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We’re using design 
methods to explore and 
support people’s 
imagining: 

—new ways to understand 
—new ways to live 



imaginaries 



metaphors 
narratives 
stories 
simple cause & effect links 
myths 
paradigms 
folk theories 



‘If men define 
situations as real, 
they are real in their 
consequences’ 

William Thomas & Dorothy Swaine Thomas 
The Child In America, 1928



people often act 
on imaginaries 



people often act 
on their model of 
the situation 



people often act 
on their model of 
the situation 

(designers know this)
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‘When we don’t know 
how a thing works, 
we make it up’ 

Louise Downe, Head of Design,  
UK Government Digital Service



‘We can only trust 
something if we think 
we know how it 
works’ 

Louise Downe, Head of Design,  
UK Government Digital Service



climate change 
resources 
social equity 
quality of life 
public health



artificial intelligence 
automation 
algorithmic decision-
making & profiling 
social media 
‘the Internet’



Some themes in  
Imaginaries & design 

Design for behavior change 



Some themes in  
Imaginaries & design 

Design for behavior change 
ß energy ß understanding



Some themes in  
Imaginaries & design 

Design for behavior change 
ß energy ß understanding 

ß mental models & mental imagery



Design for 
behavior change 



Behavioral 
Design  



Design for 
sustainable 
behavior 
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Oslo, Norway. Photo: The Guardian
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Every piece of technology 
‘encodes a hypothesis about 
human behavior’ 

Adam Greenfield, Against the Smart City, 2013



‘design designs’ (Tony Fry) 

‘we design our world, while our 
world acts back on us and designs 
us’ (Anne-Marie Willis)



Many different areas (and traditions) of psychology 
Sociology, science & technology studies 
Ethnography, cognitive anthropology 
Architectural theory 
Human-computer interaction 
Ergonomics and human factors 
Decision science, behavioural economics 
Cybernetics 
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energy use and 
sustainability



WMG, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK
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Designing with people  



rather than for people



participatory design 
co-design



And that means 
understanding  
people’s lives:



Understanding the contexts 
and the nuances of everyday 
experience, and people’s 
interactions with the world



Yes, this is lightweight ethnography: 
make use of more detailed research 
where it exists, but there is value in 
experiencing people’s worlds yourself—
particularly if you’re looking for 
something that hasn’t been thought 
about before

























developed by Natalia Romero Herrera, TU Delft







Two ways of doing this: 
1) Understanding what people 
are trying to do, and helping 
them do it better



Two ways of doing this: 
2) Understanding how people 
understand the world, and 
helping them understand it 
differently



imaginaries   lab

What’s a situation that

you’re familiar with,

where people are doing 

things in one way, but 

another might be better?

1

What are people

trying to do in 

that situation? 

How are their 

goals or needs 

being satisfied by 

what they’re doing?

2
ß

How could you

satisfy the same

goals or needs, 

but in a different

way? (’Better’, from

your perspective

in (1)  

Is there any hint

in what people do

at present? 

(Workarounds,

kludges, mistakes)

What does ‘better’ mean here? 

Better for whom?

understand what people

are trying to do

and help them do it better

How do people

understand the

situation? 

What metaphors,

stories, or mental

imagery do they

use to explain it?

3
ß

How could you

change the way

people think

about and

understand the

situation, to give

a ‘better’ outcome?

Is there a new

metaphor or story

that could help

people understand

things differently?

understand how people

understand the world

and help them understand

it differently

If you imagine turning this into a product or service, can you create a 

one-sentence pitch for it?

If you imagine turning this into a product or service, can you create a 

one-sentence pitch for it?



Two ways of doing this: 
1) Understanding what people 
are trying to do, and helping 
them do it better



Design for 
behavior change 
around fitness



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Shruti Aditya Chowdhury (CMU)



Predictability and 
determinism 
‘implies a one-way process in which the 
physical environment is the independent, 
and human behaviour the dependent 
variable.’ 

Maurice Broady, 1966, ‘Social Theory in Architectural Design’ 



Treating people as components, with predictable properties so they can 
be incorporated into your system 

‘WHY CAN’T I HAVE A TABLE WHERE I LOOK UP HOW TO GET PEOPLE TO 
DO WHAT I WANT THEM TO DO?’



Image: Fail Blog, 2009
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Image: mrmewlepants, Imgur, 2014



Innovation is often about 
perceiving affordances that 
others haven’t 









Image: MetroFax, 2011 http://blog.metrofax.com/copy-machines-gone-wild/



Image: slippinjimmy, Imgur, 2012



Image: anonymous Imgur uploader, 2014



Image: /u/gatorb888, 2015



Image: crazyhyena.com, 2013



Learn from workarounds—
what are people trying to do? 



Learn from workarounds—
what are people trying to do? 
Can we help them solve their 
problems? 
 



1) Understanding what people 
are trying to do, and helping 
them do it better



Image: Joseph Novak https://www.flickr.com/photos/josephleenovak/661986453

https://www.flickr.com/photos/josephleenovak/661986453












  

 







People are inherently 
bad at making 
decisions, so experts 
need to intervene and 
help them



People are inherently 
bad at making 
decisions, so experts 
need to intervene and 
help them

People are inherently 
OK at making 
decisions, so experts 
ought to learn from 
them



‘Paving the cowpaths’ 
 







  
2) Understanding how people 
understand the world, and 
helping them understand it 
differently



Design for 
behavior change 
around repair



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu (RCA)



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



Dr Nazlı Gökçe Terzioğlu



mental models  
and mental 
imagery



Civic Visions (Pittsburgh)



Civic Visions (Pittsburgh)



Civic Visions (Pittsburgh)



Civic Visions (Pittsburgh)













Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Energy’s ‘invisibility’ is a 
key issue in people’s 
understanding 

 



V&A Digital Design Weekend 
~13,700 visitors 

100 Drawing Energy participantsDrawing Energy



What does 
energy look like?





























drawingenergy.com



new metaphors 
new interfaces







Are numbers and graphs the best 
way to talk to people about energy? 

 



What does energy look like? 
What could it sound like?



Powerchord 
Sonified home 
energy monitor







Power ranges Sound files

0-5W  

6-30W  
31-150W  

151-390W    
391W - 500W    
501W - 900W  

901W - 1700W  
1701W and over

Nothing played 

Track A (low intensity) 
Track B   
Track C   
Track D   
Track E   
Track F   
Track G (high intensity) 

per appliance, in parallel



http://powerchord.me 

http://powerchord.me/
http://powerchord.me/


Spring 2018:  
Electric  
Acoustic



Activity 

Understanding what people are 
trying to do, and helping them 
do it better

Understanding how people 
understand the world, and 
helping them understand it 
differently



imaginaries   lab

What’s a situation that

you’re familiar with,

where people are doing 

things in one way, but 

another might be better?

1

What are people

trying to do in 

that situation? 

How are their 

goals or needs 

being satisfied by 

what they’re doing?

2
ß

How could you

satisfy the same

goals or needs, 

but in a different

way? (’Better’, from

your perspective

in (1)  

Is there any hint

in what people do

at present? 

(Workarounds,

kludges, mistakes)

What does ‘better’ mean here? 

Better for whom?

understand what people

are trying to do

and help them do it better

How do people

understand the

situation? 

What metaphors,

stories, or mental

imagery do they

use to explain it?

3
ß

How could you

change the way

people think

about and

understand the

situation, to give

a ‘better’ outcome?

Is there a new

metaphor or story

that could help

people understand

things differently?

understand how people

understand the world

and help them understand

it differently

If you imagine turning this into a product or service, can you create a 

one-sentence pitch for it?

If you imagine turning this into a product or service, can you create a 

one-sentence pitch for it?
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