gross aesthetic.
Which is a good reason
why you don't see that
many thermoformed plastic
surfaces or fiberglass shells
or custom cast parts, and
those are some of the
elements that a product
designer can use to really
tailor a design to the needs
of the product. You can
think of all these ancillary
components as the tools
that go into a designer's
box of tricks. They are the
elements that help products

feel stylish, friendly and fun.
By using warm soft materials such as wood, rubber
and textured plastic at
interaction points you can
improve the user experience, making it that much
more engaging. Molded
plastic parts can incorporate the rounded, smoothed
edges that sheet metal and
wood have such a hard
time replicating.
Partly it's a function of the
human body.
The height and reach of the
average person most often
determines where the
monitor will fall and how
much vertical distance the
interface can occupy.
These ergonomic presets
don't vary much from one
kiosk implementation to the
next and help to fix the
visual vocabulary of kiosk
design. You don't see many
kiosks with the monitor at
knee level. But so what?
You can say the same thing
about cars and look how
varied in shape and appearance they have become.
Kiosk's are at the point now
that computers were 5
years ago, right before
apple brought out the first
G4 mac with it's molded
plastic compound curves
and changed the way
people related to their
computers; people started
bringing them out from
under the desk! At one
point you could have made
the argument that computers don't really need to be
seen by anyone; they could
be hidden away and be ugly
and you wouldn't care. You
could never make that
same argument about a
kiosk. Most kiosks are
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positioned in high traffic
areas and must fulfill their
role by having the passerby
notice them and be enticed
to use them. To make
matters worse sometimes
they have to compete for
users attention with the
presence of a real live
person who can actually
talk to the customer and
smile. This is how good
design can help.
You can see kiosk design
taking baby steps towards
this end with the use of
bright paint and lit signage
and larger screens. Going
back to the car analogy this
is like slapping tail fins on a
car, it may get you noticed
but it's not going to get you
there faster and it won't
hold attention for long.
Good design is more than
paint and large graphic
panels shouting "use me".
At it's best it should evoke
an emotional reaction in the
potential user as well as
informing them about the
function and benefits of the
kiosk. You may have heard
the old adage form follows
function? I'm here to tell
you this is wrong, wrong,
wrong. Form enhances
function. A solid, massive
looking steel box with
privacy screens might
evoke a feeling of security
appropriate to an atm or
other cash-handling device.
The use of rounded,
colorful forms and large
graphics could be just the
thing to encourage a spur
of the moment purchase by
a teen or young adult. A
Small, unobtrusive pedestal
with subdued colors could
be the perfect vehicle to
convey information or orient
a user to his surroundings.
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How do you divine all of

this?
Most often you just have to
listen to the client and ask
the right questions. A good
example is a project I
recently completed for a
client. I offered them three
different options with
differing levels of friendliness, privacy of experience
and branding and signage.
Though positive about them
they weren't enthused.
Upon probing further we
determined that all the
options seemed too
transactional, too much like
an atm or service-based
product. The experience
was more educational and
free form, implying a longer
dwell time and more
informal aesthetic. So I did
another round of conceptual designs that had a
more furniture like quality
that fit into its environment
rather than stand out and
would encourage a longer
interaction.
A big part of any kiosk is its
graphic messaging.
Graphics should serve to
brand & attract, offer
services, inform on cost,
instruct how to use and
help with the interface. This
strict visual hierarchy is also
directly related to the user's
distance from the device.
From across the room you
should notice the branding
and attract graphics, as you
approach you should be
informed about what it does
and the services it offers.
Once up close this
messaging should be out of
the user's range of vision
as not to distract and they
should then be informed of
cost and helped to start
interacting. The kiosk
should have an obvious
interface point; highlight it

with color, graphics or the
form of the device if
necessary. Wherever
possible you must avoid
having the potential user
standing there trying to
divine where to start; more
than three or four seconds
of head scratching and they
will probably move on. This
means that the layout of
internal components should
be determined as much by
user interface needs as by
engineering constraints.
Braille is most often
necessary, even if just to tell
the user to seek help from
an attendant. Remember I
said form doesn't follow
function? Well I lied. There
are of course some things
you just shouldn't do with a
kiosk. No horizontal
surfaces, ever! They
accumulate trash and offer
a place for little Johnny to
rest his 32oz big gulp, right
before his brother knocks it
into the guts of your
expensive hardware.
Consider where the kiosk
will be placed, is it going up
against a wall or out in the
middle of an open space? If
the latter then maybe you
should consider how best
to use that large expanse of
prime messaging real
estate on the rear of the
unit. And there's more, way
more. As kiosk development begins to pursue the
dual routes of commodification and vertical integration
solutions to hard technology problems will become
more routine and the power
of good design will become
more important and relevant
than ever before.
About the Author:
Adam is a designer with
over 10 experience in
product and interior
environment design. It is

Interactive Kiosk
Design and Consulting

03.05.05
Articles

this familiarity with both
products and interior
environments that helps him
design design better
kiosks. He has developed
ATM and kiosk solutions for
use in banking, retail,
museum and c-store
environments. Past clients
include the Tech Museum
of Innovation in San Jose,
Organic Online, Innoventry
and Washington Mutual.
Based in San Francisco
California he consults on
museum, interior and kiosk
projects.
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