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THINKING

“Charm is the quality of inviting us to 
participate in another pattern, for instance, 

to glimpse the pattern of another personality 
through the veil of manners, customs,      
pretence.” - James Howard Kunstler

learning from tea gardens to inform the design of interfaces
by Eric Nehrlich

THE PRINCIPLES OF CHARM

As designers, we are often 
concerned with making our 
designs usable, but we also 

know that there is a level beyond that 
of mere usability. We also like to make 
things that invite us to participate, that 
attract us into interacting with them. 
Perhaps charm helps us to describe this 
quality our designs attain when they 
become desirable, this characteristic of 
certain objects that reach out and grab 
us. 

  Can this idea of charm be applied 
more widely, to objects or even software 
interfaces? What are the design prin-
ciples involved that make an interface 
charming?

  A tea garden can provide an il-
lustration of principles eliciting charm. 
Tea gardens invite the visitor to interact 
with them, providing paths to stroll 
through their grounds. They provide 
opportunities to glimpse their patterns 
using vantage points designed to frame 
certain views. They can be appreci-
ated at many levels, from the purely 
aesthetic to the deeply symbolic. Most 
importantly, the design principles at 
work in a tea garden have stood the test 
of time, as they have been refined over 
thousands of years.

Navigation

Even a first-time visitor is imme-
diately drawn into a tea garden’s path 
from its entrance: There is no hesita-
tion as to where to start, which way 

to go. Furthermore, the path provides 
frequent scenic outlooks, invitations for 
the visitor to stop and contemplate the 
view. These visual signposts increase 
visitors’ enjoyment by making it easy 
for them to find their way, leaving more 
time to contemplate the garden itself.

  Such principles of navigation can 
be applied to interfaces of all sorts. A 
well-designed object provides clues 
to its users as to how it is to be used. 
These clues are a medium of commu-

nication between an object’s designers 
and its users, a way for the designer to 
provide a glimpse into the design pat-
tern behind the object. They provide a 
method to invite the novice user to par-
ticipate immediately, rather than having 
to wonder which way to go. This ele-
ment of invitation is a key component 
of designing a charming interface; like 
the visitor to the tea garden, we want 
to be drawn in, rather than stand at the 
entrance in confusion.

Framing

While on a trip to Australia, one 
of the things I remember most vividly 
about visiting the Chinese Garden of 
Friendship in Sydney was the way in 
which the garden designers had used 
artful ‘windows’ to frame certain views. 
By placing borders around those views, 
the garden designers were able to pres-
ent a carefully composed vision of the 
garden, rather than relying on the visi-

tor to take in everything at once. 
  This concept of framing is a vital 

one to interface design. In the field of 
computer software, there has been an 
unfortunate tendency to amplify fea-
tures with power, such that the design-
er comes to believe users feel software 
with more features is more powerful. 
Unfortunately, some software interface 
designers also believe that all of those 
features must therefore be available at 
all times, and thus overwhelm their 
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users with far too many options. It 
is better to learn from the tea-garden 
designers and present the user with a 
well-designed frame, making visible 
only what is immediately of use. 

  Alan Cooper provides a great 
example via a redesign of scanner 
software for Logitech in his 1999 book 
The Inmates are Running the Asylum. 
The initial version of the software pro-
vided every single feature known to the 
software engineers, from basic functions 
like cropping to advanced Photoshop-
like functions. After surveying users, 
Cooper’s firm recommended making the 
scanner software perform only the three 
functions that were needed by most 
users (cropping, resizing and rotating), 
and making the interface to those three 
functions very simple. The interesting 
thing was that when Logitech ran a 
usability test of the redesign, users actu-
ally rated the simplified version as being 
more powerful than the initial version. 
Cooper’s firm had reduced the function-
ality available but increased the users’ 
ability to use what they had. The design 
charmed users by framing their options 
in an accessible way. 

Depth

Tea gardens are also remarkable in 
the variety of ways in which one can 
experience them. The nature-minded 
visitor can admire the different flowers 
and plants along the winding paths. 
The artist or designer can appreciate 
the framing and composition of dif-
ferent sections of the garden, examin-
ing how positive and negative spaces 
interact to create a pleasing whole. The 
landscape-conscious can consider how 
the garden uses flowers that blossom 
at different times of the year, creating 
an ever-changing experience for its 
visitors. Analytically minded visitors 
can contemplate the symbolism of the 
different plants and how that reflects on 
the intent of the garden designers. 

 The tea garden’s multifaceted na-
ture illustrates another aspect of charm-
ing interfaces: They provide enough 
depth to give a rewarding interaction to 
all who enter. What good is it, after all, 
to invite a user to discern a new pattern 
if the experience is such that only a few 
users can appreciate it? Or to make an 
experience so one-dimensional that it 
stops being attractive after only a few 
visits? 

  To enhance its multiple uses in 
the software world, a charming inter-
face should allow for instant customiza-
tion, providing a number of different 
frames designed for the appropriate 
audience. For instance, novice users 
of software utilize icons and menus 
to accomplish their tasks, whereas 
expert users will tend to use keyboard 
shortcuts. 

  Those who want to design charm-
ing interfaces must keep the variety of 
potential users in mind. They must find 

ways to make the interfaces inviting to 
all—from providing enough guidance 
for the novice, to allowing the most 
skilled to access everything quickly. 

Charm

The charming interface presents 
several design challenges to the would-
be designer. Think of the lessons of the 
tea garden to guide you in designing 
an interface that is inviting to its users 
and charms them into interacting with 
it. Provide visual cues for users to fol-
low when they are navigating through 
the interface. Do not overwhelm the 
user with the interface; find ways to 
compose the relevant information and 
controls into a coherent frame. Design 
the interface with a variety of users in 
mind, from the novice to the expert. 
Combine all of these aspects, from 
navigation to framing to depth, and 
your interface design will be well on its 
way to charming all who encounter it.
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