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In this year’s class „Experience Design: Interactions and Environments“, 
held by Kaja Tooming Buchanan, we examined an individual, purely sub-
jective, and yet universal human experience which affects every human 
being at some point in their lives: Loneliness. 

Using a variety of interaction theories as part of the different philosoph-
ical arts of inquiry, we developed concept maps of what loneliness is, to 
discover related topics, issues, and places of invention. 

Our exploration led to the topic of Chinese forced marriage which re-
lates to loneliness in numerous ways, as will be elaborated in this 
report. In China, many young women experience a lot of social pressure 
and get into conflicts with their parents over not getting married. In our 
project, we investigated the nature of this problem.

Introduction
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J.	Dewey	–	Having	an	Experience

R. M. Rilke (1902) The Panther

His vision, from the constantly passing bars,

has grown so weary that it cannot hold

anything else. It seems to him there are

a thousand bars; and behind the bars, no world.

As he paces in cramped circles, over and over,

the movement of his powerful soft strides

is like a ritual dance around a center

in which a mighty will stands paralyzed.

Only at times, the curtain of the pupils

lifts, quietly - An image enters in,

rushes down through the tensed, arrested muscles,

plunges into the heart and ceases to be.

Having an Experience

Dewey distinguishes between general and continuous experience and 
“an” experience. General experience is often inchoate, unfulfilled, inter-
rupted. “An” experience, however, while varying in its significance, has a 
specific moment of inception, it develops and ultimately comes to ful-
filment. Understanding and mapping Dewey’s theory was a messy and 
challenging process, due to the complexity and lack of cohesiveness of 
his writing. 

We interpreted R. M. Rilke’s poem “The Panther” through the lens of 
Dewey’s theory and drew lines between isolation, unfulfilled experi-
ence, and the lack of meaning. While the wildcat is suffering not just 
from loneliness but has completely given up on life in captivation, this 
exercise still underlined the wickedness of loneliness as an “inchoate” 
experience.

Fig. 1 – Concept Map of Dewey: Having an Experience
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What	is	Loneliness?Fig. 2 – First Concept Map of Loneliness

Exploring	the	Concept	of	Loneliness

Fig. 3
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Society

Social	Pain

Survival

Connection Collaboration

G. Winch – Effects of Emotional Pain

J. Cacioppo – Evolutionary Theory on Loneliness

The Mental Health Foundation; 

Cigna US Loneliness Index 
Since loneliness is such an abstract and broad concept, our first attempt 
to capture it in its wholeness was equally challenging as getting a grip on 
the term experience.  Our desk research included statistics, theories, and 
measures from various institutions and researchers (full list in appendix). 

The most exciting relationship we identified, is between loneliness as an 
evolutionary driver for social connection and collaboration, social pain and 
society. While J. Cacioppo describes social pain as a natural reaction to 
rejection which motivates people to seek companionship, G. Winch talks 
about how the same pain triggers self-protective behaviour in a state of 
vulnerability and causes a vicious cycle of isolation from society. This 
cycle reinforces common societal stereotypes, e.g. that social skills make 
social connections and that lonely people are introverts. 

The following pages will elaborate on these two very different takes on 
the effects of social pain and how loneliness affects our society, using 
concept maps of the two theories.  

What is LonelinessFig. 4 – Theories on Lonliness; Triangular Relationship
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Fig. 5 – Effects of Social Pain (G. Winch) Fig. 6 – Evolutionary Theory on Loneliness
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Fig. 7 – Integrated Concept of Loneliness Situation

Integration Definition

Loneliness is a subjectively perceived situation where there is a 
discrepancy between the desired and achieved intimacy of social 
relationships, i.e. the presence of significant others who can be 
trusted. This situation is influenced by the actual social distance 
between a person and society.
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Fig. 8 – Moment of Divergence  Assumptions on Issues

Within our concept map that integrates both theories, we could identify 
a point of divergence, where an individual is either caught in the vicious 
circle that Winch is describing or motivated to seek companionship and 
able to find his or her way back into society. Here, we asked ourselves 
the three following consecutive questions, that contain assumptions on 
issues: 

How do you break the circle?

Who do you turn to?

Who do you love?
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Background

The Term 剩女 Shèngnüǚliterally translates to “left over woman“ and refers 
to women over 30 who are not married yet. Shèngnǚ often find themselves 
under a lot of pressure from previous generations.

Purpose

Investigating social pressure and family conflicts between so called 
“left-over women” and their parents as a consequence of young 
women striving for independence and self-determination rather 
than getting married.
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Purpose

Loneliness	DeGinition

Loneliness is a subjectively perceived situation where there is  

a discrepancy between the desired and achieved  

intimacy of social relationships, i.e. the presence of significant others who can be trusted.  

This situation is influenced by the actual social distance between a person and society.

We are investigating social pressure and family conflicts between so 

called “left-over women” and their parents as a consequence of young 

women striving for independence and self-determination  

rather than getting married.

Relations of Loneliness and Project Purpose

Fig. 9



Family	as	a	value	
Shèngnü not wanting to start a new family 
causes the split up of their existing 
families. 

Love	
Parents’ love—worries that their daughter 
will be lonely in the future if they don’t 
get married, causes the loneliness of 
leftover woman.

seeking support from parents
Shèngnǚ 剩⼥女女
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Fig. 10 – Process Map: Parents and Social Pressure Fig. 11 – Stakeholder Map: Identifying Paradox Circumstances



Primary	User

Age: 25 - 40

Family: Usually live apart from her parents (who live in second-tier cities) 

Education: High level of education

Location: First-tier cities

Job: White collar

Working hour: 8 hours (often overtime)

Income: 20000-30000 CNY

Technology: Good at digital products

剩⼥女女 Shèngnǚ (“Leftover woman”)

Age: 50 – 60

Family: Usually live apart from their daughter (who live in first-tier cities) 

Education: Middle level of education

Location: Second-tier cities

Job: Usually retired

Pension: 6000CNY

Technology: Know a little about digital products

Parents who consider their daughters 剩⼥女女 Shèngnǚ

Age: 18 – 25

Family: Usually live with their parents

Education: Middle level of education

Location: Second-tier cities

Job: Students

Technology: Good at digital products

Siblings and other Family members

Secondary	User Tertiary	User
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Issue Mapping is a strategy for an unfolding discovery 

process for the purpose of discovering problematic 

situations and places for issues that finally discloses the 

central problem based on evidence.

—Kaja Tooming Buchanan

Issue	Mapping	Strategy	

Phenomenological Observations

Goal: Understanding the relationship between internal family conflicts and social pressure.

The so-called “Blind Date Corner” at People’s square in 
Shanghai. Parents of unmarried women and men come 
to the park every Saturday and Sunday to find a potential 
partner for their daughter/son.

During a family dinner, we witnessed a conflictual con-
versation and observed interactions.



2928 Photo by Lynn

相亲⻆角“Blind	Date	Corner”	
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To better understand our stakeholders’ views and 

opinions, we conducted semi-structural interviews with 

several “leftover women” as well as parents who see their 

daughters as such. 

Identifying the differences in values and aspirations as 

causes of conflict; why and how conflictual situations arise.

Semi-structural	Interview

Main	Objective

Goal: Identifying the differences in values and aspirations as 
causes of conflict; why and how conflictual situations arise.

To better understand our stakeholders’ views and opinions, we 
conducted semi-structural interviews with several “leftover 
women” as well as parents who see their daughters as such.

Relations of Loneliness and Project Purpose
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Areas of Issues
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For China’s Lao Yibei (“older generation”), not getting married means not 
having a place in society, being excluded. In this exclusion, they see an 
existential risk – it is believed that an unmarried woman is incomplete. 
Many parents and their daughters get in a conflict, due to fundamentally 
different values and aspirations.  
In Chinese Culture, respecting your parents is an important quality. Not 
getting married is considered a severe sign of disrespect.  
The so-called “blind date corner” in Shanghai is a dysfunctional place 
that is a relic of outdated traditions and reflects the social pressure of an 
anxious generation.

Problem Statement

For China’s Lao Yibei (“older generation”), not get-
ting married means not having a place in society, 
being excluded. In this exclusion, they see an exis-
tential risk – it is believed that an unmarried woman 
is incomplete. Many parents and their daughters get 
in a conflict, due to fundamentally different values 
and aspirations. 

In Chinese Culture, respecting your parents is an 
important quality. Not getting married is considered 
a severe sign of disrespect.

The so-called “blind date corner” in Shanghai is a 
dysfunctional place that is a relic of outdated tradi-
tions and reflects the social pressure of an anxious 
generation. 

Hypotheses

We hypothesize that it is possible to solve some of 
the marriage-related family conflicts by facilitating 
communication on an individual level between par-
ents and their daughters.
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For China’s Lao Yibei (“older generation”), not get-
ting married means not having a place in society, 
being excluded. In this exclusion, they see an exis-
tential risk – it is believed that an unmarried woman 
is incomplete. Many parents and their daughters get 
in a conflict, due to fundamentally different values 
and aspirations. 

In Chinese Culture, respecting your parents is an 
important quality. Not getting married is considered 
a severe sign of disrespect.

The so-called “blind date corner” in Shanghai is a 
dysfunctional place that is a relic of outdated tradi-
tions and reflects the social pressure of an anxious 
generation. 

If communication and understanding between par-
ents and their daughters (Shèngnü) can be improved 
on an individual family level, then the acceptance of 
different ways of living would also spread collective-
ly and thus reduce social pressure. 

Hypotheses

For China’s Lao Yibei (“older generation”), not get-
ting married means not having a place in society, 
being excluded. In this exclusion, they see an exis-
tential risk – it is believed that an unmarried woman 
is incomplete. Many parents and their daughters get 
in a conflict, due to fundamentally different values 
and aspirations. 

In Chinese Culture, respecting your parents is an 
important quality. Not getting married is considered 
a severe sign of disrespect.

The so-called “blind date corner” in Shanghai is a 
dysfunctional place that is a relic of outdated tradi-
tions and reflects the social pressure of an anxious 
generation. 

If the “blind date corner” provides a platform for 
both, “leftover women” and their parents, to express 
and experience their different understandings of 
love and marriage, then it can also be a platform to 
get to understand each other’s perspectives better.

Hypotheses
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Significance

China progresses incredibly fast. Some traditions, like the meaning and 
arrangement of marriage, do not change at the same pace.   
Many young Chinese women feel anxious, disconnected from their fam-
ilies, and lonely. Terms like Social pain and emotional bleeding indicate 
the desperation and frustration that we witnessed throughout our obser-
vations and interviews.  
While Design cannot change the cultural past, it can improve communica-
tion and understanding through facilitation and nudge an intergeneration-
al validation process of old and new aspirations and ways of living.
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Appendix
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Interview Questions
Miss. Liu
1. The degree of communication harmony. 
1.1. The content/topics of the conversation. 
1.2. Frequency of quarrels during communication. 
1.2.1. Contents of quarrels, topics of most frequent quarrels. 
1.2.2. What is the fuse of a quarrel? 
1.2.3. When did quarrels about marriage begin to occur frequently? 
1.2.4. Have you ever had a extreme quarrel with your parents? Can you describe 
it? 
 
2.1. Have you made any changes or compromises when you respond to conflicts? 
2.2. How do parents cope with such conflicts (do they have any change in the 
process)? 
2.3. The behavior, roles and perspectives of other family members in the conflict. 
　 
3. Can you describe your mood after the quarrel? 
3.1. What impacts can a quarrel with your parents have on your life and work? 
3.2. After a quarrel with your parents, will you turn to other relatives for help? 
　 
4. The number of your closest friends (the one you can pour out to). 
4.1. What would you talk about with your close friends? 
4.2. On what occasions will you turn to your friends for help? Like after a quarrel? 
　 
5. What causes you in a low spirit? How often?  
5.1. Will the quarrel with your parents cause your low spirit? 
5.2. What will you do when in the low spirit to relieve it? 
5.3. What do you think the source of your low spirit after the quarrel? 
　 
6. Have you ever felt lonely?  
6.1 When will you feel lonely? 
　 
7.1. What kind of attitude do you expect from your parents? 

7.2. What kind of relation do you expect with your parents? 

Miss. Chen
1. The degree of communication harmony. 
1.1. The content/topics of the conversation. 
1.2. Contents and topics of most frequent quarrels. 
1.2.1. What is the fuse of a quarrel? 
1.2.2. When did quarrels about marriage begin to occur frequently? 
1.2.3. Have you ever had a extreme quarrel with your parents? Can you describe it? 
　 
2.1. Have you made any changes or compromises when you respond to conflicts? 
2.2. How do parents cope with such conflicts (do they have any change in the process)? 
2.3. The behavior, roles and perspectives of other family members in the conflict. 
　 
3. Can you describe your mood after the quarrel? 
3.1. What impacts can a quarrel with your parents have on your life and work? 
3.2. After a quarrel with your parents, will you turn to other relatives for help? 
　 
4.1. What will you do when in a low spirit to relieve it? 
4.2. What do you think the source of you low spirit? 
4.3. Have you ever felt lonely?  
　 
5.1. What kind of attitude do you expect from your parents? 
5.2. What kind of relation do you expect with your parents? 

Mr. Li
1. Why do you come to “blind date corner”? 
1.1. Why are you so unhappy? 
1.1.1. Will you give pressure to your daughter? 
1.2. Have you ever found someone suitable for your daughter/son? 
1.2.1How do you decide the boy is suitable for your daughter? 

　 
2. Does your daughter agree with your coming here? 
2.1. What do your daughter think of blind date? 
2.2. Will you quarrel with your daughter? 
　 
3. What do you think of marriage? Is it necessary for your daughter? 
　 
4. What do you think of “blind date corner”?

Mr. Chen
1. Why do you come to “blind date corner”? 
1.1. Have you ever found someone suitable for your daughter? 
1.2. How do you decide the boy is suitable for your daughter? 
　 
2. Do your daughter agree with your coming here? 
2.1. What do your daughter think of blind date? 
2.2. Will you quarrel with your daughter? 
　 
3. What do you think of marriage? Is it necessary for your daughter? 
　 
4. What do you think of “blind date corner”?

Mrs. Zhang
1. Why do you come to “blind date corner”? 
1.1. Have you ever found someone suitable for your daughter? 
1.2. How do you decide the boy is suitable for your daughter? 
　 
2. Do your daughter agree with your coming here? 
2.1. Will you quarrel with your daughter? 

Mrs. Chen
1. Why do you come to “blind date corner”? 
1.1. Have you ever found someone suitable for your daughter? 
1.2. How do you decide the boy is suitable for your daughter? 
　 
2. Do your daughter agree with your coming here? 
2.1. What do your daughter think of blind date? 
2.2. Will you quarrel with your daughter? 
　 
3. What do you think of marriage? Is it necessary for your daughter? 
　 
4. What do you think of “blind date corner”?

Mr. Lin
1. Have you ever found someone suitable for your daughter? 
1.1. How did you introduce the proper boy you got to your daughter? 
　 
2. What do your daughter think of blind date? 
2.1. If your child doesn’t hurry to marry，how do you think? 
2.2. If she said it is hard to find a proper one, how do you think? 
2.3. Do you think that family is more important than career? If your daughter is independent 
enough, does she also need to marry? 
2.3.1. Why do you think 30-year-old is a barrier for a lady?

Mrs. Chen
1.1. How long have you been People Square？  
1.2. Why do you choose this place（People Square）？  
1.3. If it’s a unreliable place，do you think you can find a suitable person？  
1.3.1. Have you facilitated any meeting during your visit?  
1.3.2. How can you guarantee that you are good at choosing the right person for your chil-
dren?  
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2. Does your daughter support you to come here for a blind date?  
2.1. What if she refuses the person you want her to see?  
2.1.2. Will you be angry when your daughter waste your effort？Do you have 
quarrel with your daughter in this problem？  
2.2. Do you feel anxious that your daughter hasn’t been in love yet?  
2.2.1. Have you ever put pressure on your daughter verbally?  
2.3. What’s your daughter’s reaction to this problem? Will her complain about 
you?  
2.3.1. Does your daughter feel sad and confused about these things?  
2.4. If your daughter encounters problems, she usually chooses to solve them 
with her parents, friends or herself？  
2.5. Have you pushed your daughter to get married？  
2.5.1. Do you think pushing your daughter to get married is a good way?  
　  
3. Do you think it’s necessary for woman to get married？  
3.1. What do you think is the most important factor in children’s family？  
3.1.1. Does your daughter agree with your opinion about the family？  
3.2. Has your daughter ever had love experiences before?  
3.2.1. How do you feel of this problem?  
3.2.2. Will you worry about your daughter when they are alone in the future？  
3.2.3. Why do you have a feeling of relief?  
3.3. Do you think getting married is a duty for your daughter？  
3.3.1. Why do parents have this kind of feeling？  
　  
4. Do you often communicate with your children?  
4.1. Have your daughter communicated with you about her ideal partner？  
　  
5. what’s your opinion about this problem？  
5.1. Do you feel comfortable in people square（blind date corner）？  
5.1.1. Do you feel lonely in this situation？  
5.1.2. Have you tried to find friends and communicate with them to feel more 
comfortable?

Mrs. Li
1. Why do you choose this way（blind dating）？  
1.1. How long have you been people square？  
1.2. What do you think of the environment here（people square）?  
1.3. Have you facilitated any meeting during your visit?  
1.3.1. Why are the meetings always failed？  
　  
2. Does your daughter support you to come here for a blind date?  
2.1. Does your daughter want to find suitable partner in this way（blind dating） ?  
2.2. Do you think your daughter is lonely？  
2.3. Are your daughter too busy to find partners?  
2.3.1. If you ask your daughter to date with the people they choose, do daughter have 
time to meet the person?  
　  
3. Are you have conflict with your children because of this problem at home?  
3.1. Why don’t you have conflict with your children?  
3.2. If you find someone but your daughter don’t like him，will you be angry？  

4.1. Why do women have to get married when they are “at age”?  
4.2. Why do you think children must get married? Can’t we be happy without mar-
riage?  
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