
How UI/UX Principles Can Be Applied 
to Non-Traditional Projects in an 
Academic-Centered Environment

by Karine Parker

Today I will be explore this topic by walking you through the design process 
of creating a pop up escape room and what I learned from it.
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So Why Escape Rooms?
I have always enjoyed escape rooms – the challenge of getting out of a room 
within a set amount of time using common sense while solving riddles and puzzles, 
teamed up with friends or strangers with one goal: getting out! 

Escape games aren’t new and have become wildly popular over the last few years, 
with many popping up across the United States with different levels of difficulty 
and design.

What makes it so attractive? Is it just the challenge of it all? I am highly competitive 
myself, could that explain my interest? What does a successful room depend on?  I 
narrowed it down to the following key elements:

•	 A Story line

•	 Immersive experience (design of the room, the feel, the look)

•	 Difficulty level (not too hard but not too simple)

•	 Number of puzzles, challenges and riddles, as well as how clever they are and 
how they work together within your theme



2

Case Study: Crisis Hour Escape Room	 Karine Parker

With this in mind, I set some guidelines and created a plan for my project:

Concept would be an escape room: through a series of sequential props, mind games, puzzles and 
locks, you must get out of the room within a limited amount of time to win.

The Audience for this project would be anyone from 12 to 100 years old! No specific knowledge 
or skills would be required to make it through. That was an important in deciding on tasks they would 
need to escape, I did not want anyone with specific knowledge to have an advantage. Common 
sense was the key.

Timeline which included Research, conceptual outputs, props, room setup in the Student 
Gallery as well as testing were to be completed within the availability of the gallery. From beginning 
to end, the project would take approximately 2 months.

User Experience (UX) elements- I would strategize the design of the experience I want the 
audience to have, the flow of the room and how each element led to the next. I wanted the audience 
to be challenged but also to have fun through a story telling and immersive experience.

User Interface (UI) elements - Physically design the look and feel of the room: decor, props, 
lighting. The escape room would be setup in the Art Department’s Student Gallery. This step would 
also include branding and  logo.

Findings
Through my own visual analysis and participants surveys, I would summarize the results of 
the experiment. Was the room successful? Did my UI and UX principles work and help? What 
could be improved? Could this process be applied to other areas of design, teaching and visual 
communication?

UI/UX Connection
So how does this apply to UI/UX centered design?

By definition, UI refers to User Interface – in other words, the design, look and 
feel of a project while UX (User Experience) refers to user-centered design, using 
principles of human interaction with a product/event/space. 

These principles were a perfect match for an escape room design and setup, from 
concept to branding, creation, setup and even user testing.



3

Case Study: Crisis Hour Escape Room	 Karine Parker

Research and Planning 
Phase
After much research, I realized one of the most important step in this 
process was to come up with a storyline, one that made sense to the 
users and made the experience seamless. The decor, the challenges, 
the puzzles and end goal needed to work together with a common 
thread in order to make it successful.

Since the room would be setup in the Art Department’s Student 
Gallery, I decided to utilize the location for my story. One thing I had 
to change right away was the end goal: the gallery does not have a 
door so ‘getting out’ couldn’t be the winning move. I could construct a 
door or use a curtain and pretend there was one but I didn’t think the 
experience would feel complete that way. This is how the storyline for 
‘Crisis Hour’ was born.  TELL STORYLINE >>>

The next step was to create branding and a stylescape – logo, color 
scheme, feel and look of the brand and room for consistency. In order 
to make the project appear realistic, I decided to brand it as a pop 
up room, one that would be under the umbrella of a pretend escape 
room business: ‘Crisis Hour’ An Immersive Pop Up Experience by 
DECODED  Escaped Rooms. 

Storyline
Your roommate Joe had a family 
emergency and had to leave campus 
before turning his final thesis paper 
which he left on a flash drive in his 
office. He asked you to help him out 
and go send it for him with only one 
hour left before the deadline. You agree 
to help out and go into his office but 
you can’t remember where he said 
he put it or what his computer login 
password is. He left clues all around his 
office in case he forgot himself.

Can you find out your roommate’s 
clues, find the flash drive and unlock his 
computer? You have a one hour before 
the deadline, this is Crisis Hour!

Good Luck!

DECODED
DECODED

ESCAPE ROOMS
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Workflow
The next step was to work on my UX elements – deciding on what challenges the 
audience would have to work with, how many, what order and making sure they 
worked together for a common goal. As previously explained, the new end goal of the 
room was to find a flash drive, unlock a computer and send a thesis paper within the 
hour, providing me with the perfect path-based workflow for the room.

Find Flash Drive   >   Unlock Computer   >   Email Paper Within an Hour
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Mind Map and Puzzles
Through research and my previous escape room experiences, I developed a list of 
challenges I believed would work with the storyline and space. I wanted to make 
sure I had items with different difficulty levels and also include some that required 
other items to be figured out or found before you could solve them. 

Each team would have to find letters throughout the room while unlocking 
different cases, boxes and drawers to make up a password to unlock the computer. 
The flash drive was also hidden which was required to complete the game.

This was the most time consuming part of this project but once completed, 
everything fell into place. It required a few adjustments once I decided how many 
I needed to fit my time frame as well as when I started purchasing props and other 
items for the room. Some fit my plans perfectly, while I couldn’t find others but 
found new unexpected ones!

The end product was my master ‘mind map’ showing all puzzles and elements of 
the room as well as how they interacted with each other. This also became my 
main support when interacting with the teams for clues as well as resetting the 
room after each session.

The UX part of this project was now complete.
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The Room
While I was able to utilize the Student Gallery, I still needed to fill up the room to make 
sure my experience was complete and as immersive as possible. I had my mind map and 
a list of puzzles and props to work with and needed to setup furniture and other items 
to make it as realistic as possible. Fortunately, the department had several items I was 
able to borrow for the duration of the pop up which matched the student office feel 
perfectly.

After measuring the space for accuracy, I was able to plan my space with the items I 
had as well as bring some from my personal collection and purchase a couple of other 
things to complete the look. 

Setup took a full day to complete but the final output was better than I had even hoped 
for, making my room feel complete and realistic. 

After some hurdles with technology, I setup a flatscreen TV in order to show a 
countdown as well two laptops (one in the room, the other in the control room) while 
on a skype video call so that I could view each team and provide clues as needed.

The UI part of this project was now complete as well.



7

Case Study: Crisis Hour Escape Room	 Karine Parker

Testing
Now that the room was setup and puzzles in place, I 
needed to test them, just as you would test an app or 
website.

My biggest worries included: 
•	 Not having enough challenges to last an hour
•	 The room being too easy or too difficult to 

complete
•	 The puzzles not flowing with the storyline
•	 AND the timer and skype calls not working which 

would prevent me from communicating with the 
participants

 
Over the course of a day before the grand opening, I 
had 3 different groups test the room because you can 
never test out a product or project too many times!

Findings
•	 Timer and Skype calls worked perfectly.

•	 All teams needed clues to complete the room, leading me to believe that it was hard 
enough but all were able to finish.

•	 Clues and puzzles worked well, I did decide to make a couple of them slightly easier 
or harder.

•	 Password seemed hard to find so I added a couple of elements to help.

•	 Everyone had a hard time finding the flash drive and needed a clue but unlocked the 
computer prior to that, thinking they were done with the game. This led me to add a 
message on the computer as well as on the flash drive, making sure they understood 
that both were needed in order to ‘win’.
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The Final Product
After making final adjustments, the room opened as scheduled. The first group to go 
through was my Design Studio class who this project was created for. Over the course 
of two weeks, I supervised several other groups of different sizes and ages, making little 
to no adjustments to the setup. All teams successfully completed the experienced with 
similar timing and seemed to have a great time!
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Findings
•	 Some of the most surprising findings were UX-related and how each reacted in 

certain situations. Some reacted as I would expect, finding simpler and obvious 
clues right away while struggling with the harder ones but others did the opposite 
and figured out harder puzzles first making me worried they would escape too 
quickly but then got stuck on easier ones!

•	 Bigger groups had a harder time finding their way as personalities collided or 
didn’t work as well together. The most successful teams contained active and 
vocal members which helped move forward while more quiet persons kept to 
themselves, slowing down the process.

•	 The biggest common thread among groups was the tendency to overthink and 
try too hard at solving puzzles when almost all were easily figured out. This was 
something I expected but not to that degree.

33
Total Participants

9
Total Teams

22
Average Age

6
Average  

Group Size

47.46
Average 

 Finish Time

Male Participants  43%

Female Participants  57%

Found the Difficulty Level Average  69%

Loved the Room Design  100%

Thought the Hour Limit Was Appropriate for Difficulty level  100%
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In Conclusion
Creating an escape room from scratch allowed me to utilize and expand my UI/UX 
skills and knowledge.

It made me realize that those principles could be applied to any platform or setup 
and did not have to be limited to web or app design. It could become a great teaching 
tool and even expended to larger projects with different collaborating teams, in 
essence developing a UI/UX learning and teaching environment which could be easily 
translated into the business world. 

It is important to have this conversation in an educational setting, opening our minds 
and doors to those possibilities. The UI/UX approach is universal and vital to any 
design project, furthering students’ skills as well as making them realize what doors 
this could open for them in the future.
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Resources
 

•	 Nicholson, S. (2015). Peeking behind the locked door: A survey of escape room facilities. White Paper available at 
http://scottnicholson.com/pubs/erfacwhite.pdf

•	 https://www.leadersinstitute.com/diy-escape-room-do-it-yourself-and-customize-your-experience/

•	 https://lockpaperscissors.co/escape-room-puzzles

•	 https://www.weareteachers.com/build-a-classroom-escape-room-lesson/
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