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Design Principles: Comparing wedding gown games for women and girls 

 Design principles are a set of terms and phrases which help guide design decisions by 

acting as general design requirement statements to be applied across the entire design project 

(Saffer 122-123). Basically, their purpose is to assure that the users can both figure out what to 

do and can tell what is going on (Norman 188). Saffer lists three aspects of the design process 

which design principles are derived from. Comparisons between the two interactive media, 

TLC’s Say Yes to the Dress “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and Mattel’s Barbie “I Can Be... Wed-

ding Stylist,” can be drawn based on the first aspect he lists: “What is known about the users, 

the context of use, and the design strategy (123).” Each medium’s five core design principles 

and the decisions made in executing those guidelines revolve around the purpose of the interac-

tive medium and the target audience, making user compatibility the key principle. 

 TLC’s Say Yes to the Dress “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and Mattel’s Barbie “I Can Be... 

Wedding Stylist” are both game-based marketing media catered to females. These similar func-

tions and users lend themselves to overlap between each medium’s five core principles. How-

ever, their target audiences are still different: “Virtual Bridal Boutique” targets women 

(particularly Say Yes to the Dress fans) while “Wedding Stylist” targets young girls 

(particularly Barbie fans). This distinction alone is enough to have some differences in design 

principles, and major variation in the execution of each design principle. That is because both 

these media have user-centered designs, meaning that they focus on the user needs and goals, 

with user data acting as the determining factor in making design decisions (Saffer 33-34). The 

distinctions between “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and “Wedding Stylist” will be compared 

throughout this paper, with the incorporation of the media’s five core design principles (Figure 

1): user compatibility, familiarity & product compatibility, affinity to visual design, personal-

http://tlc.howstuffworks.com/tv/say-yes-to-the-dress/virtual-bridal-boutique.htm
http://icanbe.barbie.com/bride.html
http://icanbe.barbie.com/bride.html
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ization, and either simplicity or open accessibility. 

 Before examining the content of these interactive media, the medium of choice itself is a 

strategic design decision based on the purpose and audience. Both “Virtual Bridal Boutique” 

and “Wedding Stylist” are game-based marketing media hosted on the brands’ website. They 

share a common goal: increase the “stickiness” factor by providing a fun, user-based interactive 

media service on their sites. Allowing a female website audience to not just browse products 

but also meaningfully interact with them can help achieve the desired response of higher sticki-

ness. Stickiness is a way to measure brand loyalty, engagement and sharing through the stan-

dard Internet metrics of 1) time spent on a website and 2) the number of repeat visits per user 

(Zichermann & Linder 13), along with 3) how the medium is shared among users. Choosing to 

design these interactive media for a website rather than a different platform is a strategic deci-

sion that exceeds just the stickiness factor: this specific medium caters to the target audience. 

The Entertainment Software Association reported in 2011 that 42% of computer or video game 

players are female. However, the segmentation of gender across platforms is important to note. 

NPD Group released a report titled “2011 Segmentation of Gamers,” which classified six differ-

ent gamer profiles and its associated demographics and user behavior. Women, like an everyday 

mother, make up the strong representation of the “Light PC Gamer” profile. This is the same 
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audience that would match that of a TLC Say Yes to the Dress fan. The Light PC Gamer profile 

is described as: “Also focused on PC gaming, but not nearly to the extent as Avid PC Gamers. 

Their primary, and for the most part, only genre preference is casual games. The vast majority 

prefer free games. Low purchase likelihood overall, regardless of content type (NPD Group).” 

Based on this information, it makes sense to host “Virtual Bridal Boutique” on a website with a 

free-to-play model. The users cannot be expected to purchase the wedding gowns that their vir-

tual models try on, but the users can be expected to engage in the brand, which helps meet the 

marketing objective. This free-to-play model tends to be the successful route for game-based 

marketing media. For the purpose of building brand loyalty and engagement, it is more practical 

to avoid barriers like large time-commitments or payments, and to instead focus on long-term 

engagement (Zichermann & Linder 22). The same appropriation of a browser-based medium 

for the “Virtual Bridal Boutique” target audience applies to that of “Wedding Stylist” as well. 

Today, the traditional notion of video games as a “masculine” activity still affects the segmenta-

tion of the market, including for children. Young girls are still less inclined to use gaming con-

soles and handhelds than young boys are. Therefore, a casual game on a website is a much more 

appropriate decision for the medium. Take the following case study, for example, regarding the 

same brand of and similar game to “Wedding Stylist:” 

During the 1990s, game developers attempted to encourage more 

females to play computer games by developing games with a rec-

ognizably “feminine” theme...In 1996 Mattel released “Barbie 

Fashion Designer,” which sold more than 200,000 units in the 

first month of release. However, the success of such attempts to 

expand gaming into the female market have not been sustained 
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and were located within traditional conceptualizations of feminine 

interests and skills. (Sullivan, Bryce & Rutter 197) 

So, the strategic decision to provide “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and “Wedding Stylist” on a web-

site helps to effectively meet the goals of the interactive media and helps meet the design prin-

ciple of user compatibility.  

 User compatibility is a core design principle that is involved with all the other design 

principles as well. As Mayhew explains, user compatibility is “perhaps the most fundamental 

principle, from which all others derive (Huang).” It is shared by both “Virtual Bridal Boutique” 

and “Wedding Stylist,” and revolves around knowing the user. Another way--in addition to the 

platform--that the medium is used effectively based on user compatibility, is the core design 

principle of personalization. “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and “Wedding Stylist” are game-based 

marketing media which revolve around the concept of customizing, designing and personaliz-

ing. In “Virtual Bridal Boutique,” users can try on dresses after customizing the body types and 

facial details of their model’s appearance. In “Wedding Stylist,” users can customize rings, 

dresses and cakes. This primary game function of personalization is one known to be very 

popular among females, which is why it meets user compatibility for these media’s audiences. 

It helps meet the satisfaction component of usability because it provides a pleasant, positive ex-

perience for the users (Nielsen). 

 The other core design principles I’ve identified in these interactive media can all be ob-

served when comparing just the first, opening pages that introduce each (Appendices). An obvi-

ous core design principle is the affinity to visual design. Both “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and 

“Wedding Stylist” use feminine colors and images with whimsical graphic design that typically 

appeals to females. As Norman explains in “Emotional Design,” creating visual design that the 
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users would find attractive is a crucial part of visceral design, because having an affinity to it 

will create a positive attitude. This is especially important in this case, in which the designers 

are aiming for users to respond positively not only to the medium, but to the entire brand it 

represents. While each design is overall feminine, they both are different in order to effectively 

create that positive impact among its users. Both the artistic style and visual design elements 

outlined by IBM’s “Design Principles” vary between the two. The “Virtual Bridal Boutique” 

main page (Appendix A) has a more classic, simple feel to it, using subtractive design by reduc-

ing excess clutter. It also implements a visual hierarchy by varying the size of the main image, 

title, subtitles and start button in order to direct the adult users’ focus in a linear order. Con-

versely, the “Wedding Stylist” main page (Appendix B) has a more colorful, busier design that 

somewhat neglects affordance and a visual scheme by filling up space, making it much more 

attractive to young girls than women. Therefore, I think these visual designs effectively gain 

that positive affinity desired as a response from the users: it revolves around user compatibility. 

 This distinction in visual design leads to separate design principles between these inter-

active media. “Virtual Bridal Boutique” follows a core design principle of simplicity, while 

“Wedding Stylist” is characterized by open accessibility. These apply not just to the visual de-

sign, but to the actual interfaces and usability. Mayhew warns, “Don’t try to provide all the 

functionality that any user could possibly ever want or need. Instead, make the interface rela-

tively simple (Huang).” This simplicity is demonstrated in the clear-cut design of the “Virtual 

Bridal Boutique” main page (Appendix A), in which buttons and options are limited to only 

what’s necessary for functionality. “Wedding Stylist” focuses more on an open accessibility 

design principle. IBM recommends accessibility as a design principle, so that users can use ob-

jects in any sequence at any time (Huang). The “Wedding Stylist” main page (Appendix B) 
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makes this accessibility very open and apparent by maintaining a panel on the left with other 

games to choose, a navigation menu on the top with other website areas to explore, and a pleth-

ora of in-game options other than just “Play” like “Virtual Bridal Boutique” just has “Get 

Started.” This design decision, again, is based upon the medium’s purpose and user compatibil-

ity: it maintains engagement by always providing more options and content to explore, and it 

appeals to the young-minded audience that would be more inclined to engage in that busier 

style of open accessibility. 

 The interface also ties into the shared core design principle of familiarity & product 

compatibility. Mayhew explains that across-product compatibility allows users to quickly learn 

a new system or interface because it’s similar to what the users are already familiar with 

(Huang). Therefore, it contributes to the usability component of learnability, because users can 

interact with ease upon their first encounter (Nielsen). This core design principle of familiarity 

& product compatibility applies to both these game-based media, but they again vary to meet 

the user compatibility of their diverse audiences. The “Virtual Bridal Boutique” introduction 

page (Appendix A) provides an overview using text and images, while the “Wedding Stylist” 

main page (Appendix B) provides an overview through a video so that users only have to push 

play--something more suitable for young girls. Another major distinction is that “Virtual Bridal 

Boutique” includes a navigation panel to share the game through social networks like Facebook 

and Twitter. This is a sharing feature that has product compatibility because it uses the familiar 

social network sharing buttons, and has user compatibility because unlike young girls, women 

use social networks. (I must say, though, the number of Facebook engagements and Tweets 

shown makes me think that users are not following through with the desired response to share).  

 Beyond the product compatibility and interface, the content itself uses familiarity that 
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caters to each audience in order to meet user compatibility. “Bridal boutique” is much more so-

phisticated terminology than “wedding stylist,” which is why the title of each medium is appro-

priate for its audience. Similarly, diction variations such as the words “virtual” and “get started” 

for the user-base of women versus the words “play a game” for the user-base of young girls 

make sense. Women are more familiar with the idea of a virtual function, and young girls are 

more familiar with the idea of playing a game. The game-based media themselves are also 

based upon familiarity by using the well-known brands of TLC’s Say Yes to the Dress and Mat-

tel’s Barbie to connect with their corresponding audiences. This is a major contribution toward 

accomplishing the audience responses desired in order to increase the brand’s stickiness factor. 

 Design principles are important guidelines for carrying out design projects. There are 

bounteous design principles that almost all interactive media abide by, but there are always a 

few core principles which truly stand out to define the strategic design plan. TLC’s Say Yes to 

the Dress “Virtual Bridal Boutique” and Mattel’s Barbie “I Can Be... Wedding Stylist” are 

game-based marketing media that mostly follow the same core design principles to meet the 

common objective of increasing brand stickiness factor and common audience of females. 

However, both media vary in some principles and the execution of the design in order to cater 

to their different audiences. This is a reflection of the importance of user compatibility, which 

all other design principles seem to track back to. In both these cases, a user-centered design is 

an effective design. 
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Appendix A: TLC’s Say Yes to the Dress “Virtual Bridal Boutique”  

Appendix B: Mattel’s Barbie “I Can Be... Wedding Stylist” 

Appendices 
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