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Smile-Encouraging Digital 
Appliances
Hitomi Tsujita and Jun Rekimoto

American philosopher and psy-
chologist William James once 

said, “We don’t laugh because we’re 
happy—we’re happy because we 
laugh.”1 James, as well as Carl Lange, 
argued that life experiences produce a 
direct physiological response via the 
human autonomic nervous system, 
including increased muscle tone and 
heart rate, perspiration, and dryness 
of the mouth. This idea, known as the 
James-Lange theory of emotion, sug-
gests that emotions occur because of 
these physiological changes, rather 
than being their cause.

Silvan Tomkins similarly argued that 
facial movement can influence our emo-
tional experience,2,3 suggesting, for 
example, that an individual who feels 
compelled to smile during a social event 
will find the event more enjoyable. 
In the late 1990s, Chris L. Kleinke, 
Thomas R. Peterson, and Thomas R. 
Rutledge tested this theory, conduct-
ing an experiment to see whether facial 
expressions can influence mood.4 Study 
participants reported having a more 
positive experience while exhibiting 
positive facial expressions and a less 
positive experience while exhibiting 
negative facial expressions—even when 
they were merely mimicking the expres-
sions. Furthermore, the effects were 
enhanced when participants viewed 
themselves in a mirror.

These findings are interesting, espe-
cially given that there are more than 
31 million one-person households 
in the US (roughly 27 percent of all 

 households).5 For a variety of rea-
sons, many people live alone—perhaps 
because of their social situation or age, 
or because of a disease, such as autism 
or depression. Such people might find 
it difficult to recognize when they’re in 
low spirits, and without positive rein-

forcement, this could lead to more seri-
ous mental health problems. We argue 
that technology can influence people’s 
mood, so we developed the Happiness-
Counter—a series of digital appliances 
that encourage people to smile more in 
their daily lives.6

ThE haPPInESSCounTEr
The HappinessCounter provides 
feedback to users about their smile in 

 combination with other tools, promot-
ing a more positive mood for users. 
Moreover, the benefits can extend 
to family members living together, 
because the system can help improve 
relationships with other family mem-
bers by improving their mood and 
enhancing communication.

The HappinessCounter, integrated 
into an everyday object such as a mir-
ror, detects a user’s smile, counts the 
number of smiles while interacting 
with the device, and guesses the user’s 
mental state. After detecting a smile, 
the system displays visual feedback in 
the form of a “smile” icon in the corner 
of a mirror (see Figure 1). If users don’t 
smile regularly, the system displays a 
“sad” icon. Such feedback can help 
users better understand their feelings, 
as they start to realize what’s making 
them feel good or bad based on their 
smile response.

By incorporating the tools that most 
people use on a daily basis, such as a 
vanity mirror, we establish an environ-
ment in which the system can be used 
in a natural and sustained manner.

If users don’t smile regularly, 
the system displays a “sad” 
icon. Such feedback can help 

users better understand  
their feelings.

EdItor’S Intro

When I first heard about the idea of making people smile before letting them open 
their refrigerator door, I thought it was a joke. However, after learning more about 
Hitomi tsujita and Jun rekimoto’s work, I’m impressed by the basic idea of inducing 
emotion through the design of products and user interfaces. Here, tsujita and reki-
moto describe different ideas and prototypes for motivating people to smile, which 
they argue will make people happier. their work is an exciting first step toward 
products that induce emotions. I’m already practicing smiling at my fridge—just in 
case this technology becomes ubiquitous. — Albrecht Schmidt
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DESIgnED obSTaClES  
In aPPlIanCES
For many users, visual feedback 
might not be sufficient to encourage 

a user to smile. In some situations, 
requiring the user to smile to avoid 
an inconvenient situation might prove 
more effective.

As an example of this approach, we 
introduce a refrigerator that won’t 
open unless the user in front of it 
smiles (see Figure 2). Furthermore, if 
the user doesn’t smile (wide) enough, 
the HappinessCounter system makes 
the refrigerator door harder to open 
using an electric magnet, which holds 
down the door. Another example is 
an alarm clock that requires the user 
to smile to turn off the alarm (see 
Figure 3).

These approaches are unconventional 
from the standpoint of traditional user 
interface design. They don’t eliminate 
operations or improve efficiency; rather, 
they require users to act (smile) to do 
something (open the refrigerator’s door 
or turn off the alarm).

FIElD TEST
We conducted a user study for 10 days 
with two senior participants (a 64-year-
old male and a 62-year-old female) to 
determine whether the Happiness-
Counter system, installed on their 
fridge, could encourage them to have a 
more natural smile (see Figure 4). The 
results of the user experience survey 
were quite positive. In this sense, Hap-
pinessCounter is a design for embed-
ding a small amount of inconveniences 
into daily life in an effort to improve 
our mental state.

U sing this concept, we hope to 
create various kinds of smile-

inducing appliances, including 
phones that require the user to smile 
before placing a call, or email sys-
tems that won’t let the user send a 
message unless he or she smiles (or 
the system might delete incoming 
messages if the user doesn’t smile 
wide enough). This type of feed-
back system might also prove use-
ful in the workplace. For example, 
workers might need to smile to gain 
access to a meeting room, thereby 
enhancing the staff’s mood prior to 
a meeting to increase communica-
tion and cooperation.

Figure 1. The HappinessCounter encourages users to smile in their daily lives by 
providing feedback about their smile. The system detects a user’s smile using the 
smile-recognition engine, and it displays the smile icon as visual feedback in the 
corner of a mirror.

Figure 2. A refrigerator that won’t open unless the user smiles. If the smile isn’t wide 
enough, the door will be harder to open.
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Ideally, using inconvenience as 
new principle for interaction design 
would lead to long-term benefits, 
such as prolonged health, improved 
self-awareness, and better mental 
states. We plan to continue testing 
this theory and designing related 
 applications.
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Figure 3. An alarm clock that won’t shut off until the user smiles.

Figure 4. A photo of a study participant (a) at the start of the 10-day study and (b) 
toward the end of the study. At first, the participant’s smile was forced, but after 
using the system, his smile become more natural.
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As an example of this approach, we 
introduce a refrigerator that won’t 
open unless the user in front of it 
smiles (see Figure 2). Furthermore, if 
the user doesn’t smile (wide) enough, 
the HappinessCounter system makes 
the refrigerator door harder to open 
using an electric magnet, which holds 
down the door. Another example is 
an alarm clock that requires the user 
to smile to turn off the alarm (see 
Figure 3).

These approaches are unconventional 
from the standpoint of traditional user 
interface design. They don’t eliminate 
operations or improve efficiency; rather, 
they require users to act (smile) to do 
something (open the refrigerator’s door 
or turn off the alarm).

FIElD TEST
We conducted a user study for 10 days 
with two senior participants (a 64-year-
old male and a 62-year-old female) to 
determine whether the Happiness-
Counter system, installed on their 
fridge, could encourage them to have a 
more natural smile (see Figure 4). The 
results of the user experience survey 
were quite positive. In this sense, Hap-
pinessCounter is a design for embed-
ding a small amount of inconveniences 
into daily life in an effort to improve 
our mental state.

U sing this concept, we hope to 
create various kinds of smile-

inducing appliances, including 
phones that require the user to smile 
before placing a call, or email sys-
tems that won’t let the user send a 
message unless he or she smiles (or 
the system might delete incoming 
messages if the user doesn’t smile 
wide enough). This type of feed-
back system might also prove use-
ful in the workplace. For example, 
workers might need to smile to gain 
access to a meeting room, thereby 
enhancing the staff’s mood prior to 
a meeting to increase communica-
tion and cooperation.
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