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Abstract. This paper reports on the overview of the research field of Kansei
Engineering that originated in Japan. The paper traces back the history of the
word “Kansei” and reviews its current use as an indigenous academic term
specific to Japan and some Asian countries. The field of Kansei Engineering will
be explained and its implication for the international use is examined, and the
word “Kansei” could be used internationally more than before and it will help
develop the better user interface of products and services. Kansei Engineering
set a goal of improving the quality of life with comfort and enjoyment for
people.
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1 Introduction

Kansei Engineering was born by Mitsuo Nagamachi in the 1970 s in Japan. Kansei
Engineering and Affective Engineering is “the science of translating the images and
emotions representing human desires into physical design components, and specifically
designing them [1].” Kansei Engineering is used as a method for translating feelings
and impressions into product parameters. It can “measure” the feelings and shows the
relationship for certain product properties.

At least in Japan, “Kansei” is used as a word meaning what is outside of the realm
of rationalism. Hence MEXT (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology) and METI (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry) supported to
promote the “Kansei” aspects in industrial activity [2–4]. The Japanese government
recommended for industries to create high-valued products and services that appeal to
user’s interests. Kansei value is an “added value”, which makes a large impact on the
first impression of the customer. It is the key to understanding the buying motive.
Hence, the word “Kansei” could be used internationally more than before and it will
help develop a better user interface.

In this paper, the historical background and the significance of the word “Kansei”
that originated in Japan will be explained and its implication for the international use
will be examined.
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2 The Historical Background of the Word “Kansei”

The term “Kansei” that we use today originates from the “Aesthesis” (an ancient Greek
word meaning sensitivity/senses) used by Aristotle and is thought to have similar
meaning to ethos [2]. The German philosopher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714–
1762) specified the study of sensible cognition as “Aesthetics” for the first time in the
history of philosophy, and this influenced Immanuel Kant. Baumgarten defined the
term “sensible cognition” using the Latin word “Aesthetica” as in “Aesthetica est
scientia cognitionis senstivae” [Aesthetics is the study of sensible cognition]. He
defined “beauty” as a “perfection of sensible cognition with a coordinated expression”
and defined “aesthetics” as “the study of natural beauty and artistic beauty.” Lucien
Paul Victor Febvre (1878–1956) understood Kansei as the French word “Sensibilite”,
which can be traced back to the early fourteenth century. He also mentioned that
Kansei meant human sensitivity to ethical impressions such as “truth” and “goodness”.
In the seventeenth century, and in the eighteenth century, it referred to emotions such
as “sympathy”, “sadness”, etc. On the other hand, in Japan, aesthetica was translated as
“Bigaku” [science of beauty].

Given this international trend including Japan, Kansei research was activated and
attempts were made to understand Kansei from various perspectives [5]. A major
argument was that it could be interpreted in many ways based on the meaning of its
Chinese characters, such as sensitivity, sense, sensibility, feeling, aesthetics, emotion,
intuition, etc. Another argument was that from a philosophical standpoint, the term was
created through the translation of the German word “Sinnlichkeit” in the 18th century.
Kansei (感性) consists of two Chinese characters – “Kan” [感 (meaning feel and
sympathize)] and “Sei” [性 (meaning character and property)], which represent yin and
yang respectively, and if combined, constitute the universe. The two different natures of
yin and yang influence and interact with each other to exert power [6].

Another interpretation was that “Sinn” in the word Sinnlichkeit includes such
meanings as senses, sensuality, feeling, awareness, spirit, perception, self-awareness,
sensitivity, intuition, giftedness, talent, interest, character, taste, prudence, discretion,
idea, intelligence, reason, judgment, mind, will, true intention, soul, etc. These suggest
that the word “Kansei” has not only innate aspects such as giftedness and talent but also
acquired aspects such as interest, prudence, etc. It is supposed to be polished while
exerting its power through interaction with others in various environments (Fig. 1).

3 Toward the Internationalization of Kansei

Hisorically, “Kansei” is a mixed concept of “Aesthetics” and “Sinnlichkeit” and have
been disregarded because of its ambiguity. As described above, the word “Kansei”
carries a great deal of meaning, it is multivalent and there are various ways Kansei
could be translated, such as sensitivity, sense, sensibility, feeling, aesthetics, emotion,
intuition, etc. In addition, the issue we have to deal with is the lack of a consistent
definition for Kansei, because each discipline has different viewpoints on it. In Japan
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there are academic societies, such as “Japan Society of Kansei Engineering (JSKE)”
and “Japanese Society for Kansei and Well-being (SKW)”. Although they focus on
Kansei, they do not have the unique and explicit definition of Kansei.

Fig. 1. The root of the word “Kansei”
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There is no word in English that is an exact translation of Kansei, but occasionally
some English words such as “sensibility” and “emotion”, are used. They are inaccurate
in that they don’t convey a subtle sense, though it is very difficult to translate languages
without losing some of the meaning and subtle nuances. There are certain typical
Japanese expressions that have some difficulties when translating them into English.
Lately, some Japanese words that have been adopted in the English language such as
“Tsunami,” “Karaoke” and “Manga.” The word “Kansei” could be another example
too.

In fact, most East Asian countries (i.e. China, South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan)
adopting the Chinese writing system, use the Kanji word “感性,” and they have almost
exactly the same meaning. However, as is illustrated in Table 1 the pronunciation is
different in each country, with the exception of Taiwan where the pronunciation of
“Kansei” is used. Therefore, there is no standard English translation, but in Taiwan and
Japan, they normally use “Kansei” as an English word. Although there is no academic
society on Kansei research in China, they are using the word emotion or Kansei as
English words in research concerning Kansei.

4 The Field of Kansei Engineering

To integrate many different technologies of collaboration from the late 20th century,
much attention has been given to Kansei, and spawned a new field called Kansei
Engineering. The basic principle in the fields of Ergonomics/Human Engineering and
Kansei Engineering/Affective Engineering is the central position of humans as con-
sumers of products and services. This includes the concept of the Human-Centered
Design (HCD), wherein goods and services are designed for the primary purpose of
meeting human needs. Ergonomics and Human Engineering focus particularly on
physical aspects or physiological characteristics of humans and seek to design goods
and services that humans can use with the most natural motions and states possible.
Kansei Engineering, however, focuses particularly on subjective psychological aspects,
such as feelings and images. The goal is to design products that can have a positive
effect on humans. Thus, Kansei Engineering includes components that meet the
expectations humans would have for certain goods or services and particularly
emphasizes the enjoyable experience of their use.

Kansei Engineering covers broad academic fields from humanities and social sci-
ences fields such as philosophy, education, psychology, the arts, politics, economics,
management, sociology, etc. to natural science fields such as medicine, physiology,
chemistry, materials science, mechanics, information technology, computer system and
so on. Kansei Engineering facilitates the progress of industry, economics and culture. It
also creates new values from attention on the functions of Kansei. Although “Kansei”
is a popular word in Japan, there is no adequate English translation for the word.
Sometimes, ‘sensibility’, ‘feeling’, and ‘emotion’ were used to translate “Kansei”.

Kansei Engineering has developed as a study of manufacturing for respecting the
diversity of human’s Kansei, while conventional technologies are purely rational.
Hence, Kansei Engineering has relevance to various research fields. Figure 2 is drawn
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based on the results of a survey for Kansei researchers on their view of the term Kansei.
These findings lead us to believe that Kansei is multifaceted.

There is a little difference in the interpretations of Kansei by Researchers in their
fields, even in Japan. For example, researchers in Design think that kansei has sec-
ondary aspects that can be acquired through expertise, experience, and learning, such as

Table 1. Using the word “Kansei” in East Asian countries
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Fig. 2. Interpretations of Kansei by researchers in various fields
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cognitive expressions, etc. Those in the Information Science field feel it is a repre-
sentation of external stimuli, is subjective, and is expressed by actions that can’t be
defined logically. People in the Linguistics, Design, and Information Science fields
tend to agree that Kansei judges the shifts made by integration and interaction of
intuitive creativity and intellectual activities. Kansei Information Processing
Researchers think it is a function of the mind to reproduce and create information based
on images generated. Those in the Art, General Modeling, and Robot Engineering
disciplines feel it is the ability to quickly react and assess major features of values.

5 Conclusion

Historically, “Kansei” was brought back from Europe and is the combination of
“Aisthesis” and “Sinnlichkeit.” At least in Japan, “Kansei” is used as a word meaning
what is outside of the realm of rationalism and is an ambiguous from the viewpoint of
rationalism. However, the Japanese Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Econ-
omy supports the promotion of the “Kansei” aspects in industrial activities in Japan.
Kansei Engineering set a goal of improving the quality of life with comfort and
enjoyment for people.

In the field of Kansei Engineering, each researcher tries to combine each tech-
nology that develops in the various fields with Kansei. It aims to improve the quality of
life, and promote a safe and affluent society. Both Kansei Engineering and Ergonomics
have a basic philosophy of HCD. While Ergonomics only puts emphasis on the con-
formance to a human’s physiological and somatic aspects, Kansei Engineering also
focuses on the mental side. Not only does it try to give physiological Kansei (a good
feeling for users), but it also tries to give psychological Kansei so that users can enjoy
using the product.
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