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imaginari.es





imaginaries 



‘If [people] define 
situations as real, 
they are real in their 
consequences’ 

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



mental models 
heuristics 
folk theories 
user stories 
simple cause & effect links 
metaphors 



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)







artificial intelligence 
automation 
algorithmic decision-
making 
personal data and privacy 
social media 
‘the Internet’



public health 
climate change 
resources 
social equity 
the law 
the government 
the economy 
quality of life



          Mission statement 

How we imagine affects how we understand the world, how we 
live, and what we see as possible in our collective futures, with 
consequences for sustainability, society, our relationships with 
technology, and our everyday lives.  

At the Imaginaries Lab, we believe that humanity needs tools to 
enable new ways of understanding and imagining, and new ways 
to live, that provide more equitable socially and environmentally 
sustainable futures. We are creating those tools through 
developing creative research methods, adapted from those used 
in design practice, and exploring their use in a variety of cross-
disciplinary contexts. We do research, and we teach others how 
to do research, using design as a form of inquiry.      



using design methods to  
understand 
how people  
understand  



using design methods to  
help people  
understand  
in new ways 



using design methods to  
help people  
imagine new  
ways of living 



How do people understand local government?



If you could hear electricity, would you understand it 
differently?



Can you use model landscapes to explore how you 
think about your own life?



Can we create new metaphors to help us 
understand complex ideas?









Design for 
behavior change 



Behavioral 
Design  



Persuasive 
technology 



Design for 
sustainable 
behavior 





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 















designwithintent.co.uk





energy use and 
sustainability



Royal College of Art, London



Helen Hamlyn Centre for Design 
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developed by Natalia Romero Herrera, TU Delft





mental models 
and mental 
imagery



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?









we started to see that 
metaphors were 
important to people’s 
mental models of abstract 
or invisible concepts























drawingenergy.com



Powerchord 
Sonified  
energy monitor



Electric Acoustic: 

Sonification and 
cymatics (vibration 
displays) 

Electricity use data 
for building for 24 
hours, turned into 
sound and vibrations 

Next step: real-time, 
interactive



Electric Acoustic: 

Sonification and 
cymatics (vibration 
displays) 

Electricity use data 
for building for 24 
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interactive





metaphors



literally 
‘carrying across’ 
μετά (meta), “after, with, across” 

φέρω (pherō), “to bear”, “to carry”



a metaphor is: 

  

‘a device for seeing something in terms of something else. 
It brings out the thisness of that or the thatness of a this.’  

(Kenneth Burke, 1945)



‘The way we understand new things is to 
conceive of them in terms of things we already 
know’ (Dan Saffer)



...which suggests, if you want people to 
understand something new, it might work to 
frame it in terms of something they already 
understand











Even the names of some of the major products 
and services of our age: 

Facebook, Twitter, Photoshop, Snapchat—



There’s the ‘pitch generator’ idea of something 
being like X for Y: 

Like Uber but for dog sitting 

Like a café but for robots 

but metaphors go a bit further





Metaphors are the foundation of our language, and also our 
conceptual system, but are so ingrained that we are often not 
conscious of them



Metaphors are the foundation of our language, and also our 
conceptual system, but are so ingrained that we are often not 
conscious of them



Your claims are indefensible.  

She attacked every weak point in my argument.  

His criticisms were right on target.  

I demolished his argument.  

I've never won an argument with her.  

You disagree? Okay, shoot!  

If you use that strategy, she'll wipe you out. She shot 
down all of my arguments. 



Your claims are indefensible.  

She attacked every weak point in my argument.  

His criticisms were right on target.  

I demolished his argument.  

I've never won an argument with her.  

You disagree? Okay, shoot!  

If you use that strategy, she'll wipe you out. She shot 
down all of my arguments. 



ARGUMENT IS WAR



What if 

ARGUMENT IS DANCE?



What metaphors are in use that shape 
our worldview? 

How have metaphors ‘persuaded’ us, 
or limited the scope of our thinking, 
without our necessarily having 
realised it?



THE ECONOMY IS ?







Be aware of (and perhaps 
inspired by) the cultural 
dimensions of metaphors



It’s worth being aware of the 
limitations of metaphors



It’s worth being aware of the 
limitations—and side effects— 
of metaphors



‘All models are wrong,  
but some are useful’

George Box



All metaphors are wrong,  
but some are useful





DISEASE IS ? 

—something people ‘fight’ (so, if they don’t ‘fight 
hard enough’, it’s their fault’) 
—something ‘polluting’ (so, people with 
diseases are ‘unclean’ or have allowed 
themselves to be polluted) 
—something ‘punishing’ people for things 
they’ve done



All metaphors are wrong,  
but some are useful



Metaphors as a way of 
prompting discussion or 
reflection, and generating 
ideas 



Maybe the metaphors people 
use tell you something about 
how they think about a 
situation 



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts) 

Projects are landscapes 

Careers are landscapes 

Events or things are features of 
landscapes (hills, bridges, trees, rivers, 
roads, rocky patches, etc)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



Mental Landscapes (Delanie Ricketts)



new metaphors 
could mean new 
ways to understand



New  
Metaphors



Idea generation through juxtaposition 

(Arthur Koestler)







Can we use new metaphors to inspire or 
suggest new products or services?



Thing 1



Thing 2



Thing 1 cards 
represent concepts 
that are  (maybe) 
hard or abstract to 
visualize



Thing 2



Thing 2 cards represent things, or phenomena, 
that might work as a metaphor for other things











Your challenge 
in the next 20 

minutes



Design Thinking Through New Metaphors:  
Workshop outline

12.30—12.50 Introduction 

12.50—13.15 Work in groups of 4 or 5, look through the 
cards you have in front of you, and come up with an idea 
for a new product or service. Use the worksheets to 
help you. 

13.15—13.30 (some) groups present/talk about their 
concepts; discussion 



Pick a Thing 1 
and a Thing 2



(you can try out multiple 
combinations—whatever 

appeals or seems 
interesting)



We’re going to assume here 
(because of lack of time) that some 
of the details on the cards 
represent insights which have 
arisen during user/customer 
research. 
  
In reality you would do this properly.





Facial expressions

TripAdvisor comments 





Think up what a new product or 
service could be that uses (or is at 
least inspired by) the metaphors 
you ‘create’ by juxtaposing cards 



New Metaphors — newmetaphors.com



New Metaphors — newmetaphors.com



New Metaphors — newmetaphors.com





This product
service{   } uses

is inspired by{     }
Thing 2

Thing 1

Name of your concept

as a metaphor for

It could be useful for







https://twitter.com/newmetaphors


Michael Erard

https://aeon.co/essays/how-to-build-a-metaphor-to-change-people-s-minds


Dan Lockton, PhD  
danlockton@cmu.edu 
@danlockton

Everything we’ve used is 
downloadable at: 
newmetaphors.com 

Please get in touch if you 
think this could be useful 
for your team 


