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Abstract

Designers occupy a critical role in the
creation of artifacts, systems, and experiences,
but often hold ambivalent positions toward
status quo values within their work. Design,
however, is not a value-neutral activity,
and both designers and designs are often
informed by values and norms with inherently
negative personal and societal consequences.
By maximizing characteristics such as ease,
speed, and intuitiveness within their work
designers may unwittingly contribute to the
destruction of skill, unnecessary waste, lack of
user choice, and other harmful outcomes.

benefit of
counterintuitive

While evidence suggests the

embracing seemingly
values such as challenge, slowness, and
deliberateness in their work, these options
often remain hidden to designers. It is clear
that we require a means by which affirmative

values can be identified, and a technique that

aids in the exploration of alternatives.

In this research paper I describe historical
conceptions of “good design” and how Critical
Theory can contribute to the identification of
status-quo values that inform the work of many
designers. A case is made for envisioning the
process of design through the lens of Hegelian
dialectical argumentation and how this can be
applied to, what, at first glance, may appear to
be the paradoxical stances of affirmative and
critical values.

Finally, T describe a design technique which
aids designers in identifying affirmative values
in their design context and in imagining
how overlooked alternatives can contribute
to greater social responsibility, increased
and more enriching

user satisfaction,

user experiences.
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Bacchus, on a certain occasion, found his old schoolmaster and foster-father,
Silenus, missing. The old man had been drinking, and in that state wandered
away, and was found by some peasants, who carried him to their king, Midas.
Midas recognized him, and treated him hospitably, entertaining him for ten
days and nights with an unceasing round of jollity. On the eleventh day he
brought Silenus back, and restored him in safety to his pupil. Whereupon
Bacchus offered Midas his choice of a reward, whatever he might wish. He
asked that whatever he might touch should be changed into gold. Bacchus
consented, though sorry that he had not made a better choice.

Midas went his way, rejoicing in his new-acquired power, which he hastened
to put to the test. He could scarce believe his eyes when he found a twig of an
oak, which he plucked from the branch, become gold in his hand. He took up
a stone; it changed to gold. He touched a sod; it did the same. He took up an
apple from the tree; you would have thought he had robbed the garden of the
Hesperides. His joy knew no bounds, and as soon as he got home, he ordered
the servants to set a splendid repast on the table. Then he found to his dismay
that whether he touched bread, it hardened in his hand; or put a morsel to his
lip, it defied his teeth. He took a glass of wine, but it flowed down his throat
like melted gold.

In consternation at the unprecedented affliction, he strove to divest himself of
his power; he hated the gift he had lately coveted. But all in vain; starvation
seemed to await him. He raised his arms, all shining with gold, in prayer to
Bacchus, begging to be delivered from his glittering destruction.

(Bulfinch, 1867)




Introduction

It began with watching my children play with
an Amazon Echo smart speaker in my Kitchen.
My daughter, Helena, and my son, Nathaniel,
were asking Alexa questions, playing music,
and requesting jokes, all with mixed results.
Voice interfaces are notorious for their
difficulty in interpreting the voices of children,
and after a number of failed attempts to have
Alexa play a song I intervened with a terse
command that I knew would register with the
device. I was correct - but I was also corrected
- by my daughter. Helena was unhappy with
the tone I used, and by my lack of manners (I
forgot to say “please”).

Besides feeling, for a fleeting moment, that I
had succeeded in raising polite children, the
exchange prompted me to consider questions
that had not previously occurred to me. First,
I had failed to anticipate how quickly my

children would form attachments to a digital
assistant. The children didn’t call the device an
Echo, it was named Alexa. It was not an “it”, it
was a “she” The fact that the device sounded
vaguely human and could respond to their
queries allowed them to picture it as a being,
and this was why my behaviour was called out
as unacceptable.

My first interactions with the Echo were
decidedly more polite than they are now,
and for practical reasons. Over time I have
found that simple commands and an even
tone are more likely to be understood. I have
effectively trained myself to be rude to Alexa.
Does it affect my behaviour with others?
If so, how might we be trained by other
anthropomorphic interfaces in the future? It
is not difficult to imagine a near future where
we are surrounded by a variety of devices




with humanistic interfaces, and how they may
“train” us to be more selfish, less kind, and
more demanding.

My next question was whether anyone was
considering these effects when designing
systems like Echo. Who makes decisions about
how users should be behave with these devices,
or how much abuse they should tolerate? Who
was in a position to set limits for the good

of users?

The questions that were first raised that
opened my eyes to the problem of user
affect that exists across all designed things.
As designers, the things we make impact

the behaviour of users, both positively and
negatively; the issues inherent within voice-
activated assistants are the same as those of a
kitchen utensil. When designers abdicate their
responsibility to consider user and societal
effect they not only fail to execute an ethical
obligation, they are playing lip service to
notion of truly designing for users.

In short, it is time for designers to reconsider
their relationship with the status quo, and to
rediscover values that have been trampled
over in the name of progress.




Overview

In this paper, I explore how designers can
create more socially positive outcomes by
questioning the prevalent affirmative stance
that exists in current design contexts, and by
adopting a dialectical method by which they
can better consider alternatives to

affirmative values.

For designers, an affirmative position is often
one of ambivalence, not of malignancy. To
affect positive change requires challenges to
deeply-rooted assumptions and beliefs.

...design’s ambivalent position towards culture
and capital requires a critique of ils role
within everyday life so that new possibilities
for a more meaningful social role for design

may be revealed. (Cadle & Kuhn, 2013)

As Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein
observe, ‘neutral’ design cannot exist (Thaler
& Sunstein, 2009). As designers, we often
unknowingly contribute to the issues such
as environmental harm, social isolation,
and decreased personal independence. It is
imperative that we recognize the inherent
whether

consciously or unconsciously, and that we

values which we propagate,
imagine solutions which achieve balance in
the best interests of users and society. These
needs suggest a process that achieves two
aims: the identification of hidden values, and
a means of prompting alternative solutions.
A successful methodology would be at the
same time provocative and generative,
allowing designers to question long-standing
assumptions and to imagine new possibilities
which place individual, societal, and ecological
concerns at the forefront of their work.




In Part One, I aim to better understand the
role of the designer in the creation of goods
and services. I do so by exploring the greater
context in which they operate as well as
whether ethical frameworks and “good design”
are enough to guide designers to positive
outcomes. I find that critical theory provides a
promising avenue for uncovering the societal
forces which shape our designs, and look to
the research methodology of critical design
as a potential means of unearthing affirmative
tendencies in design.

In Part Two, I propose that the act of design
is an inherently dialectical process and, as
such, provides designers with opportunities to
identify and challenge affirmative values with
the goal of creating things and experiences
that are healthier for users, society, and the
planet.

In Part Three, I illustrate the concept of
dialectical design through the exploration
of a series of affirmative and critical value
sets. For each affirmative and critical value, I
provide relevant research and theories, as well
as examples, both positive and negative, that
illustrate the values in practice.

In Part Four, I present a methodology which
designers can use to uncover and challenge
affirmative values within their work. Details
of a workshop in which this methodology was
tested are included.

Finally, in Part Five, I offer a summary of this
research and suggest and future research
directions.

The observant reader will note that within this
research I tend to focus upon the detriments
of affirmative values and the merits of critical
values. This is very much intentional. My goal
within this work is not to hold a stance of
objectivity, but one of challenge. In shining a
light upon the limitations of affirmative values
and the virtues of critical values my intention
is not to argue in favour of one or the other,
but to reflect upon deep-seated notions our
society currently holds, and to encourage
readers to consider other approaches.

What Design, and
Which Designers?

With a field as wide and varied as that of design
itis necessary to offer some boundaries which
can be used to frame this discussion. To define
design, I will follow the lead of Charles Eames,
who used the fairly broad definition, “A plan
for arranging elements in such a way as to best
accomplish a particular purpose. (Neuhart,
Neuhart & Eames, 1989)”. I believe that the
themes that are explored in this research are
nearly universal to those who set out to create
something for a purpose, both professional
and non-professional designers .

The role of designers varies considerably
across disciplines, scales of projects, and
collaborative structures, meaning that they




may experience differing levels of autonomy
over the final outcomes of their work. Those
who are creating something on their own
may be able to implement ideas that are
generated through this process completely.
That will not be the case for many, especially
within a commercial context. Notwithstanding
this reality, 1 believe that all designers and
other stakeholders could conceivably use
the technique contained in this paper for
the purposes of education and ideation. The
identification and challenge of affirmative
values can be an important step whether one
is working on a large, complex project which
involves a series of stakeholders or a small,
constrained project executed by a team of
one. This macro view can be used to inform
and educate, or to aid in the process of “big
picture” thinking.

Designers who work on large scale projects
may find that the needs of actors such as
clients, buyers, product owners, marketers,
and suppliers, combined with market needs,
can form considerable constraints which
may leave them feeling powerless to effect
change. I offer a challenge to this mindset;
even small, incremental changes can make a
positive impact.

If it is not possible to challenge affirmative
values through the central concept of a
work, can it be used in some of the details?
To this end, I believe that designers can also
apply what they learn from this technique

to make more thoughtful decisions in their
day-to-day work.

A Note on Design
Storytelling

Each of the chapters exploring affirmative
and alternative values are preceded by short
graphic stories which I both wrote and
illustrated. These pieces of speculative fiction
explore future scenarios in which everyday life
is affected by the unmitigated application of
affirmative values within designs.

In sharing these stories, I have two aims.
First, they are intended to prime readers with
questions about the hidden values that lay
within the things we use in everyday life. In
many of the stories we typically read, watch,
or hear it is typical for designed things and
experiences to recede to the background and
function as mere set dressing for characters.
By making designs to a more central place in
there narratives we can better focus on how
they affect users.

Secondly, 1 believe that storytelling is a
powerful means of sharing in an experience
of speculation. It allows readers to step
outside of the world of fact and into the world
of possibility. The addition of stories allows
readers to try some of the ideas from this
paper “on for size”, opening their minds to
the research that follows. I sincerely hope you
enjoy them.




Research Methodology

During the course of this research project,
I employed a number of methods from which
were garnered insights and evidence, and
which helped me build the case for the role of
a dialectical approach to design:

e An exploratory literature review, on a
series of topics including:

e Social Design;

e (ritical Design;

o Design movements and methodologies
from across a variety of disciplines,
such as Slow Design, Reflective Design,
and Behavioural Design;

o Interviews with designers working in
the fields of industrial, environmental,
and graphic design, as well as a design
educator;

e A generative workshop, in which

participants were briefed on the ideas

behind dialectical design, and asked

to re-imagine everyday objects using a

dialectical approach.

Interview Participants

Interview participant quotes and insights
are used within this document. I conducted
a series of semi-structured interviews with
designers and educators on the topic of social
values in design. Questions were aimed at
understanding the dynamics of the role of a
designer within a corporate context, as well
as their views on the social responsibility of
designers. The following participants were
interviewed:

o Participant 1 is an Industrial Design Lead
at a Canadian housewares company;

o Participant 2 is a Creative Director at an
agency which specializes in environmental
and wayfinding design;

e Participant 3 is a freelance graphic
designer and former agency co-founder;

e Dr.

Professor of Design at University of Caldas

Mauricio Mejia is an Associate

in Colombia.




Part 1

\

A Complicit
Conundrum




What'’s a Designer to Do?

Designers occupy a unique position as
creators who influence almost every aspect of
life in modern western society. Consider for
a moment the sheer number of interactions a
person might have with designed things and
experiences throughout the course of a day.
We wake up in our beds, which are designed,
put on our clothes, which are designed and
walk through our designed hallways to make
breakfast with designed appliances which we
putin designed plateware.

It might be tempting to think that this level
of interaction would provide designers with
a sense of agency, a pervasive belief that they
are able to make significant contributions to
society. But this is not necessarily the case.

Consider the First Things First manifesto,
written by Ken Garland and a group of 20
graphic designers in 1963. In this short
piece the authors lamented the effort that
designers “wasted” in the promotion of
striped toothpaste, fizzy water, and the like,
instead of “..more useful and lasting forms of
communication (Garland, 1963).” Then there
is Victor Papanek, an influential industrial
designer who once lamented that “There are
professions more harmful than industrial
design, but only a few of them. (Papanek, 1971)”

This is an odd dilemma. On the one hand
designers occupy a position of great influence,
but at the same time feel powerless to do
anything to actually make the lives of users
better. How then might we, as designers, take
a more active role in creating things that are




healthy for individuals, society, and the planet?
To answer this fundamental question, we can
look at a number of ways that past designers
and theorists have attempted to answer that
very question.

Design Ethics

Since there is an ethical component to the
issues we are discussing, it is natural to first
look to the field of design ethics for potential
answers. In the field of design ethics, designers
seek to create guidelines for conduct, and,
ultimately, the outcomes of the things and
experiences which they create.

belong to professional
of
conduct that bind members to particular ways

Many designers
organizations with mandated codes
of working that protect clients, ensure some
consideration of sustainability, and, most of
all, maintain the integrity and trustworthiness
of the profession. Not all designers, however,
are required to join an association and thus are
not bound to these codes. Furthermore, the
items that comprise the codes can be highly
interpretive, and mainly address the “what”
without considering “how” and “why”. Design
ethics may pointthe way by articulating desired
behaviours and practices, but defining what
is ethical and what is not, without overriding
principles, can be problematic.

francaise des

As Alliance

designers,

an example,
a French design association,
maintains a code of conduct with 37 articles

thatleave a great deal to the imagination of the

member such as, “Article 4: Favor quality and
Code
of Ethics for Professional Designers. (n.d.).

virtue in the designer profession” (AFD

It is unclear how such a rule can be put into
practice or enforced.

Former Google design ethicist Tristan Harris,
takes a different approach to the advancement
of ethics by attempting to create a bottom-up
call for change in the digital industry. Primarily
concerned with the subject of digital addiction,
his movement, Time Well Spent, is a call for
designers to take responsibility for their role
in designing experiences which addict users
(Harris, n.d.). What Harris does not address
are the structures within which designers
make these choices, which, to my mind, must
precede a conversation about ethics. For
example, designers who work on addictive
digital products often do design interactions
which fulfill goals which are set at higher levels
within an organization, and are often meant to
contribute to shareholder value. If we do not
understand the choices available to us, how do
we make the correct ones?

Then, of course, is the reality that, in many
cases, designers are merely in a position to
influence, not dictate, ethical conduct. In
some cases the only ethical choice a designer
might make is whether or not they wish to be
involved in a project or a company. Oftentimes
this is of little consequence to the end result
of the design. There are other designers
who are all too willing to do the work that
others refuse.

10



Good/Social Design

Another way in which designers might look
for guidance is by interrogating the concept
of “good design”. If generally accepted design
principles can provide a framework by which
designers can create more positive things
and experiences, perhaps we can approach
the same problem from a practice-based
perspective and in doing so may bring new
to light.
often asked the question, “what is good

considerations Designers have
design?” and in answering it have developed
unexpected and innovative answers in the
form of theories, manifestos, and movements.
These movements, however, often fall within
the

Thus, an architect’s version of good and/or

boundaries of individual disciplines.

ethical design may be bounded within the
considerations of architecture.

A prime example of this phenomenon can
be found in the work of Adolf Loos, a Czech-
Austrian architect who practiced at the turn
of the 20th century, and who was highly
influential in both his contribution to modern
design and theories of aesthetic purism. Loos
illustrates how aesthetics and ethics interact
in the form of unnecessary ornamentation
in his essay, Ornament and Crime, in
which he argues that ornamentation causes
burdensome expense and subjects producers
and end users to the whims of fashion, leading
to the waste of materials, health and labour
(Conrads, 1970). He advises designers to avoid
ornamentation for the good of all society, as

“Freedom from ornament is a sign of spiritual

strength (Conrads, 1970).” Loos’ condemnation
of ornamentation can be seen as a precursor
to later movements in which principles are
largely formed by aesthetic concerns that are
based on ideological or symbolic foundations.
The De Stijl movement, for example, used
pure abstraction composed of rectilinear form
and a limited palette of colour to bring users
to spiritual truth (Denker, 1982). It would be
difficult to argue that any particular design
school or movement could maintain any
exclusive hold on “good design” any more than
any musical style could be thought to define
“good music”.

Some designers have taken a more direct
approach to defining “good design” Dieter
Rams, an industrial designer who is best
known for his pioneering work with the
company, Braun, created his 70 Principles
for Good Design after wondering if his own
work could be so characterized. His ten
principles are:

1. Good design is innovative

2. Good design makes a product useful

3. Good design is aesthetic

4. Good design makes a product
understandable

5. Good design is unobtrusive

6. Good design is honest

7. Good design is long-lasting

8. Good design is thorough down to the last

detail
9. Good design is environmentally-friendly
10. Good design is as little design as possible
(Dieter Rams, n.d.)

11



Rams’ principles, borne of many years of
practice, consider a range of topics such
as aesthetics, sustainability, and utility and
contain a great deal of hard-earned wisdom.
In many cases, the conscientious designer
could use them to create things that are truly
positive. It is also possible to argue, however,
that these same principles could be used to
design a deadly weapon, or a tool to aid in
oppression. I would argue that (despite the
nod to environmentalism) Rams’ principles
substitute craftsmanship for ethics. While
craftsmanship is indeed a worthwhile goal,
and may contribute to higher user satisfaction
and less unnecessary waste, it is not in itself
a sufficient answer to the variety of social
problems designers must confront.

Rams’ 70 Principles for Good Design does touch
on social concerns, which lead us to a third
way in which designers aim to create socially
positive artifacts and experiences, namely
Social Design.

As an approach, social design is not well
defined, but can be said to be based on the
ideas of influential designers such as Victor
Papanek and Victor Margolin, who have written
extensivelyonthe needfordesignersto consider
and respond to the social context of their work.
That said, there is no clear consensus on what
the term means, with definitions ranging from
social entrepreneurship, socially responsible
design, and design activism (Chen, Cheng,
Hummels, & Koskinen, 2016).

What Then?

If ethics, good design, and social design
only answer parts of the question of how we
can use design as a positive force, what are
they missing? In both approaches there is
an admission that designers are part of the
problem. The question, then, is what problem?

When a designer contributes to a commercial
product, such as a teapot, they are indeed in
a privileged position from which they may
inform choices regarding materials, form,
technology, and user impacts. Despite this
position of privilege, however, designers
rarely make choices alone. The decision to use
a known or suspected toxic material within
glassware could easily be dictated by others
with more authority, or even by the demands

of the market itself.

According to Dr. Mauricio Mejia, whom I
interviewed for this project, the problem, in
Part, lays in the relative lack of authority of the
designer. He noted that, “it’s not about how the
incentives...it’s how you go up in the pyramid
and influence the decision-making.” This
position is consistent with those of theorists
who believe that while designers are in a
position of influence, they are severely bound
by their context. As Grant and Fox observe, “we
cannot understand the role of the designer in
society unless we examine the context in which
the designer practices (Grant & Fox, 1992).”

12



Within the interviews I conducted, designers
offered differing opinions regarding their
role in shaping social and environmental
outcomes. For some, the goal of a designer is to
meet market needs, which are made apparent
through user research, the input of retailers,
and consumer behaviour.

Commercial viability provides a simple metric
which can indicate a product’s usefulness. If a
product, for example, can meet a user’s need
at an affordable price it is logical to consider
it to be user-centered. Conversely, products
that might support behaviour that is more
socially or environmentally responsible may
not be made because they are not seen to be
commercially viable. Participant 1 shared a
story about a product they wanted to bring
to market:

“We're looking to go after the biggest slice of
the pie in the markel...I wanted to design a
compost bin to go with a system of garbage
cans but I can’t get approval on doing that
because not enough people are composting
in North America. So we’d rather go after

a garbage can that appeals to all of North
America as opposed to a garbage can that

maybe appeals to half of North America.”

Consumers, informed by financial constraints,
attitudes, and preferences, to a large degree,
drive product offerings.
sustainably produced products, for example,
price tolerance creates a ceiling to which
manufacturers must work, which limits the

In the case of

degree in which products can be sustainably
produced. Participant 1 added:

“Lots of people say they want sustainably
designed products, but the truth of the matter
is that they’re not willing to pay for it.”

While this may not be indicative of all
consumers, it is telling indicator that for a
company that aims toward the middle of the
market. Participant 1 has been more successful
in the area of sustainability by creating
consumer items that are well designed,
affordable, and well constructed, which he
argues are more less disposable.

Participant 2, a designer who specializes in
graphic design, wayfinding, and environmental
design, discussed how well-designed mass-
produced items were once seen as the solution
to a significant social problem. He recounted
conditions in Germany following the Second
World War that left many without basic
necessities, and how one role of the designer
was to help meet these needs:

“I grew up in Germany, and the social idea of
how we can improve sociely was hammered
into us. When I came here I was shocked that
it was not a topic at all...But things were much
simpler then. Now, consumer pressure is very

much a yoke for our society.”

13



It is notable that both Participant 1 and
Participant 2 have discussed the design of
consumer goods produced in market-driven
economies and with similar constraints,
but with divergent contexts into which a
designer contributes. In one scenario, a
designer does their best to limit wastefulness
in a society where materialism has become
rampant. In another, a designer aims to create
affordable necessities.

It is true that designers who work in areas
such as industrial design which have complex
requirements set by the market and corporate
priorities tend to possess less influence
on final products. Being truly focused on
positive user and social outcomes, however,
is not necessarily incompatible with financial
reward. To push the matter a little further,
perhaps if enough designers start asking
questions perhaps the answers will start
to change.

Although it is tempting to point solely to
the financial incentives inherent within the
commercial design practice as the root of
the problem, the aforementioned stories
point to the importance of context when
discussing social responsibility in design. To
do this, designers must become aware of the
values that set the context of our society. For
inspiration we mightlook to critical theory and
the Frankfurt School, which have influenced a
wide variety of thinkers and can point the way
with methods of thinking that are aimed at
challenging our conception of social order.

Critical Theory...to the
Rescue?

Critical theory stands in contrast to what
Max labeled
“traditional theory”, which aims to understand

philosopher Horkheimer
and codify society while maintaining an
interest in the preservation of the status
quo. Critical theory, on the other hand, aims
to create social change by exposing and
challenging oppressive structures which may
be previously unseen (Horkheimer, 2002).
Central to critical theory is an underlying
position of skepticism toward the structures
on which much of western society is based,
and which preserve existing power through
such things as mass media, consumer culture,
and social institutions. (Bardzell & Bardzell,
2013) These societal constructs are then
objectified, so as to seem as unquestionable,
in a process called reification. According to
Berger & Luckman (1966),

“Reification is the apprehension of the
products of human activity as if they were
something else than human products — such
as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or
manifestations of divine will. Reification
implies that humans are capable of forgetting

their own authorship of the human world.”

Designers are an essential component in the
reification process of consumer products, of
advertising, fashion, architecture, and the
products of other disciplines because they are
essential in their creation. We, as designers, are
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quick to point out our mastery of aesthetics,
user empathy, problem solving, and creative
thinking. These very skills are used to create
many of the things which, according to critical
theory, aid in our enslavement.

In short, as designers, we contribute to work that
perpetuates harmful values, and as such have an
ethical choice to make: do we choose to support or
lo resist? If we choose lo resist, how do we do il?

Critical Design as an
Alternative

Design, as a whole, has not embraced critical
theory to any significant extent. The outlier,
of course, is critical design. Originated by
Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, critical design
is a research methodology in which designers
create transgressive works to provoke
questions that surface hidden ideological
forces that form the basis of commercial
design, and to suggest alternative values. By
the originators’ own admission, it does not
fit squarely into any reasonable definition of
a movement as it does not have a prevailing
style. Instead, they refer to as “more of an
attitude than anything else, a position rather
than a methodology” (Dunne & Raby, 2013
Location 262-263).

Although Dunne and Raby deny any connection
to Frankfurt school critical theory (Dunne &
Raby, 2013), they share a number of undeniable
parallels including the fact that they are both
research methods, share similar views on the

nature of society and culture, and use similar
vocabulary (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2013). It must
be pointed out that critical design also has
historical precedent in conceptual and avant
garde practice, such as the radical design and
anti-design movements (Malpass, 2012).

The Two Ethical
Principles of Design

Design can be described as falling into two
very broad categories: affirmative design
and critical design. The former reinforces
how things are now, it conforms to cultural,
social, technical, and economic expectation.
Most design falls into this category. The
latter rejects how things are now as being
the only possibility, it provides a critique of
the prevailing situation through designs that
embody alternative social, cultural, technical,
or economic values (Dunne & Raby, 2001).

In their simple manifesto A/B, Dunne and Raby
juxtapose “design as usual” with the work they
embarked upon in the area of critical design
in order to create discussion and propose
alternative dimensions (Dunne & Raby, 2013).
We can think of this process of reification
as a simple reinforcing loop. Products and
services are typically designed based on
normative value systems. The designs then
reinforce these systems in the behaviour
and experiences of users, leading to the
continuation or exaggeration of normative
value influences in future design.




Users demand products &
experiences that align
with values

Design brief based on
market demand

Design reinforces values Design meets markel demand

Figure 1: Reification in design is a reinforcing process where market demand seemingly dictates design
solutions, which reinforce consumer expectation and demand.
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affirmative

problem solving

design as process
provides answers

in the service of industry
for how the world is
science fiction

futures

fictional functions
change the world to suit us
narratives of production
anti-art

research for design
applications

design for production
fun

concept design
consumer

user

training

makes us buy
innovation

ergonomics

(b)

critical

problem finding

design as medium

asks questions

in the service of society
for how the world could be
social fiction

parallel worlds

functional fictions

change us to suit the world
narratives of consumption
applied art

research through design
implications

design for debate

satire

conceptual design

citizen

person

education

makes us think
provocation

rhetoric

Figure 2: Dunne and Raby’s A/B Manifesto (Dunne & Raby, 2013)

and Raby
perpetuates
“Affirmative Design” (Cadle, 2013). Practicing

called design that
and norms

Dunne
existing values

Affirmative Design, however, is not necessarily
a conscious choice that designers make. In
fact, many designers believe their work to be
divorced from ideological concerns, and some

believe their work to be “post-ideological”

in nature. According to continental

philosopher Slavoj Zizek (2006), however,
there can be no such thing as post-ideological
design. A designer is either perpetuating
rebelling  against values:

or existing
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“..in today’s epoch which presents itself as
‘post-ideological,” the disavowed ideological
dimension is inscribed precisely in what may
appear as a ‘mere design.’ This externality,
which directly materializes ideology, is also
occluded as ‘utility.” In evervday life, ideology
is at work especially in the apparently
innocent reference to pure utility - one should
never forget that, in the symbolic universe,
‘utility’ functions as a reflective notion, i.c.

it always involves the assertion of utility as
meaning (for example, a man who lives in

a large city and owns a land-rover, doesn’t
simply lead a no-nonsense, ‘down to earth’
life; rather, he owns such a car in order to
signal that he leads his life under the sign of a

no-nonsense, ‘down to earth’ attitude).”

Affirmative Values in
Practice

To better understand affirmative values it
is helpful to see them in context. Consider
the case of the Keurig beverage system, first
introduced to the office market in 1998. The
inspiration for Keurig was both simple and
deeply user-centered: office coffee is terrible
because it is brewed in large quantities and
sits for an indeterminate amount of time
before being consumed. A single-serve coffee
maker avoids these problems because it brews
fresh coffee on demand.

Keurig went a step further. Not only could
coffee be brewed in smaller quantities, but
users could also choose from a variety of pre-

ground beans sealed in individual pods called
K-Cups. Users do not need to worry about
grinding beans or cleaning up. Brewing coffee
with Keurig is as simple as selecting a K-Cup,
selecting a setting on the machine, placing
an empty cup under the nozzle, and waiting
a short amount of time. The results are rapid
and the quality of the coffee is high, with no
skill or cleaning required.

By 2004, the success of Keurig in offices
lead to the introduction of a home machine,
which quickly resulted in market dominance
(“Keurig,” 2017). The system steadily grew in
popularity and became a common fixture in
both office and residential kitchens.

Despite the level of convenience the Keurig
system offers consumers, there are obvious
issues that counteract that benefit.

To start, the price of convenience is high. A New
York Times report calculated that, converted
into pounds, K-Cups cost roughly $50/1b (USD)
compared to comparable bagged beans, which
cost between $10-$13/1b (Strand, 2012).

The most worrisome impact of Keurig,
however, is in its environmental impact. As
of 2015, over nine billion K-Cups had been
sold, and, at of the time of writing, only 8 out
of 180 varieties of K-Cups that Keurig sells in
Canada are recyclable. As John Sylvan, Keurig’s
inventor, told The Atlantic in 2015, “I feel bad
sometimes that I ever did it.” (Hamblin, 2015)
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Above: Keurig K-Cups

How could a product that was so obviously
expensive and harmful become so dominant?
The issues of price and environmental impact
must have been clear from the very start, but
the product not only succeeded, it changed an
entire industry. The Keurig system succeeded
because its design affirmed the important
societal value of convenience.

Whether or not Sylvan himself anticipated
the consequences of his invention is open
to debate. Let us, however, for the purposes
of illustration, accept that he did not
consider these effects. Might Sylvan have
benefited from practical means of identifying
harmful affirmative values and considering
alternatives? I believe he would have.
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Applyving Hegelian

Dialectics

“It is in this dialectic as it is here understood,
that is, in the grasping of oppositions in their
unity, or of the positive in the negative, that
speculative thought consists. It is the most
important aspect of dialectic.”

(Hegel, GW., 2013)

What, then, is the designer’s alternative to
the perpetuation of affirmative values? What
theories and methods exist that address the
nature of change? As an attempt to answer
this question, I looked to German philosopher
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and his
influential method of dialectics. Hegel argued
that everything (concepts and things) follows
a dialectical approach. Every logical concept,
according to Hegel, has three sides which are

best characterized as moments: fixity, the
dialectical, and the speculative.

Firstis the moment of fixity, in which a concept
or form is stable. The second, dialectical
moment, by contrast, is one of instability, in
which the limitations of the moment of fixity
become apparent and that which was fixed
becomes its opposite, which is described as
“self-sublation”. Sublation (a translation of the
German aufheben) is a process of negation
and preservation at once; the moment of fixity
engages in self-sublation because of its own
limitations, at which point it both negates and
preserves itself - change is not introduced
from the outside.
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The third and final moment, the speculative
moment, recognizes the inherent unity
between the two determinations. Although
the speculative moment results in negation,
it is not empty; it has content because it
comes from the first two determinations;
the earlier determinations are preserved and
carry on within newer ones. The speculative
moment unifies the first two determinations,
and the cycle of fixative, dialectical, and
speculative continue, leading to more and
more comprehensive determinations that

Synthesis

drive to the absolute, the highest concept of
any particular subject In Hegel’s argument,
nothing can come from nothing. Instead, an
established concept (the thesis), by its own
limitations, forces itself to become its opposite
(the antithesis), and the new concept (the
synthesis) embraces both the old and new,
becoming more universal and comprehensive,
continuing to, what Hegel termed, “The

Absolute Idea” (Maybee, 2016).

The
Absolute
Idea

Figure 3: The process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis continually builds to what Hegel termed “The

Absolute Idea”
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Put simply, a concept is simultaneously
positive and negative. For example, in saying
that a car is red, one is also saying that the car
is not any other colour. In synthesizing these
oppositional aspects the car is both red, and
not not red.

Design as a Dialectical
Process

Dialectics can be readily applied to a number
of facets of design, including the nature
of the the
process of designing, and the ways in which

problem/solution paradigm,

social concerns are embedded within the
design discourse.

Firstly, dialectics can help us better understand
the problem/solution duality which is a
central concern of designers. Many theorists,
including Kees Dorst, have explored the nature
of this paradox, attempting to understand how
the design process acts as a means to both
identify and solve problems.

Dorst argues that many of the problems that
designers address are, due to factors such as
ambiguity and the capabilities of the problem-
solver themselves, not “well-structured”,
challenging the traditional rational problem
solving paradigm (Dorst, 2006). Instead, as

Kees Dorst observes,

“In creative design, the designer is seeking to
generate a matching problem-solution pair,
through a coevolution of the problem and the

solution. Creative design involves a period of
exploration in which problem and solution
spaces are evolving, and are unstable until
(temporarily) fixed by an emergent bridge,
which identifies a problem-solution pairing.”

(Dorst, 2006 p.10)

The conception of a problem-solution pairing
that
challenges the notion of the design problem/

is ultimately applied retroactively
solution paradigm. Although design does
contain aspects of problem-solving, there
must be other processes and considerations

at play.

Dorst instead forwards another theory of
design based on paradox and discourse. e
argues that discourses, in the Foucauldian
sense, form the basis of a design solution. A
designer must rationalize these discourses to
come to an end result:

“In most design disciplines, there are many
discourses that somehow have to be linked in
the creation of a design solution. In product
design practice, for example, relevant
discourses include the bodies of thought about
technology, form an aesthetics, ergonomics,
etc...Discourses also can be embodied in a
design situation by the roles and the value
systems of the different stakeholders involved
in the project. The creation of a solution to
the paradoxical design situation thus also
becomes a social process.”

(Dorst, 2006 p.15)
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Stephen Beckett, an Associate Professor
at Honkiat University, argues that Dorst’s
approaches to theorizing the design process
do not sufficiently address the temporal and
formal paradoxes of the design problem/design
solution duality. From a logical standpoint,
the paradox is temporal because a problem
must precede a solution, and formal because
a conclusion must be drawn from a premise.
Beckett sees this a logical fallacy, because
“the design solution appears to determine
the premises from which it is deduced.

(Beckett, 2017)”

that the key to
understanding this paradox is to not conceive

Instead, he suggests
of problem and solutions as separate entities,
but as a single concept, applying Hegelian
dialectic theory to argue that the design
problem and design solution are moments
through which the design concept passes.
He states that, “the best way to approach the
logic of the design problem is dialectically;
that is, by viewing the design problem and its
solution as moments of a concept undergoing
a dialectical process. (Beckett, 2017 p.8)” The
design concept includes the thesis of the
design problem and negation of that design
problem in the form of the antithesis, or
the design solution. The synthesis occurs
when the designer recognizes the solution as
antithesis (Beckett, 2017). Beckell goes on Lo

!”

characterize this as the “aha!” moment when
a designer becomes aware of the solution to

their problem.

This may be, however, a simplistic conception
of the design process. In my experience as
a practicing designer, no design concept is
comprised of one problem and solution, but
rather a series of considerations akin to Dorst’s
theory of dialogues. It is nonetheless beneficial
to consider how dialectics to the process of
design can be applied in a “messier” way by
adopting Dorst’s view of dialogues within
the design process, each being dialectical in
nature. Each of these dialogues contributes
to a teleological concept, which comprises
the final design solution. Common dialogues
may include a series of aesthetic choices,
functional and material concerns, the wishes
of a client, etc.

Concept

O

Dialogues

Figure 4: A concept can contain a series of
dialogues, each built upon its own dialectical
process.




Each of these dialogues is built upon its own
dialectical process, becoming increasingly
comprehensive until it reaches its ultimate
as Hegel described, its

conclusion, or,

“absolute idea”

Among the dialogues embedded within a
design are the social values which both inform
and are informed by the design and it is here
that I wish to focus the main argument of this
paper. By understanding and addressing the
dialectical nature of these values the designer
can achieve more comprehensive and universal
concepts within their work.

Concept

Synthesis

Alternative
to Concept

Synthesis

A designer might begin by identifying an
affirmative value which, by necessity, is
countered by an antipodal value. To use an
example I will revisit in this paper, the value of
ease is not only ease, but not-not ease, which
may otherwise be called challenge. Instead of
negating these concepts, they are synthesized
to create a new concept that preserves both of

the original values.

Concept

%

Alternative
to Concept

Continues...

Figure 5: The design process can be conceived as dialectical in nature, progressing from simple to

universal concepls.

25



In dialectical terms, affirmative values
formulate our theses, and those which stand
in opposition to these principles, which I call
anti-principles, represent our antitheses. The
designer must understand the affirmative
values which are at the heart of many design
(the thesis),
limitations lead to sublation by alternative
(the antithesis),

replaced by a more universal and coherent set

decisions whose inherent

values and, finally, are
of practices (synthesis) that better consider the

needs of users.

By embracing a synthetic process we can
embrace both affirmative values and critical
values to form coherent approaches to design.

It is important to keep in mind that theses
and antitheses are not inherently moral or
immoral. It is through the negotiation between
these determinations that the designer is fully
able to make choices that consider the intent
and impacts of a design vis a vis the needs of
the users, the sponsor, and society.

In the same way, I would argue that affirmative
values are not necessarily negative. While it
can be tempting to focus on the shortcomings
within our society we must similarly consider
its virtues as well. A closer look at many
affirmative values may reveal that many
problems are those of context or scale. In
the case of Keurig K-Cups, are efficiency and
convenience inherently problematic? Or is it
that an overemphasis on these values can lead
to problematic ends?

Synthesis

Critical Value

Figure 6: The dialectical process is also evident
when applied to identification and challenge of
critical values in the design process.

How, then, might a designer embrace the
inherent dialectical nature of design to create
things which are good for users? I propose that
a designer may start by consciously seeking
affirmative values present in the things that
surround us.

Affirmative Values and
Critical Values

In this research, I have aimed to find values
that are inherent within affirmative design.
While the number of possible dialectical
values and critical values certainly exceeds
those described in this paper, I have chosen to
focus on four that demonstrate the concept of
dialectical design and have broad application.

26



Easy and Challenging

I define ease as the reduction of barriers
to use, as a means by which new users
can gain competency in a system with
little to no experience or training, and the
replacement of human effort with automation
or mechanization. Ease is often achieved via
user-centered design methods that are based
on user insights.

I define challenge as the placement intentional
barriers or learning paths that are put in
place to build skill or a sense of satisfaction
within a user, and the use of labour intensive
methods that are in some way satisfying to
the user or create superior results to those
of mechanization.

Fast and Slow

One challenge in the definition of fast is the
ever-accelerating nature of areas such as
technology. I have chosen, instead, to focus on
fast as the intention to accomplish a given task
in a minimal amount of time rather than the
absolute speed of task performance.

Slow, by contrast, is a refutation of speed.
Instead, a designer might attempt to slow
users to encourage reflection, to allow them
to savour a particular experience, or to
provide comfort.

Intuitive and Deliberate

Intuitive design is the designer’s attempt to
understand and anticipate the needs of the
userto the extent that the user can replyless on
thought processes that require concentration
and choice. By contrast, design for deliberate
thought requires the focus of the user, and
emphasizes the importance of user choice.

Other Values

In this paper, I have purposely focused on a
small number of dialectical values. This is not,
however, an exhaustive list, and there are a
variety of other dimensions which might be
explored in future research. These dimensions
could include:

o Obedience

o Independence
e Beauly

o Safety

o Availability

e Specialization
e Hygiene
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kase

To start our journey into affirmative and
critical values, I will explore that of ease. The
relentless drive of humanity to overcome
hardship is a defining characteristic of our
existence. Just as the transition from hunting
and gathering to agriculture made it easier
to feed growing populations and establish
the
and technological revolutions have reduced

permanent communities, industrial

manual and tedious labour for many.

So it may come as no surprise that, at this
very moment, it is likely that a designer is
focused on making a product easier to use,
a teacher is reminding design students that
a user should never require a manual, and
a pundit is ranting about how user hostile a
product is. Our products and services can
never be streamlined enough. We need to
push further, to find simple, to find easy.

In this chapter we will explore how design

conventions such as usability and the
elimination of friction can lead to unintended
consequences that can work contrary to
the best interests of users. Then, in the next
chapter, we will explore how the corresponding
critical value of challenge can offer designers
of addressing

an unexpected means

user needs.

Usability: A New
Orthodoxy

One only need read current design literature
to recognize that usability has become a
primary consideration of designers and one of
the most recognized design considerations of
the public at large. This contrasts starkly with
only a short time ago, when the term usability
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had not entered the public consciousness.
Jakob Nielsen defines usability as, “a quality
attribute that assesses how easy user interfaces
are to use. The word “usability” also refers to
methods for improving ease-of-use during the
design process. (Nielsen, 2012)”

In his classic book, The Design of Everyday
Things, Nielsen’s business partner, Donald
Norman, suggests two fundamental principles
for usable design:

1. Provide a good conceptual model
Conceptual models allow users to anticipate
the results of their interactions with an object.
When a conceptual modelis notaccurate, users
can become confused and make mistakes.

2. Make things visible

Visibility allows users to understand and find
the options available to them, and reduces
the need for user memory. Good visibility
includes the adequate mapping of controls
to functions, and feedback when the user
takes action (Norman, 1988). Usability, to be
achieved, requires a user-centered mindset.
A successful design must provide users with
the means to: quickly accomplish basic tasks,
maximize efficiency, quickly establish and
reestablish user proficiency, minimize the
number and severity of errors, and maximize
user satisfaction (Nielsen, 2012).

On its surface, usability would appear to have
no downside - it is difficult to argue that a
designer should not mitigate difficulty and
challenge wherever possible. The virtues of

improved usability are numerous and well
documented: faster learning, fewer errors, and
greater efficiency are all potential benefits.

One area where usability practitioners have
been especially welcome has been in the area
of web design, where usability consulting
and testing has become common, if not
core, practice. Common ways of measuring
web usability demonstrate congruence with
common business goals, namely: time to task,
success rate, accuracy, and subjective user
satisfaction (Nielsen, 2001). Strangely, none
of these measures necessarily reflect why a
user would visit a website in the first place,
nor do they reflect other potential advantages
of a design that may not fit squarely into
common testing practices. Did a user learn a
new interaction pattern while using a website?
Were users highly engaged in the content?
Was an element of surprise used to enhance
the user’s experience? Web usability often
focuses on aspects of an experience that are
inherently measurable, while ignoring other
critical outcomes.

As an established field of design practice, web
usability is not immune to the establishment
of dogma. Jakob Nielsen, since the early days
of the World Wide Web has advocated for
the establishment of best practices for web
usability. As such, he is considered by many to
be guru of web usability, with a brand of design
that has been criticized for overemphasizing
usability at the expense of other creative
and communication considerations. (“Jakob
Nielsen (usability consultant),” 2017)
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As a usability advocate, Nielsen certainly
believes that his view of design is one that will
be universally embraced. He noted to Wired
Magazine in 2000, “In the future, first of all,
websites will be designed by my guidelines ...
for the simple reason that if they don't, they
are dead. (“Web Guru: IU’s the User, Stupid!,”
2000)”

Eighteen years later, this has not turned
out to be an entirely correct prediction,
but many of Nielsen’s guidelines have, in
one form or another, become common
practice for designers. In my own practice,
it is commonplace for clients to discuss
usability as a goal for websites and web-based
applications, and is one of the drivers for

initiatives to rebuild legacy systems.

Zero Friction

Another term that has become increasingly
used in the User Experience Design (UX) field
is “Frictionless Design”™.

The concept of design friction is, at its most
simple, anything that delays a user from
reaching their goals, or, more pointedly, what
the designer interprets as the user’s goals.
To confuse matters somewhat, a designer
is typically working within the context of
sponsored project, so the achievement of
sponsor goals will often come at the expense
of the user.

With this in mind, designers are encouraged to
create frictionless products and experiences;
the fastest, easiest way for users to complete
tasks. The promise is alluring. After all, who
wants to deal with added complexity in order
to get something done?

Applying a more critical lens reveals some
problematic aspects to the concept of
frictionless design. Who defines friction? The
user, or the company who makes a product

or experience?

To illustrate this point, we might imagine
customer seeking a book at an online
bookstore. While the user’s priorities would
include finding the book and determining
the price and delivery date for the purpose
of comparison with other stores, the store is
primarily concerned with making the sale.
The goals of the user and the store are not
completely aligned.

As the store endeavours to reduce friction
within their online purchase flow it is
possible that they will privilege innovations
that
discourage price comparison and shopping

improve conversion activities and
cart abandonment (Merholz, 2010). Amazon’s
“One Click” checkout may make purchasing
easier for users, but the lack of friction could
very well result in impulse purchases that

customers will later regret.
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Examples of Ease
OXO Good Grips

There are few spaces that contain more
designed “things” than akitchen, and many are
conceived to be as easy to use and efficient as
possible. OXO, a New York City-based designer
and manufacturer of household items has
been noted for its “Good Grips” line of kitchen
utensils and small appliances, which are born
of OXO’s human-centered design approach. In
fact, OXO claims that “Good Grips pioneered
the application of user-centered design to
tools for the home. (“Our Brands,” n.d.)”

The hallmarks of the Good Grips line are a
focus on ergonomics, smooth lines, and the
use of Santoprene, a polymer that is flexible
and ages well (“Santoprene,” 2017).

In small appliances, such as the can opener
depicted here, designing for ease helps a user
fulfill a task with increased speed and safety,
and where there would be little reward for
more manual solution.

Above: Oxo Good Grips kitchen tools




Slap Chop

It is possible to design for ease with little
regard for the user, however. The Slap Chop,
a kitchen gadget made famous by its notorious
pitchman Vince Shlomi, promises consumers
an easier way to chop food. A well-known
infomercial claimed that the device could
perfectly chop onions, carrots, nuts, and other
foods by a few short slaps on its handle.

Putting aside performance issues, of which
there are many, there are other reasons that
Slap Chop fails its users. First, for the price
of this gadget, a consumer could instead
purchase a quality chef’s knife, which with
minimal maintenance, would last many years.
The Slap Chop’s blades are not as durable as
that of a quality knife and are more likely to
wear without any potential of sharpening.
Additionally, using a knife regularly can build
skills that, in time, can render devices such as
Slap Chop unnecessary. A knife affords avariety
of cuts such as slice, chiffonade, julienne,
and dice. The dark side of designing for ease
is that easy products and experiences can
deprive users of opportunities to build skill.

Above: Slap Chop
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Challenge

Is it possible that in the pursuit of ease
designers may be neglecting the benefits of
challenge? The balance between ease and
challenge can be an important consideration
for keeping users engaged, building skill,
facilitating learning, and instilling within them
a sense of satisfaction.

Finding Flow

Much of the knowledge on the balance between
existing skill and new challenge is based on
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of flow.
Csikszentmihalyi suggests that people are at
their happiest when in a state he describes as
“flow”. This state is characterized by intense
concentration and immersion; individuals can
lose track of time and experience fulfillment

while engaging in a given task. To reach a flow
state, it is essential that a balance between
the skill of the actor and the challenge of an
activity be achieved. When actors possess
high levels of skill, they can only reach a flow
state when challenge levels are also elevated
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2008).

As the attainment of flow is dependent on
a balance between ease and challenge, this
suggeststhatthe mainstreamideal of designing
products and experiences which eliminate
challenge leave disengaged

may users

and unsatisfied.
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Figure 7: Mental states vary depending on challenge and skill levels related to a task, according to

Csikszentmihalyi’s flow model.

Cognitive Ease and
Strain

Another theory that points to the importance
of challenge is that of cognitive ease and strain,
argued by psychologist Daniel Kahneman.
Cognitiveeaseischaracterizedasastateinwhich
the mind can carry on with its tasks effortlessly.
These are situations which seem familiar
and which contain little ambiguity. Cognitive
on the other hand, occurs
situations that feel unfamiliar or unclear.

strain, in

While Systems 1 and 2 will be discussed in
greater detail in a forthcoming chapter, it
is helpful to know that Kahneman posits to
two systems of the mind, System 1, which is
associated with subconscious thought, and
System 2 which is associated with choice and
deliberate action (Kahneman, 2011). Kahneman
explains cognitive ease using a series of causes
and consequences, as demonstrated in the
Figure 6. We can build upon Kahneman’s
graphic to illustrate the inputs and outputs of
cognitive strain in Figure 7.
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Figure 8: Causes and consequences of cognitive ease,
2011)
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A

| Bad Mood

\ | Feels Challenging |

Figure 9: A similar model can be applied to the causes and consequences of cognitive strain. Source:

The author

States of cognitive strain can contribute to
behaviour that is more critical and less error
prone, but also less intuitive and creative than
those exhibited in a state of cognitive ease.
This might be beneficial in situations that
require users to be alert and vigilant. Cognitive
“speed bumps” may be an effective means of
ensuring users fully engage with a problem
(Kahneman, 2011).

Kahneman recounts an experiment that
centered upon Shane Frederick’s Cognitive
Reflection Test, which is made up of questions
which lead users to intuitive conclusions
that are incorrect. A group of 40 Princeton
students were given the test, with half the
tests layed out in a small, washed out font that

was legible but caused cognitive strain. The
other half were given a version of the test that
used a “normal” font. 90% of the students who
completed the test in the normal font made a
mistake, compared to only 35% of those who
were given the less legible version.

This points to the possibility of using cognitive
“speed bumps” which can lead users to engage
their System 2, or deliberative, processes. In
practice this might include design features
such as unlock sequences for dangerous
machinery or the use of small or obscure
typefaces in situations where it is critical that
users process the information they are reading.
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Challenge in Education

For another example where excessive ease
may not be in the best interest of the user
we can look at the field of education, where
evidence suggests that making things “as
simple as possible” is not an effective strategy
for learning. This can be demonstrated in a
recent study involving educational methods
used by The Khan Academy, which is seen by

some as the future of education.

The Khan Academy was built upon a fascinating
idea. While tutoring his cousin in mathematics,
Sal Khan used Yahoo! Doodle notepad to create
simple lessons that she could access remotely.
After numerous requests from others who also
wanted to benefit from his tutoring he created
a series of videos on YouTube and The Khan
Academy was born (“Sal Khan,” 2017). It has
since grown to an international not-for-profit
organization that has delivered over 1 billion
free lessons to students since 2006 (“Khan
Academy,” 2017).

What if these videos, however, are not as
effective as proponents believe? What if, in
order to learn, “making things easy” makes
it less likely that a student will learn? Derek
Muller, a recognized science communicator
and analyst, researched this very topic as
the subject of his PhD, conducting a series of
experiments that aimed to better understand
the role of cognitive load on learning in
the sciences.

Test participants were pre-tested to establish
baselines for their level of knowledge in a
specific area of science, then were randomly
assigned to treatment groups that differed in
their approaches to multimedia learning.

Participants in the exposition group were
exposed to content that presented scientific
concepts in a simple and straightforward
manner. Participants in the dialogue group,
however, were exposed to content that
presented a series of alternative conceptions
of the scientific concepts, which was known
to be associated with higher cognitive load
in the learner (Muller, D.A., Sharma, M.D.,
Reimann, P., 2007). Participants in the dialogue
group reported higher levels of confusion, but
achieved significantly higher post-test scores
than members of the exposition group. Muller
believes that members of the exposition group
did not have to challenge preconceived ideas,
nor did they need to make sense of the content.
Said Muller, “They feel like they are learning
and become more confident in their answers,
but tests reveal they haven’tlearned anything.”

Education that distills concepts to their most
simple bases does not necessarily improve a
student’s ability to learn. In fact, in Muller’s
tests, reducing the cognitive load of students
yielded
making lessons “simple” was detrimental

substandard results. In short,

to understanding.
If learning is less efficient when concepts are

“made simple” for users, designers might
consider techniques thatincrease the cognitive
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load of the learner. In the area of education
design this could be a fundamental concept,
but also has application in other areas where
users mustlearn. For example, when faced with
the prospect of orienting users who are new
to a product, can we encourage exploration
instead of strictly showing the facts?

Game Balancing

Video games provide an excellent example
of systems that use both ease and challenge
to encourage a players to enter and maintain
a state of flow. It is common for such games
to start with a tutorial, where users learn
the basic game mechanics in a safe and non
threatening format, before moving onto the
“real” levels. Once started, a game will become
increasingly difficult, and may introduce new
skills, opponents, and tasks to keep players
entertained and challenged. Game designers
attempt to keep players in a “zone” where the
game is neither too easy, leading to boredom,
nor too difficult, leading to frustration
(Falstein, 2004).

Finding this equilibrium in games is called
balancing, a fundamental component of
game design (Andrade, Ramalho, Gomes, &
Corruble, 2006). Although game balancing
can be achieved using play testing and data
analysis, this is done in the aggregate, and
does not address the needs of all players.
Dynamic Balancing, however, can allow a
game designer to better achieve the objective

of player immersion.

Designers may draw inspiration from the
previously-mentioned concept of flow, a state
in which users can build skill when ease and
challenge are perfectly balanced (Nakamura &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Can the skill of users
be incrementally built as a user continues to
interact with a design?

The IKEA Effect

Can labour, something that many people try
to avoid, add value to a product or service?
Common wisdom indicates that do-it-yourself
practices are an acceptable trade-off for lower
prices. In effect, consumers trade labour in
order to save money on products. Yet in a
series of experiments, researchers found that
the effort of a consumer can lead to increased
product valuation.

The IKEA Effect is a cognitive bias named after
the Swedish home furnishing retailer, IKEA,
which is well known for offering low priced
goods which often require assembly.

In a series of three studies, Michael I. Norton,
Daniel Mochon, and Dan Ariely found that
“labor alone can be sufficient to induce
greater liking for the fruits of one’s labor:
even constructing a standardized bureau,
an arduous, solitary task, can lead people to
overvalue their (often poorly constructed)
creations” (Norton, Mochon, & Ariely, 2011).

The studies in question required a group of
participants to assemble IKEA boxes, fold
origami, and construct Lego sets. Each subject
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was paid asum of money for their participation.
Members of both builder and control groups
were then asked to bid on finished products,
some created by participants, and others
created by experts. Throughout the studies,
builder bids indicated they placed values
on their own products that rivaled those of
similar products constructed by experts.

When the
mechanisms behind this behaviour,

psychological
the
researchers suggested that social utility,

considering

effectance (control over outcomes), and task
enjoyment were all factors depending on
the type of item being created. Interestingly,
this
expectations of those who did not construct

phenomenon runs counter to the
the products. When the researchers asked
participants drawn from the same pool as the
main study whether, “In general, what would
you be willing to pay more for, products that
you buy already assembled, or products that
you buy with some assembly required,” 92%
indicated that they would pay more for pre-
assembled products. Itis significant that these
participants were highly likely to avoid work
as they would also lose the opportunity to gain
the advantages that result from their labour
(Norton et al., 2007).

These studies indicate that co-creation can
indeed create satisfaction, butalso suggest that
the value is only recognized retrospectively. Is
it possible to make users aware of the benefits
that can accompany products and services to
which they must contribute labour?

Examples of Challenge

Progressive Challenge in Game
Design

When discussing the balance of skill and
challenge, it is difficult to not immediately
think of video games. Try to remember
playing a game for the very first time. At its
beginning, a game must orient the player and
provide them with achievable goals. With each
passing level, the game must continue to build
on the user’s skills, while introducing new
challenges.

A good example is Tetris, an extremely popular
game that requires players to fit a series of
seven falling shapes into rows. Complete rows
disappear, but incomplete rows stack up, and
once the rows reach the top of the play area
the game is over. Users are rewarded with
points for “clearing” a row, but receive far
more points for achieving a “tetris”, which is
when a user completes four rows at one time.

At the beginning of a game, users will need to
learn how the shapes relate to one another,
and to develop strategies for clearing rows.
The speed of the falling shapes is slow enough
for players to make conscious decisions
about how to use each piece. As game play
progresses players may wish to score more
points, at which time scoring a tetris becomes
much more important. All the while the speed
of the falling shapes is increased.
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Tetris uses point accumulation, risk, and
speed to provide challenge for beginners and
experts alike, and to create a truly immersive
gaming experience.

Child-Resistant
Packaging

There are situations where ease is of use can
lead to danger, for example, the ability for users
to delete computer files without safeguards,
or to access flight navigation controls that
could have serious adverse effects. In order
to prevent errors and accidents, designers
can make products and experiences safer
by introducing barriers that slow down or
constrain user behaviour.

One classic example of an intentional barrier
is the child-resistant lid. Although there is
evidence of similar lids going back to the
Mayan culture (early lids that introduce
barriers are thought to have protected pots
of chocolate) (Dreiss & Greenhill, 2008), Dr.
Henri Breault of Tecumseh, Ontario is credited
as the inventor of the modern format.

Inspired by numerous cases of poisoning
that resulted from bottles that were too easy
for children to access, Breault introduced
a lid that required a user to simultaneously
apply downward pressure while turning, a
feat of manual dexterity that is difficult for
most children, but simple for most adults
(Wharry, 1997).

The introduction of a physical challenge does
not come without drawbacks, however. Some
children are dexterous enough to open these
lids, and some adults, especially seniors, are
not. While not a perfect solution, Breault’s
introduction of challenge within his lid design
has saved many lives. Future innovations
in this area could attempt to understand
the age or circumstances of a user without
requiring physical skills, thereby improving
access to users with limited manual dexterity

or strength.

Above: Child-resistant packaging is almost universal for

medication in Canada.
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Designing for Ease and

Challenge

While maximizing ease and minimizing
challenge may seem to be in the best interests
of users, this may not necessarily be the case.
Designers should be aware of the potential
benefits and detriments to both ease and
challenge and maintain a balance that is
appropriate for user goals.

A designer may wish to consider emphasizing
ease when users are faced with difficult or
complex tasks that offer no additional rewards
such as skill or feelings of accomplishment
within the user, or when challenge can lead
to danger.

Conversely, challenge offers numerous benefits
including the ability to restrict use, maximize
engagement, build skill, and reinforce learning.
From social and environmental perspectives,
embracing challenge in design may lead to
higher satisfaction with, and attachment to,
products, thus reducing waste. Furthermore,
by appropriately employing cognitive strain,
designers might encourage users to be more
vigilant and careful.
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Challenging

e Accessible to alarge variety of users « Prevents use by unintended
« Allows users to learn simple concepts audiences
easily e Prevents boredom
¢ Requires little effort to use o Builds skill
e (Can be less time consuming « Improves engagement and critical
o (Causes less confusion and frustration thought
e Creates sense of pride and
accomplishment

Above: A summary of the benefits of ease and challenge.
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Fast

We will continue our exploration of values by
now considering that of speed. That life seems
to be gelting faster and faster is a familiar
refrain of modern life. A casual question
regarding someone’s well-being often elicits
the same response...“Busy!” It would appear
that there is insufficient time for people to do
accomplish everything they wish.

Many designers try to solve these problems
by designing products and services that save
time, but as Hartmut Rosa, a sociologist who
has studied the sociological aspects of time
observes, technical acceleration should lead
to abundant leisure time. And if this is not so,
what is the sociological explanation for this
phenomenon (Rosa, 2003)? Rosa describes
what he calls the “motors of acceleration™ as
a cycle of three spheres of social acceleration.
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“When we examine the causal relations
between the three spheres of social
acceleration, a surprising feedback loop is
revealed: technological acceleration, which is
[requently connected to the introduction of
new technologies...almost inevitably brings
about a whole range of changes in social
practices, communication structures, and
corresponding forms of life. For example,

the Internet has not only increased the

speed of communicative exchange and the
‘virtualization’ of economic and productive
processes; il also establishes new occupational,
economic, and communicative structures,
opening up new patterns of social interaction
and even new forms of social identity. Hence,
it is easy to see how and why technological
acceleration is prone to go hand in hand

with the acceleration of change in the form

of changing social structures and patterns,
orientations, and evaluations of action.
Furthermore, if the acceleration of social
change entails a ‘contraction of the present’ in
the sense discussed above, this naturally leads

to an acceleration of ‘the pace of life.”
(Rosa, 2003)

Can we out-innovate this problem to the
point where technological and design prowess
allows us to accomplish everything we wish in
a given day? Given the unrelenting pursuit of
increased speed, it would seem that this is the
very wager we are making.

In this chapter, I will explore how an obsession
with speed can come at the detriment of

accuracy, and can even make users feel

uncomfortable. I will follow with a chapter on
how slowing down can bring hidden benefits
that are not always considered by designers.

The Speed-Accuracy
Trade-off

Despite the warning of our forebears that
“haste makes waste”, we have continued to
pursue a dream of ever-increasing speed and
accuracy. Although the ideal of high speed/
low error may be achievable with machines,
research has long shown that, as humans, we
possess the ability to privilege either speed
or accuracy when performing a given task
(Rinkenauer & Osman, 2004). We can either
decide to minimize error or maximize speed,
but not both. This long-studied phenomenon
is called “The Speed-Accuracy Tradeoff” (Van
Veen, Krug, & Carter, 2008).

Despite our incredible success at being
increasingly productive, it is useful to remind
ourselves that, no matter how efficient our
tools may be, there are limits to the natural
human capacity for productivity.

Too Fast for Comfort

Is it possible for products and services to work
too quickly? Common wisdom would suggest
that, as most people dislike waiting, there
could be no such thing as too fast, that the
longer people wait, the more dissatisfied they
become.
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A) The Economic Motor
Time = Money

1. Technological
Acceleration

The Acceleration
Cycle

3. Acceleration of
the “Pace of Life”

B) The Cultural Motor:
The Promise of Acceleration

%

2. Acceleration of
Social Change

B) The Structural Motor:
Functional Differentiation

Figure 10: “Motors of Acceleration.” Hartmult's reinforcing loop of sociological acceleration. (Rosa,

2003)

Researchers Ryan Buell and Michael Norton set
out to learn whether, in some contexts, slower
service might act as a proxy that suggested that
labour was being performed.

In cases where service outcomes are
difficult to measure, effort and duration can
become an important indicators of value.
The inconvenience of waiting is effectively
mitigated by the user’s impression of superior
service quality. For example, customers
who are helped by an attentive employee
at a hardware store may leave feeling more
satisfied with their visit even if they had to wait

longer to find the goods they came to purchase.

For services that are less transparent, however,
it can be difficult for users to recognize effort.

For example, customers may never see workers
assembling their car, or packing their orders
in a warehouse.

In self-serve (ransaction models, where

employee effort is greatly reduced or
removed, processes are often presented to
users in streamlined ways, and delivered as
quickly as possible. This can have the effect
of under-communicating the value of the
service being performed, even if it is faster
and of higher quality than that delivered in

manual processes.

In a series of five experiments that simulated
dating and travel websites, participants
showed clear preferences for services that

demonstrated both operational transparency
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accompanied bylonger wait times. Operational
transparency was defined as a clear indication
of what services were being performed on the
user’s behalf.

suggests that
in domains where service is not clearly

Buell and Norton’s work

understood, users prefer more communication
regarding operational processes, and waiting
times that fit their conception of labour
required for the task being performed, which
the researchers named “The Labour Illusion”
(Buell & Norton, 2011).

Examples of Speed
The Washing Machine

There are concrete reasons we have a
tendency to design for speed. The automation
of routine and excessively labour intensive
can have knock-on benefits that can lead to
systemic changes, including fostering equality
and independence.

Consider the beginning of the 20th century,
which saw the simultaneous advent of two
revolutions: The Second Industrial Revolution,
with innovations such as electricity and
combustion engines, and The Household
which
machines, and vacuum cleaners (Greenwood,
Seshadri, & Yorukoglu, 2005).

The introduction of houschold innovations

Revolution, introduced washing

had a dramatic impact on the type, intensity,
and amount of labour required within
households. For example, between 1900 and

1975 the average time spent on housework such
as cooking, laundry, and cleaning decreased
from an average of 58 hours to 18, while the
number of paid domestic labourers also
declined. These devices primarily impacted
females within households, who tended to

bear the brunt of household labour.

Above: Washing machines at a laundromat

Amazon Dash Button

For consumers who dread the idea of running
out of Pop Tarts, Amazon has the perfect
solution. The Dash button, first introduced in
March, 2015, allows Amazon Prime members
to quickly order items they regularly use.
The battery-powered, wifi-enabled devices
pair with a user’s Amazon account and can
be adhered to convenient so that ordering
happens as soon as the user realizes they are
running low (King, 2015).

For the giant retailer, the benefits are very
clear. As the proprietary devices that only
work within the Amazon ecosystem, users can
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become habituated to only ordering from one
retailer, without the benefits of price or brand
comparison. Users also offer near-real-time
indicators of usage, which may be used for
Amazon’s extensive data analysis purposes.

Rushing users through a purchase flow can also
prevent them from questioning whether or not
they truly need to buy the items in question.

I

i /
il

K
®
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Although it can be argued that increased
speed of purchase addresses a market need
this can have consequences for users who
are purchasing products that are unhealthy,
expensive, or environmentally irresponsible,
or lead users to purchase goods without the
benefit of sober second thought.

Above: An assortment of Amazon Dash Buttons

03



Slow

Standing in stark contrast to our ever-
quickening pace is the critical value of
slowness. The concept of “slowing down” is
certainly not new. While we may be taught
from a young age that “slow but steady wins
the race” and “haste makes waste” our busy
lifestyles tell us that these maxims may no
longer hold true. There is, however, reason to
explore the things we give up when we pursue
speed at all costs, and those who are leading
the charge in the rediscovery of slowness.

Slow Design

In 1986, Carlo Petrini founded the Slow Food
movement in Italy. What started as a protest
against an opening of a McDonald’s location

in Rome soon grew into a larger comment on
globalisation, industrial food production, and
the preservation of regional cuisine. Over time,
the Slow Movement has expanded to embrace
similar ideals in such diverse topics as travel,
fashion, science, and gardening.

then, as an extension of
the Slow Movement,

Slow Design,
is a refutation of
industrialized design and a call for a return
to simpler values. Whereas mainstream
design accentuates objects as the focus of
a user’s desire, Slow Design advocates for
objects as a means to an end. Similarly, the
movement rejects the prominence of style over
substance, disposability, and homogeneity

(Beverland, 2011).
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As Michael Beverland, a professor of design at
RMIT Universily in Australia (2o11) observes,
“Just as the Slow Food movement rejects the
idea that food is merely fuel (that is, that one
eals merely to live), slow design rejects the
materialism of the fast model, which views
objects as ends in themselves. For slow
designers, the quality of the object, and the
solution it provides to the customer over many
years, is more important than the production
of more-stylized objects with limited life spans
and uses.” While Slow Design does indeed
offer an alternative to the challenges inherent
in mainstream design, it fails to recognize
areas where “fast design” has made significant
societal contributions. We can recognize the
inherent wisdom in the philosophy of Slow
Design, while benefiting from design that
minimizes uses speed to make thoughtful
contributions to society.

The Arts & Crafts
Movement

Challenging the relentless march of speed in
western design is not without precedent. The
Arts & Crafts Movement, which was highly
influential at the turn of the twentieth century,
can be seen as the rejection of the ideals of
industrialization and mass production.

significant effect of the Industrial
Revolution was the challenge mechanization

One

and the division of labour posed to traditional
craftspeople, resulting in a new class of
unskilled labourers. To William Morris, whose

views, along with those of John Ruskin and
Augustus Pugin, were foundational to the Arts
& Crafts Movement, these workers engaged
in “useless toil” rather than “useful work”.
For the wealthy, the workers existed only to
generate wealth through the production of
rubbish, a waste of both labour and resources
(Morris, 1888).

To followers of the movement, this was not
purely an ideological issue, but one that was
made tangible in the excessive ornamentation,
lack of understanding of materials, and poor
construction that were characteristic of the
decorative arts of the time. The ideals of
“honest labour” and “truth to materials” were
central to Morris’ philosophy, and are reflected
in the work of those who carried the Arts &
Crafts banner. Works were characterized by
the usage of skilled production methods that
often eschewed mechanical production. For
example, papers might be printed with block
printing techniques rather than mechanical
presses, which resulted in a superior result.

Morris, unlike some of his colleagues, was not
doctrinaire on the subject of mechanization.
He considered machines to maintain a place
in the production of goods providing they
achieved a sufficient standard of quality
(Ormiston & Wells, 2010). The ideals of the
Arts & Crafts Movement continue to endure;
handcrafted goods continue to be popular and
are often made by skilled artisans. Mechanized
processes, however, are still by far the default
in almost all commercially available goods.




Examples of Slowness
I[se-Jingu

Considered a spiritual centre of Japan, “Jingu”
contains 125 Shinto shrinesin a complexroughly
the same size as Paris. Unlike many historic
sites where the preservation of buildings is a
primary concern, the two main temples at Ise
are not built to last. In the Shinto tradition,
the cycle of death and renewal are celebrated,
and this is reflected in the rite of “Shikinen
Sengu” (Ise Grand Shrine, 2017). Every twenty
years, this sacred rite of is performed, in
which shrines within the Naiku and Geku
sanctuaries, as well as a bridge, are razed,

Above: Ise Grand Shrine at Ise Tingu

rebuilt, and rededicated. As ancient carpentry
techniques are used in the rebuilding of the
temples (no nails or screws are used in the
entire structure) the Sengu passes on a way of
life to younger generations. Lasting eight years
and requiring one hundred carpenters, the
building effort is labour intensive and slow-
going. The purposeful acts of destruction and
rebuilding allow the designed object to become
a tool of instruction that is in harmony with
Shinto beliefs, allowing community members
to become a part of a sacred religious space
(About Ise Jingu, n.d.).




Designing Fast and Slow

Taking into consideration the aforementioned
examples it becomes clear that maintaining a
bias of speed can be a disservice to users. As
such, designers should consider the role that
speed plays in the things hey design.

The benefits of speed are numerous and well
known. Tedious and time consuming tasks
with little to no additional reward can be
automated or assisted, ostensibly freeing the
time of the user to do other, more fulfilling or
productive things. In some cases this approach
can have effects that significantly improve the
life of the user accompanied with consequent
social benefit.

Despite the obvious advantages of speed,
designers should also consider the benefits
of slowing down, or, at least not accelerating
users. Working more slowly can help users
focus and work more accurately. Reducing
speed can also provide to conditions for users
to make more deliberate choices, allow users to
recognize the value of a service being offered,
and provide feelings of security and safety.

Perhaps the strongest argument for slow, as
advanced by adherents of the Arts and Crafts
Movement, does not focus on speed itself
as much on the processes of mechanization
by which it is enabled. The “need for speed”
has forced many of us to abandon skill and
meaningful work - a high price to pay for
getting things done a little faster.
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Fast Slow

« Complete tasks more quickly and ¢ Reduce error rate for many tasks
efficiently ¢ Reinforce focus and mindfulness

o Save manual or repetitive labour in « Encourage users to savour and enjoy
favour of higher value tasks experiences

¢ Avoid boredom in users ¢ Reveal overlooked aspects of

o Provide users with heightened sense experiences
of control o Help users reduce the stress of

e Directusers to preferred outcomes everyday life
with less distraction

Above: A summary of the benefits of fast and slow
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Intuitive

When we talk about having an intuition, it is
typically a way of saying that we believe that
something may happen based on a limited
set of information. We might even describe
this phenomenon by saying “I have a feeling.”
Thus, we may see intuition as a way of thinking
that is highly embodied, requiring little in the
way of conscious thought - a secondary way of
knowing, if you will.

Similarly, when we use the term “intuitive”, we
tend to focus on how little thought we must
invest into using a particular thing. Perhaps
it is easy to use, or gives the appearance
of anticipating our needs. Either way, the
thinking, in this case, is also embodied, but in
the thing rather than in the user.

Calling a product intuitive, then, is to say that
it requires minimal conscious thought. Why

might this be seen as a positive? To answer that
question it is important to better understand
systems of thought and their respective costs
to a user.

System 1 and System 2

In his celebrated book, Thinking Fast and Slow,
Daniel Kahneman illustrates the dichotomy
between what Keith Stanovich and Richard
West proposed as two systems in the mind:
System 1 and System 2.

Systemiisthefasterofthetwosystems,requires
little effort or voluntary control, and is most
often associated with subconscious thought. It
is responsible for tasks that require minimal
cognitive load. This includes estimating that
one objectis ata greater distance than another,




solving basic math problems, and completing
well-known phrases. In effect, when we use
System 1 thinking, our minds attempt to match
information with what we already know.

System 2 is reserved for mental activities
that are more cognitively demanding. These
might include tasks that require choice,
concentration, and deliberate action. These
might include activities such as focusing on a
particular person in a crowd, parallel parking,
and performing complex calculations. System
2 requires attention in order to function, and
given our limited supply it must be allocated
judiciously. It is simply not possible for people
to focus on more than one task at a time
(Kahneman, 2011).

Since attention is so expensive, System 2 is
too laborious and slow to use on a consistent
basis. We rely on System 1 to do much of the
heavy lifting in our day-to-day lives. Although
efficient, there is a downside to this. Our
reliance on System 1 means we must use a
series of “short-cuts” in the form of heuristics
and cognitive biases, both of which can be
exploited without our knowledge.

Heuristics and
Cognitive Biases

A heuristic is a means of learning or exploring
thatis similar to thatof a “rule of thumb”, thatis,
one that is not necessarily perfect, but is good
enough to likely lead to satisfactory results
(Kahneman, 2011). As humans, we use a series

of heuristics in everyday life which help us to
simplify decision making, from determining
whether to wait for the streetcar to how a piece
of IKEA furniture can be assembled.

As cognitive shortcuts, however, heuristics
are prone to error and can lead users to make
poorly informed choices. Even worse, known
heuristic biases are open to exploitation
by those who might use these shortcuts to
encourage others to make choices that are not
in their best interest.

For example, availability bias is a well-known
heuristic in which users attribute undue
importance to things that are top of mind.
When asked to list the most pressing issues
facing a community, a person is likely to list
things they happen to recall, and given that
memory is informed by the media to a large
extent, it is likely that many people would
simply list the issues that have garnered the
most coverage (Kahneman, 2011).

Priming

Another cognitive shortcutthatis both efficient
and open to exploitation is “priming”, in which
a prior idea can influence a later action.
Kahneman offers an example of priming
through the use of words. In experiments
conducted in the 1980’s researchers exposed
participants to a word, before presenting
them with word fragments they were meant
to complete. Participants who were exposed

to the word EAT were more likely to complete
the word fragment SO_P as SOUP than SOAP.
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Conversely, participants were more likely to
complete the same word fragment as SOAP
if they were previously exposed to the word
WASH (Kahneman, 2011).

Priming can be seen as an “invisible” way of
using ideas to influence actions, and it is a
technique that is used in far reaching fields,
from advertising to politics and economics.

Behavioural Design

When science uncovers new insights into the
workings of human behaviour, you can be sure
that those who would apply this knowledge to
the “real world” will not be far behind. System
1, which works quickly and instinctively, is
far more open to suggestion than the more
deliberate and thoughtful System 2, thus is
often the target of those who might wish to
influence behaviour. The fields of Behavioural
Design
particular use a series of principles which are

Economics and Behavioural in

meant to exploit its tendencies.

To be (fair, and

designers have for many years known of a

advertisers, marketers,
series of methods by which audiences may
be influenced. Behavioural Design simply
provides a rationale for many of those
practices, and makes use of known cognitive
biases and heuristics in order to influence
users in their preferred direction.

In their book, Nudge: Improving Decisions
Health, Wealth,
Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein outline the

about and IHappiness,
principles of their movement which they call
“Libertarian Paternalism”, and of a practice
which they name “Choice Architecture”. They
insist that their methods preserve free choice,
while allowing choice architects to influence
people’s behaviour so long as it is for positive
ends “as judged by themselves. (Thaler &
Sunstein, 2009)”

Thaler and Sunstein that  with
Libertarian Paternalism the choices of the

argue

user are not restricted, nor are economic
incentives significantly altered. The obvious
question to be asked, however, is how a choice
architect would know what any individual
person truly wants. This creates a paradox.
The effectiveness of nudges depend on opacity
- if the user realizes they are being led in a
particular direction they may very well wish
to better reevaluate their options instead of
blindly following the path the designer has
chosen for them. Without some measure of
transparency, however, we cannot be certain
that the wishes of users are being respected.

Another important question whether any
safeguards exist that might protect us against
those who use Thaler and Sunstein’s insights
without their ethos. In effect, there are none.
Nudges are available to everyone regardless of
their principles.




Dark Patterns: When
Nudges Go Bad

It should not be surprising that nudges are
often used to influence the behaviour of
unsuspecting people. Richard Thaler himself,
when asked to autograph a copy of Nudge,
is always sure to add “Nudge for good” but
according to Richard Thaler, “Unfortunately,
that is meant as a plea, not an expectation.
(Thaler, 2015)”

On the Word Wide Web, where examples of
nudges exist in nearly every shopping cart
or account sign up page, unethical uses of
behavioural design abound. These tricks are
sometimes referred to as “dark patterns”
a design pattern with nefarious intent, if
you will.

Harry Brignull, founder of darkpatterns.org,
catalogues a number of coercive patterns that
are commonly found in web design. Brignul
documents tactics such as “Roach Motel”,
in which users are easily led into a situation
which is difficult to get out of, such as a
subscription, and “Friend Spam” in which a
system asks a user for permissions in order to
find friends, but spams them instead (Brignull,
n.d.). Brignul’s examples can be applied all too
easily to many of the most popular sites on
the internet.

Anticipatory Design

In this chapter 1 have focused on ways in
which System 1 thinking is leveraged by
designers, but there is another, related way
that designers bypass user choice, and that is
through the creation of systems which are in
themselves “intuitive”.

Theoretically, the most user-friendly system
is one which the user need not consciously
control. Anticipatory design is a loosely
defined method of simplifying user interfaces
by allowing systems to make decision on
behalf of users. Through the integration of
machine learning, contextual awareness, and
behavioural psychology, anticipatory design
can make ordinary objects seem almost
magical (Busche, 2015).

When shopping on Amazon, eerily accurate

recommendations appear, while your
smartphone may offer alerts on traffic
problems based on where it “thinks” you
may be going. Shortcuts such as these can
reduce cognitive load and reduce distractions,
allowing us to concentrate on other, seemingly

more important, things.

There are legitimate reasons to be skeptical
of these tactics, however. In order to learn
about habits and needs, these systems must
be granted an unusually high level of access
to our data, including the ability to track our
presence, schedules, and travel preferences.
They must record our viewing, listening and
reading habits. In short, we must grant these
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system levels of access restricted to all but our
closest friends or family.

Next, as anticipatory systems are often created
by commercial entities, we can expect that the
choices may be skewed toward the interest
of the corporation rather than the user. If a
nudge makes a user more likely to purchase a
product and not cause an excessive amount of
user push-back, it is likely to be used.

Then there is the issue of the removal of
choice. If anticipatory systems play the part
of a trusted butler who always knows what we
should wear, we must acknowledge that we
are giving up the ability to dress ourselves.
The abilities for self expression, and for going
“off script” become limited when we abdicate
responsibility to invisible agents who make
decisions on our behalves.

Finally, at risk of sounding quaint, when
“correct” decisions are constantly made on
our behalves we negate the possibility of
making “wrong” choices. Sometimes, the
unintentional can lead us to unexpected and
enriching places. Ask many travelers about
their favourite travel experiences and you are
very likely to hear stories about wrong turns
that turned into unforeseen adventures. When
accidents are eliminated, we remove both the

negative and “happy” varieties.

Examples of Intuitive
Design

Nest

Nest is marketed as a “learning thermostat”,
and is designed to save energy by optimizing
the heating and cooling of homes and other
When first
be “trained” by users to understand their

spaces. installed, Nest must
schedule and preferences, after which the
device is able to regulate temperature based
on whether or not occupants are in the space,
and by predicting their schedule.

Above: Nest Learning Thermostat

Atrained Nest system can reduce home heating
and cooling costs and save energy, although
the degree in which this is an improvement
over existing programmable thermostats is
debatable. Nevertheless, it is an example of
how an anticipatory system can have positive
effects for a user.
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Amazon Purchase Flow

When it comes to using nudge tactics to remove
choice in the best interest of a corporation
rather than the user, it is hard to top Amazon,
whose website could be used as a texthook of
dark patterns.

For example, Amazon has developed what they
call 1-Click ordering for Kindle e-books, which
replaced a workflow that only took slightly
longer to achieve the same result. Over time,
this has not only become the default option
for users, it is the only option. The advantages
for Amazon are obvious as less friction means
higher conversion rates. Not so for users who

want to use another payment method or who
could benefit from a pause in the transaction
flow. It is an example of a “feature” that has
much greater benefit for the company than for
its customers.

Another example of Amazon’s use of dark
patterns can be found in an interstitial page
which is designed to up-sell users to their
Prime service. Amazon has done an impressive
job of increasing its Prime subscriber base,
but it is fair to question how many customers
subscribed unwittingly through such pages.
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Reflective

If intuitive design creates a streamlined,
seamless experience for users, what is the
value in reflection? Critical theory argues that
our beliefs, values, and even our sense of self
are shaped by forces of which we are largely
unaware, such as gender, race, and economics.
Critical reflection then, is a means of gaining
awareness of these forces and forming the
basis of change (Sengers, Boehner, David, &
Kaye, 2005). Setting aside critical theory for a
moment, users may also benefit from pauses
that engage conscious and critical thought. As
designers, how might we make both designers
and users aware of these forces, think critically,
and encourage reflection?

Norman’s Three Levels
of Processing

that human

attributes are the result of three distinct levels

Donald Norman suggests
of the brain; the visceral, which is automatic,
the behavioural, which regulates our everyday
which
contemplative. He argues that as each level

behaviour, and the reflective, is
plays a different functional role, each requires
a different approach to design (Norman, 2004).
This could be considered to follow a similar
pattern to the triune model of the brain, which
falls into Reptilian, Paleomammalian, and
Neomammalian complexes (MacLean, 1990).

To Norman, the reflective level of design is
“all about message, about culture, and about
meaning of a product and its use (Norman,
2004 p.85).“ A designed object or experience
can be of great significance to a user despite
shortcomings and inconveniences because
of the feelings it elicits, and because of the
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stories it tells us about ourselves. This theory
helps explain why consumers would spend
significantly more on a sports shirt that
contains an brand logo than a comparable
product that costs a fraction of the price;
the crocodile implies wealth, status, and
belonging, all of which are constructed by
the brand. Designers can consider the role of
meaning within their work that encourages
users to not only reflect upon the product or
service in question, but also upon themselves.

Visceral design

Behavioural design

Reflective design

o
o
o

design, building, and evaluation of new
computing devices that reflect alternative

possibilities (Sengers et. al. 2005).”

Reflective design can be used both as a process
for designers and as a means of facilitating
an user outcomes. By reflecting critically,
designers can better understand how their
assumptions contribute to the affirmation of
dominantvalues. Phoebe Sengers et al. suggest
a number of existing design methods that

Appearance

The pleasure and
effectiveness of use

Self-image, personal
satisfaction, memories

Figure 11: Donald Norman’s Three Levels of Processing (Norman, 2004 p. 39)

Reflective Design

Norman is not the only theorist who has
explored the possibilities of reflection in
design. Others, such as Phoebe Sengers, use
the term “Reflective Design” to distinguish
designs which are born of designer reflection
and which facilitate reflection in users.
Aimed at design practitioners, reflective
design “combines analysis of the ways in
which technologies reflect and perpetuate
cultural with

unconscious assumptions,

can introduce reflection into a practitioner’s

canon, including participatory design,
value-sensitive design, critical design, and

ludic design.

To encourage reflection as an outcome, the
same group looks to the concept of reflection-
in-action, a means by which users can think
about a process while it is happening. As a
synthetic process that combines both theory
and practice, it is one that designers use
to evaluate their work and respond to their




unique context. They widen the concept of
reflection-in-action by including designerly
use of intentional triggers for user reflection.
These moments of interventionary reflection
can be used to encourage users to move
from what they call “knowing-in-action” to
Boehner,

“reflection-in-action”  (Sengers,

David, & Kaye, 2005).

Breakdowns

If, as designers, we can create things that
at  what
moments are users ready to reflect? In
their  book,
and Cognition: A New Foundation for

encourage reflective behaviour,

Understanding Computers
Design, Winograd and Flores use a series
of Heideggerian terms and principles as a
vocabulary to describe the how users interact
with digital systems, but their insights can be
extrapolated to non-digital devices.

Most objects that we use are described
as “ready-to-hand”. We use these objects
automatically; there is an absence of analytical
thought when a person reaches for and uses
atool.

Breakdowns, which are occasions when a tool
fails, is dropped, or is interrupted in some
way, force a user to evaluate the tool, at which
point it becomes “present-at-hand”. This is a
state in which a user can consciously reflect on
the tool itself without taking action. This is not
necessarily something that must be avoided;
breakdowns can bring users back into “the
real world” and allow them to consider both

their actions and the tool itself (Winograd &
Flores, 1986).

Designers can benefit by considering how the
natural moments of breakdown in human-
product interaction such as errors, bugs,
physical breakage, and slips and falls, are
momentswhen auserbecomes acutely aware of
atool and makes it the focus of their conscious
thought. These are opportunities thatdesigners
might leverage in order to inspire users to take
a step back, consider their options, and to see
“the bigger picture” As breakdowns are not
inherently negative, designer may also wish to
consider how intentional breakdowns can be
used as moments of reflection and transition.
By combining the concepts of reflection-in-
action and breakdowns, we may not only find
ways in which users might reflect, but also
uncover appropriate moments in which to
encourage reflection.

Examples of Designing
for Reflection

Portion Control Plate

Many who have tried to lose weight have heard
the common wisdom that the size of their plate
influences the amount of food that is served.
Research suggests that a phenomenon called
the Delboeufillusion, in which a the perception
of a circle’s size can be affected by the size of
a surrounding circle, may indeed play a role in
our need to fill our plates. A study suggests that
there exists a visual plate-full level of roughly
70% which serves as an anchor for appropriate
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consumption (Wansink & van Ittersum, 2013).

There are a number of commercially available
products that go a step further, attempting
to guide users to balanced meal choices and
portion sizes. These plates replace an object
that does not tend to occupy much of our
conscious thought with one that not only
serves as a conscious reminder of healthy
eating choices, but that may cause the user to
think critically of how their meal “stacks up” to
the stated ideal.

Above: A portion control plate used by the US Air Force

PostureMinder

Breakdowns can be used as opportunities
to interrupt the flow of a user and increase
awareness of the thing in use, or of their own
context. A simple example of an intentional
breakdown is the Google Chrome browser
plugin “PostureMinder”. This simple tool
periodically reminds users to check their
sitting posture in an effort to promote back
health. When a user becomes absorbed in
their work, they may not be conscious of the
computer they are using, nor their posture.
At preset intervals, PostureMinder creates an
alert and the user’s computer goes from a state
of “ready-to-hand” to “present-at-hand”.
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Designing the Intuitive
and Reftlective

It is attractive to consider how the things we
use and experience might be created so that
they are not only easy to use, but require little
to no conscious thought to operate. Through
an understanding of System 1 and System 2
processes, designers can take advantage of
heuristics and cognitive biases to effectively
more reflective

bypass the our minds’

tendencies. Behavioural design, however,
should be approached with caution; designers
may fail to understand the true needs of the
user, or, worse, may serve an agenda that is not

entirely in the user’s best interest.

By encouraging reflectivity in their work,
designers can encourage users to fully
consider their choices and take control over
their experiences. In the long run, this may
lead to greater user satisfaction and a sense of
user empowerment.
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Intuitive Reflective

« Complete tasks with minimal « Instill sense of meaning in things and
cognitive load or confusion experiences

o Save users time and effort through o Prevent unhealthy or impulsive
automation choices

« Actas a shortcut to positive behaviour ¢ Incourage critical and deliberate

o Direct users to choices that they are thinking
likely to prefer ¢ Reduce user errors

o Surface user insights that may not be ¢ Provide users with a sense of control
readily apparent

Above: A summary of the benefits of the intuitive and reflective.
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Putting Dialectical Design

Into Practice

Now that we have explored a series of
affirmative values which are inherent in
modern western design and have explored
alternatives, a reader may be convinced
that there is value in adopting a dialectical
approach to design. In the examples provided I
have shown how values that are embedded into
many of the things we see and use every day
can be challenged, and how the alternatives
can provide benefits to users and society.

Recognizing that ideas alone cannot effect
change, during the course of my research
I looked for ways to put the principles of
dialectics into action. If we reconsider the
previously-described technique of reflection-

in-action we can recognize that reflection
and awareness during the process of design
can help designers consider how unconscious
assumptions shape their work. Without the
benefit of a framework to guide thought this
could be a highly difficult exercise. My goal
was, then, to find a means of guiding designers
through a dialectical process that embeds
some of the critical values I have previously
of challenge,

discussed, namely those

slowness, and reflection.
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To this point, I developed and workshopped a
simple technique and accompanying ideation
tool to help designers identify and challenge
affirmative values in their work, leading to new
and unexpected results.

The technique and tool were initially conceived
as ideation aids that could be employed by
designers and other stakeholders at the
front end of a project. As projects progress
it is not uncommon for design choices to
become increasingly constrained, thus by
situating this exercise in the early stages of a
project stakeholders have greater freedom to
implement the ideas that the technique may
generate. It has also been suggested that they
could also be used to promote education and
awareness for designers who are interested in
promoting positive change within their work,
and this application could certainly be viable
as well.

The technique walks users through six

main steps:
1.  Expose
2. Reflect

3. Select

4. Question
5. Ideate

6. Reassess

Although these basic steps were used in the
workshop, the names were subsequently
refinedto singlewordstoaidin comprehension.

Step 1: Expose

Identify the Inherent Values
Within a Design

We might start our process by considering the
inherent values embedded within a design.
To continue our theme of coffee that was
begun near the start of this paper, we can
use a disposable coffee cup as our example.
If we were asked to design a new cup, what
affirmative values might we identify?

o Temporary
o Portable

« Inexpensive
o Uniform

Step 2: Reflect

Consider the Alternatives

Now that we have established a number of
qualities within the existing design that value-
driven, we are able to conceive of alternatives.
This can be done by imagining the critical
values or qualities. We are asking the user
to both engage in reflection, and to create a
reflection of the affirmative values.

o Temporary
o Portable
o Inexpensive

o Uniform

e Lasting

o Stationary
o Valuable

o Custom
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Step 3: Select
Identify Opportunity Spaces

Our list of affirmative and alternative values
reveals a number of opportunity spaces which
we may use for our design project. For this
example, I would like to focus on three of
the four aspects as a basis for a new design,
namely: lasting, valuable, and custom.

Step 4: Question
Challenge the Status Quo

We can now generate a series of questions
based on the opportunity spaces selected.
Because many of the affirmative values are
norms or orthodoxies, we are giving users
permission to ask transgressive questions
which may be useful.

o Why must a coffee cup be temporary?

« What are the advantages of throwing away
acup?

o What might make users retain and reuse
acup?

o How many customers use disposable cups
without leaving the cafe?

e What might convince users to value a
coffee cup?

e Must each cup be the same?

o (Can a cup be co-created with users?

Step 5: Ideate

Develop Solutions

Finally, using the questions that we have asked,
we can focus on particular opportunities they
may present. In the case of the coffee cup, I will
focus on how we might convince users to keep a
cup rather than throw it away. After generating
a series of ideas, I am settling on the idea of
a loyalty cup. This is a lightweight reusable
cup that can be purchased with a series of
credits that are sold at a slight discount. The
cup would be beneficial for the seller because
it encourages customers to purchase coffee
from their cafe, for customers because they
can enjoy coffee at a small discount, and for
the environment because less cups are being
thrown into landfills.

Step 6: Reassess

Scrutinize Your Work

As we are encouraging designers to engage in a
reflective process, this is a good opportunity to
for the designer to consider how their design
could result in positive as well as negative
outcomes. As has been demonstrated many
times in this paper, no dialectical position
is inherently moral; a design can very well
be inappropriately challenging or sl. A final
step of reflection and assessment can help a
designer avoid blind spots. Does the design
solve a problem? Does it create new problems?
If John Sylvan, the inventor of Keurig, engaged
in this process would he have designed the
system as he did?
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Dialectical Design Worksheet

In order to help designers use the technique effectively, I have developed aworksheet that contains
spaces for each of the five steps, as well as prompts to aid those who are unfamiliar with the

concepts and methods of dialectical design.

Design and Dialect Workshop

Dialectical Design Worksheet 0CADU Strategic Foresight and Innovation Program
February 15, 2018

Brief

Affirmative Values Opportunity Space Critical Values

Questions & Notes

Figure 12: A worksheet helps users structure their thoughts in a way that encourages dialectical

thought.
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Workshopping
Dialectical Design

In order to test the concepts and techniques
contained in this paper, I conducted a
workshop at OCAD University in Toronto. Eight
participants took part in a three-hour session
in which the concepts behind dialectical
design were explained, after which the group
was tasked with an activity which was run
twice; first as an individual task, and second
as a task for teams of two. The activity loosely
simulated the briefing/design process that is
familiar to most designers. Designers were
given a briefing card with a design problem to
solve. Briefs included:

o How might we design a device for
automobiles that helps prevent drivers
from becoming distracted?

o How might we design earphones that take
ear health into consideration?

e How might we design shopping and
checkout features for a leading online
bookstore that will enhance user
satisfaction?

o How might we design a digital
companion for seniors who want to live
independently?

o How might we create a emergency waiting
room that reduces patient stress and
increases their overall satisfaction?

o How might we help homeowners use less
water for maintaining their yards and
gardens?

Participants were asked to use a prototype
version of the Dialectical Design worksheet to
document their work and to generate ideas.

Activity #1

The first run through of the activity was
conducted individually, and each participant
was given 20 minutes to complete their
worksheet, after which each participant
their the

technique as well as their results. A group

recounted experience using
discussion followed. At first, some participants
experienced challenges identifying affirmative
values, and sometimes required prompting to
progress to more global and general qualities
that better allowed for reflection. One example
was that of a takeaway container, which
was described as “transparent”. After some
discussion, the group agreed that in order to
better apply a critical value, it was necessary
to go deeper and ask why a container might
be transparent in the first place, and the
idea of mistrust was forwarded as a possible
underlying value to explore.

Participants were able to use the worksheet
as intended and generated a series of ideas to
answer the briefs.

Activity #2

Next, participants broke into teams of two
and were given new briefs with 30 minutes to
complete their work. As expected, the tenor
of the room was more lively as teams looked
for insights and generated ideas. When teams




were finished the activity they presented
their ideas and insights, and discussed their
preferred solutions. Participants agreed
that it was helpful to explore concepts

through discussion.

One team was tasked with designing a
solution to distracted driving. One of the team
members often rode a motorcycle, and noted
that he is highly engaged and never distracted
when riding, in part, because there is are
physical sensations and variations associated
with being outdoors. This led to the idea of a
“motorcycle mode”, a system that would help
drivers feel the variations of outdoors within
their cars.

Another team was given the challenge of
designing an Al companion for the elderly.
Their idea was a system that could exhibit a
variety of personalities which could engage the
user, each maintaining its own characteristics
These
potentially help elderly users exercise their

and memories. variations could
memory and remain practiced maintaining a

variety of relationships, even when alone.

Design Brief

How might we create a new takeaway cup for a
leading coffee retailer?

Users
Busy "onthe-go” customers who may wish to
drink thei coffee n the client’s cafés, or take it
with them. Customers may be on foot, diiving in
cars, o fding bicycles

w

Design Brief

How might we create a

Design Brief

How

Design Brief

new restaurant that serves fresn-made
sandwiches and salads?

Users
Busy “on-the-go customers who may wish o eal
theirfood in the client’s cafe, o take it with them
Customers may be on foot, driving in cars, or

e
&

=
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can be used in a variety of restaurants, both for
dine-n and take-away service?

Users
Customers who want to drink from a arge cup o

Design Brief
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Users.

Users

books to be delivered to teir homes.
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focus on a particuar segment
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Design Brief

How might we design improvements o current
digital assistants Alexa, Google Assistat, i,
etc) that will enfince overall user saisfacton?

Users
Al urtent users o dgial assistants. You can
focus on a solution that is amed toward everyone
orfocus on a particular segment.

(D)

Design Brief

How might we design a guide that willenhance a
patron's museum experience?

Users
Visitors to museums. You can focus on a
partcular segment or come up with solutions that
address all vistors.

Design Brief

How might we design a device for automables
that helps prevent drivers from becorning
ditracted?

Users
Drivers who o, lease, and rent cars. You can
focus on a partcular segment or come up with
solutions that address al drvers.
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Diectca

Design Brief

How might we design earphones that take ear
health into consideration?

Users
People who lsten to music on phones, personal
audio devices, or home stereos.

Design Brief

How might we help homeowners use less water
for maintaining their yards and gardens?

Users
People in Toronto who own of rent houses with
yards andior garderns.

«c?.-:-.
=

Design Brief

How might

Design Brief

that reduces paient stress and increases their
overallsatisfaction?

Users

Patients, amilies, and staff in emergency wards
of hospitalsin Ontario,

How might users maintain
control over the amount of time they spend on
their devices?

Users

Peaple who are heavy users of smartphones and
wiould like o better manage their usoge.

g

Difecical Design Workshop  0CAD Universly 2016025

Figure 13: Design brief cards were handed out to participants.




Feedback
Debrief

A quick debriefing session was held following
the second activity. Participants were asked
about their experiences using the dialectical
design techniques, and what improvements
they might suggest.

Overall, the feedback from the debrief was very
positive. Participants felt that the concept was
understandable and led to unexpected insights
and ideas. Changes to the worksheet were
suggested. TFirst, some participants felt that
prompts or examples could be added to make
the worksheet more inductive. For example,
under the column for Affirmative Values, it
might be helpful to include alist of terms such
as “temporary, convenient, and obedient”.
This change could make the worksheet more
approachable to those who are less familiar
with the methods and techniques it is meant to

capture. Another suggested change regarded
the placement of the Opportunity Space, which
was set between the Affirmative and Critical
Value Spaces, and its relationship with the
Questions & Notes area. This feedback led me
to reconsider the role of the Opportunity Space
as a place where users can find interesting
dialectical relationships to explore.

Survey

Participants were also asked to fill out a short
questionnaire asking about the concepts and
methodology that were presented, and their
experiences in applying those concepts in the
activity. Questions posed to the participants
were aimed at understanding whether the
techniques presented were clear, helped
generate new ideas, and whether or not they
might be practical in everyday design work.

The results for all non-open-ended
questions follow:




Question #1: How clear were the concepts that were presented today?

Very clear Somewhat clear  Neither clear nor Somewhat Very unclear
unclear unclear

Very helpful Somewhat Neither helpful Somewhat Very unhelpful

helpful nor unhelpful unhelpful

Question #4: Do you think the dialectical methodology helped you generate ideas that you would
not have otherwise considered?

Question #5: Do you feel that the ideas presented today provide are practical for your everyday
work?

Question #6: How likely are you to incorporate dialectical thinking into your future projects?

Very likely Somewhat likely Neither likely nor Somewhat Very likely

unlikely unlikely

Figure 14: Participant exit questionnaire results.
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Overall, participants expressed a great deal of
enthusiasm for concept of dialectical design.
Although the sample size is very small, it does
support the notion that as a technique and a
tool, dialectical design may be an effective
way for designers to conceive of ideas that
challenge the status quo.

Workshop Learnings

The workshop was valuable as a test of the
dialectical design ideas and techniques, but
it also provided an excellent opportunity to
observe participant challenges and areas for
further refinement.

Overall, the group was quick to absorb the
concept of affirmative and critical values,
as well as the basic idea of dialectics, but
participants encountered challenges when
applying the idea of affirmative values to
common objects and experiences. It was
common for participants to describe qualities
of things rather than societal values that
necessitated those qualities. I found that
participants overcome over this challenge
by asking “why”. For example, if a disposable
coffee cup is flimsy, why would this be the
case? This line of questioning was effective in

uncovering underlying values that participants
may not have originally considered. Witnessing
this difficulty reinforced my original hunch
regarding the embeddedness of affirmative
values within our society and the things we use.
The ability to distinguish these values, which
is central to this process, is an important skill
which must be built.

It was also evident that while the technique I
have developed is aimed at enacting social
change, the tool is not exclusively aimed
toward any such goal. Although it may be
possible to adjust the tool to guide users
toward specific types of outcomes it is unclear
whether this would represent an improvement.
Nevertheless it is something that could be
tested in the future.
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the End




Conclusion

In this paper, I have attempted to answer
a deceptively simple question: “How, as
designers, canwe create truly ‘good’ things that
are positive for users, society, and the planet
as awhole?” My humble attempts at answering
this question led me to unexpected places that
reveal both challenges and opportunities for

those who feel we should aspire to more.

In Part 1, I began with an inquiry into the nature
of “good design”. I underwent an exploration
of design ethics and social design to better
understand where they lead designers to
actionable solutions and where they fall short.
Through my research I determined that these
methods alone cannot sufficiently meet our
needs - that if we truly want to create better
things we must consider unorthodox solutions
that challenge societal assumptions.

In looking for opportunities for designers
to consider change outside of status-quo
thinking, I looked to the research method of
Critical Design, which while largely exclusive
to asmall segment of designers and academics,
suggested that Critical Theory may help us
understand root causes of many extant design
challenges. 1 identified Dunne and Raby’s
concept of affirmative values as a means
by which we identify the embeddedness of
societal assumptions, and sought to explore
how we might conceive of alternatives.

In Part 2, Ilooked to Hegel’s theory of dialectics
as a philosophical argument of contradictory
concepts that evolves from the specific to the
universal. I then demonstrated how design is
an inherently dialectical process and posited
that dialectics could provide an effective
means by which we can reconsider deeply held
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societal assumptions that are hidden in plain
sight, and of better contextualizing the nature
of the considerations with which a designer
must grapple in their day-to-day work.

Part 3 is devoted to an in-depth exploration
of three sets of affirmative and critical values
(Ease/Challenge,
Reflective),
practical examples and accompanying theory

Fast/Slow, and Intuitive/
offering readers a series of

and research. By bringing these selected values
to light, it is my hope that readers will begin to
interrogate other hidden values which inform
the things which we design and use.

Finally, in Part 4, I presented a technique and
tool which can be used by designers who wish
to employ a dialectical method to improve
the individual, social, and environmental
outcomes of their work. This technique and
tool were prototyped and tested in a workshop
setting, and were subsequently revised to
reflect important feedback. Both showed
promise in guiding designers to solutions
which challenged status-quo thinking and
through the use of dialectical thought.

At the conclusion of this process of inquiry,
analysis, and design, I can conclude that
a dialectical approach shows promise in
effectively uncovering, questioning, and
challenging affirmative values inherent in

status-quo design.

By challenging affirmative values with what I
term critical values, designers can generate
unexpected, and sometimes transgressive,
concepts that can result in designs which
are healthier for individuals, society, and
the planet.

Future Research and
Applications

As an idea and a technique, Dialectical Design
is very much in its infancy. While limited in
sample size and simple in its execution, an
initial trial does seem to suggest that it may
show promise in meeting the goal of providing
designers with a practical means to envision
alternatives to the status quo. To better
understand the efficacy of this tool, I suggest
it would be best to conduct further workshops
as this would serve the purposes of exposing
an increasing number of designers to the
fundamental ideas and allowing the tool to
further evolve.

Earlier in this paper, I discussed a series of
additional values which could conceivably
be explored in detail. One value that I would
like to highlight is that of obedience, or
compliance, which I would argue is a current
default assumption regarding the behaviour
of the things we use in everyday life. For non-
anthropomorphic designs such as tools or
machinery, users have come to expect that
objects will perform tasks consistently and
predictably, but this expectation, when applied
to anthropomorphic systems can be better
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characterized as obedience. The traditional

master-servant relationship between
humans and things is becoming increasingly
problematic as systems, such as robots or Al
assistants become more human-like. People
are already predisposed to personifying
computers and software, and endlessly
obliging systems could, at best, be unsatisfying
for many users, or, at worst, could reinforce or
support abusive behaviour. I believe this to be
of particular importance and, as such, have
included an ending story which examines why

we might want to consider this dynamic.

The Absolute Idea

To begin this last section, I would like to
revisit my kitchen, not as it is today, but as it
could be in thirty years. There are little people
interacting with an Al assistant, but they are my
grandchildren, not my children. What are they
saying or doing that elicit squeals of laughter?
Are they saying please and thank you? Is the
relationship between my grandchildren and
the assistant one that brings out their best
or their worst? As designers, we have a say in
these outcomes.

There is an old joke about an optimist who falls
from a ten story building. When he reaches
the fifth story, somebody asks him how he is
doing. His response is, “So far so good!”

When a designer creates a product, such as
the aforementioned Keurig coffee brewing
machines and pods, we can see how embedding
affirmative values without question can lead
to unfortunate, if not entirely unforeseen,
outcomes. Can our current techniques,
which helped cause so many of the social and
environmental problems we experience today,

be used to get us out of this mess?

And how will those techniques fare when we
are tasked with creating the next generation of
things that contain unimaginable complexity,
and which will affect nearly every aspect of our
lives? These are the things that will move us
from place to place and make decisions for us.
They be our companions. We will trust them
with our children.

Do we truly believe that continuing the same
approach to design that hasled to over g billion
K-Cups in our landfills will yield different
results? These are the choices that we, as
designers, must make. Do we feel that we have
reached the Absolute Idea, or do we continue
to strive for better?
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