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»Opening a discursive space gives others the opportunity 
to insert their contents into the structure we have built.«1 

-Pablo Helguera

The FuTuring Space
e x p e r i m e n t s  i n  i m a g i n i n g

a n d  e x p l o r i n g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .



IntrODUctIOn

the purpose of this project is to investigate whether dialogue 
about future possibilities can be instigated in the public sphere 
through interactive tools. this came about as a response to the 
feeling of being in an environment of high awareness and en-
gagement with the sustainability debate on the MA Sustainable 
Design course at the University of Brighton and wanting to find 
out whether this discourse is, or could be, continued outside 
of this space. the project has been approached collaboratively 
using deliberative methods to develop the tools.   

»the shape of the global future rests with the reflexivity 
of human consciousness – the capacity to think critically 
about why we think critically about why we think what 

we do – and then to think and act differently.«2

- Paul raskin



Potential Possibilitiesreflection AwarenessDialogue

cOncePtUAl APPrOAcH 

»complex systems are shaped by all the people who use them, 
and in this new era of collaborative innovation, designers are 
having to evolve from being the individual authors of objects, 
or buildings, to being the facilitators of change among large 
groups of people.«4 
- John thackara  

the intent was to instigate conversations about the aspects of 
daily life which need to be reconsidered to take them in a more 
sustainable direction.   
the hope was to gain a better understanding of awareness and 
enable the exchange of ideas and alternative possibilities by 
opening up the discourse and creating spaces to reflect upon 
current practices.  
the approach taken was consciously dialogical and not direc-
tive, enabling potentiality that may have an impact on behavi-
our.   
the position taken is that behaviour change is a key leverage 
point in the transition towards a more sustainable way of 
living.   
the intention was to be participatory and pluralistic through 
the methodology used, by asking questions rather than ma-
king assumptions.     

»to do things differently we need to perceive things different-
ly. In discussing where we want to be, breakthrough ideas of-
ten come when we look at the world through a fresh lens.«3 

- John thackara



tHe fUtUre

»the call is to live the future. let us join together joyfully to 
celebrate our awareness that we can make our life today the 
shape of tomorrow’s future.«6

- Ivan Illich  

the subject of ‘the future’ was used as a way for people to enga-
ge in the subject of sustainability by default. It is commonly felt 
that the term ‘sustainability’ can create barriers to discussion 
outside the field and is often not helpful. the topic of the future 
has some key characteristics which can open up discussions. It 
requires imagination to conceive of it, facilitates potentiality 
and could be seen to be under common ownership. Also, as it 
is there to be shaped, it offers a degree of liberation from the 
constraints of the current ways of being. Additionally, it would 
seem like common sense to assume that everybody hopes for a 
better future.  

 ».. to choose our futures we need to understand the possibili-
ties of the future.«7 
- edward cornish

 »every one of us, and every group with which we live 
and work, must become the model of the era which we 

desire to create.«5 

- Ivan Illich     



tHe IMPOrtAnce Of DIAlOgUe  

»If you want to change the paradigm, the worldview, don’t take 
the role of the teacher, neither the prophet, priest or politician. 
Don’t challenge, attack or advise the ego, otherwise the ego 
becomes hostile, afraid and dismissive if you try to confront it 
directly.«9 
- Bill Devall (1997, 43) translated from german.  

conversing is an effective tool for learning as it requires ac-
tive listening by the participants in order for them to respond, 
question or challenge the content of the conversation. In con-
trast, telling is uni-directional and can put the listener into a 
passive role where it is not necessary for them to process the 
information being transmitted to them.    
According to Socrates, dialogue encourages ordinary human 
reflection in which »participants may not reach definitive 
outcomes in the form of agreed answers. this need not lead 
to disappointment. the positive experience of participation in 
co-operative thinking is of major importance; it can be very re-
warding as a learning process and have profound meaning for 
one’s life.«10  

»conversation is the centre of sociality, of collective understan-
ding and organisation. Organised talks allow people to engage 
with others, create community, learn together, or simply share 
experiences without going any farther.«11 
- Pablo Helguera 

»All knowledge is dialogic.«8 

- Martin Buber     



cUltUre

WAter

gOVernAnce

nAtUre

ecOnOMY

fOOD

energY

trAnSPOrt

WASte

nIne cAtegOrIeS: ASPectS Of DAIlY lIfe         USeD In tHe tOOlS #2 #3 #4



tHe tOOlS  

four tools have been developed for this project.  the common 
characteristics of the tools are that each has been designed to 
elicit public participation in a conversation space. they are to 
be used in the public realm and each has one accompanying 
question to initiate discussion around it. the aim in creating 
the tools is not to tell people what the future might hold but 
to explore and envision possibilities; to take sustainability con-
versation to the street to gauge levels of awareness and to le-
arn about the different perspectives of people from a variety of 
backgrounds. As well as to initiate dialogue, that may have the 
potential to branch out further, making contact with people 
who have insights that might feed into the subject of sustai-
nability.   

the four different tools are: 

#1 A blackboard responding to graffiti in the street. 

#2 A set of three futurescaping photo elicitations to generate 
conversations in public spaces. 

#3 A pack of scenario building cards to prompt conversation 
about a preferred future. 

#4 A directed walk to raise awareness of the current state of 
affairs in order to imagine future scenarios.  



So, what can 
we do about it?

»What matters most in a post spectacular 
setting is activity and interaction.«12

- John thackara 



So, what can we do about it?



So, what can we do about it?



»A sustainable city, has to be a 
working city, a city of 

encounter and interaction 
not a city for passive 

participation in entertainment.«13

- Ivan illich

So, what can we do about it?



how about not write it on my house? / like x 2 / live of the land / smell it! / fuck all! / 

stop buying! / what? / hey? / got any grapes? / lets spend more time focusing on the 
solutions, rather than the problems / we are the solution. we´re all in this together. 

www.freebeings.co.uk / grow veg / fuck cameron / +boris / every month / green! / yellow! 

/ one day our lifes going to flash before your eyes...just make sure it´s worth 
watching!  / hyperconsumption / eat your vegetables / love /smile / life 4 land / jack 

lynn for S.U. president / 22 hr week / be obscene &  heard / dropped kerbs / love is in the 

air / grow more food /say no to ban multiple occupancy / don´t feed seagulls / free chalk? 

/ socialism the elephant in the room / ain´t nothing to it, but do it! / burn it? eat it? 

/ sucks what? / AM-PM-AM / pizza with loved one / get justice / very good / go hard or go 

home! / what if this is as good as it gets? / what? / love and forgive / think global act 

local / don´t worry just take life as it comes / don´t worry be happy / he who dures wins 

rodney!!! / everything is yours so don´t be selfish! / grow more food / I´m praying for 
tidal waves / war against terror? war is terror! / free love? as if love is anything but 
free! / bread and roses / princess no rabbit / cull the fucking seagulls / the only way is up

So, what can we do about it?

»

«



What future 
are we heading 

towards?
»Instead of communicating more extensively, we 

should converse more intensively with our neighbours 
without the help of any technology whatsoever.«14 

- David Orr



»participants willingly engage in a dialogue from which they 
extract enough critical and experiential wealth to walk away 

feeling enriched perhaps even claiming some ownership of the 
experience or ability to reproduce it with others.«15

 
- pablo helguera

What future are we heading towards?



What future are we heading towards?



What future are we heading towards?

no. 3 is the nicest choice for sanity but the need 

for living at a price you can afford without wor-

king an 18 hour day.  // Scenario 3 but no gro-

wing on walls (as they damage the buildings) 

just trees. // We need to stop consuming and re-

producing and to get out of our cars, re-use more 

and stop disposing of everything not just objects 

but relationships etc too. // the future is there 

to be written? // 'garbage Warrior' is the way 

forward! // no 1. People are thinking that's aw-

ful but they are not changing anything. // More 

intelligence, less slogans. Solution is more com-

plex – hard – change how we live. // cctV & State 

control – Main problems. // no. 3 not possible be-

cause of taxes, money system. // climate change 

because of consumption. // It's good to start a 

discussion. // Staycation. // augmentedreality.org 

blink for more info. // Product Design: Yes to life 

time guarantee & Heirloom artefacts. no to Dra-

wing Board landfill. // A huge quantum leap is 

possible – happened once in the last 100 years. 

things will get really bad before getting better. // 

All we need is a bit more imagination. // What if 

there is no future? // lower pension age. // Keep 

the level green – get council to listen to people. // 

We need to change the way we think, which will 

take one generation. We need to educate our 

children on how to live. // Shabitat land – have 

one super loved child – shared living space – 22 

hour week. // Slow down – life/work harmony, 

own sense of time – not as available.

»

«



How can we 
transition to the 
preferred future 

scenario?
»… whatever we decide about where we are headed, we hu-

mans do not have to accept our fate passively. 
We can act to create a different future for ourselves – to 

avert specific problems or create new benefits that are not 
new on the horizon. Scenarios help us to understand our 

options for the future.«16 

- edward cornish



How can we transition to a preferred future?



How can we transition to a preferred future?

»We are at a moment unique in our being, 

we stand on the hinge. in one direction it 

folds toward struggle but a future 

nevertheless; the other direction folds 

towards our suffering the fate of our own 

defuturing. To choose requires we know 

what choices we are making.«17 

- Tony Fry



Brighton in 
2030...

What could it 
be like?

»equipped with a fresh understanding of why our present 
situations are as they are we can better describe 

where we want to be.«18 

- John thackara



Brighton in 2030... What could it be like?



Brighton in 2030... What could it be like?

»i can only meditate 
when i'm walking. 

When i stop, 
my mind ceases to think; 

my mind only works 
with my legs.«

- Jean-Jacques rousseau24



Brighton in 2030... What could it be like?



eVAlUAtIOn 

We believe that the value of this project lies in the ability for 
the tools to be used in other locations within the UK. We have 
realised that the tools could also be transferred for use in other 
countries and that they could be used by different bodies with 
some modification of the information they contain. for examp-
le, they could be used to engage residents in urban planning 
processes. 
nB this type of engagement will become increasingly impor-
tant in light of the 2011 localism Bill which will distribute 
more decision making power to local communities in the fu-
ture.  
the four tools can be divided up into stages towards 
sustainable behaviour (with some overlap):  
the walk - creates awareness which is the foundation to 
motivate change. 
the collages – allow for reflection, which is a pre-requisite to 
understand the wider implications of anything. As thackara 
states, the current culture is one of over stimulation and 
what we need is less stimulation and more time and space for 
reflection.21 
the cards - offer hope and the opportunity to explore 
possibilities. »evolution arises from the bottom up so, too, 
does hope.« Paul Hawken22 
the board - creates the opportunity for the convergence of 
ideas and emergence of potential.  

these tools could have been used to run workshops in more con-
trolled environments, however, through previous experience of 
running workshops we have realised the main barrier to over-
come is getting people to participate. there is also a tendency 
for workshops to only reach those who are already interested, 
or involved in the subject area. the people who participated in 
our trials may also fall into this category. However, we intentio-
nally opened up the opportunity for chance encounters.   
Because the people who engage with these tools in public sphe-
res may not be interested in sustainability it is possible that 
they would be dismissive of our perspective, or that they would 
envisage an unsustainable future, in which case we would 
hope to use deliberation to discuss the rationality of their per-
spectives using the facts, statistics and research on the matter. 
We believe that working towards a more sustainable future by 
changing behaviour is logical in the light of the information 
we have and that the time and space to discuss and reflect is all 
that is required to realise this.  
In hindsight, we realise that by choosing not to capture the con-
versations through audio or video recording devices, we missed 
a valuable opportunity to collect primary data as part of our 
research. We acknowledge the limitations of the pilot testing 
in terms of academic rigour. However, this was part of an in-
vestigation into alternative methods of public engagement in 
the subject of sustainability. the objective of this project was 
to develop and test tools which would enable this. In response 
to the feedback we have now refined the tools to develop them 
further.  

»We are not moving forward, there isn’t a big vision, there is 
nothing really that we can do and it is as if we are utterly fro-
zen into inaction. We… need to think about what imaginative 

ways there might be about getting populations... to go for a dif-
ferent lifestyle. And it is not one of hair shirts and its going to 
be awful and we’re all going to be miserable. It could be much 

better than now. But nobody ever talks about those visions. 
nobody ever does the ‘what if ?’«20

- Professor Anne glover



PrOPOSAl fOr tHe fUtUrIng SPAce

four tools will be combined to create a free standing mobile 
device that can be set up in different locations. the tools are 
interactive and facilitate an immediate response.   
each tool has been devised to engage the public in discussions 
and as a whole the device will educate participants about the 
need for more sustainable behaviour. this will enable people 
to envisage their own path towards it, by asking questions and 
not telling them what to do. We believe that preaching behavi-
our change has its limitations but creating opportunities for 
dialogue can be an effective way to engage people in the subject 
of sustainability.  
the unit will be designed to be outward facing to elicit passers-
by to interact without having to enter a space; being able to 
see others engaging in an activity can aid in dissolving barri-
ers to participation and is a useful method for building trust.  
the device will not demand a specific time commitment and 
will allow for different levels of engagement according to 
individual‘s choice and willingness.  
the device consists of four panels:  
1. A set of colourful boxes containing information about the 
current state of affairs - to increase awareness of the need for 
change. 
2. A photo elicitation board – to visualise what our future might 
be and enable reflection. 
3. A set of cards with which to build your own preferred future 
Scenario – to consider possible means to realise it. 
4. An analogue twitter board – to create a space to record ideas 
for a better future that have emerged from conversations and 
which will be fed into an online archive enabling them to be 
further discussed.   
Potential emerges through awareness, reflection and explora-
tion of possibilities in the convergence of people, ideas and si-
tuations. 

In »public education... they [governments] very largely 
choose transmissive and instructive strategies, often 

based on information and campaigns. 
the basic assumption is one of deficit – that something 

is missing or wrong with people. the emphasis then 
is in getting the message across, rather than engaging 

with people and their express needs.«23

- Stephen Sterling



feeDBAcK

When pitched to Paolo Boldrini of Brighton Peace & environ-
ment centre (BPec), his comments were that the strength of 
the unit lies in its appeal to a wide audience due to its enga-
ging, interactive and visual nature. He thought it was an inte-
resting, innovative, alternative to the standard methods used 
for public engagement and the tools had potential beyond our 
original intentions especially for public consultations.   
His criticism was that the illustrations on the cards may not 
be universally understandable and suggested using symbols 
that would be identifiable by people from varied socio-cultural 
backgrounds. He also asked whether the participants could 
walk away from the unit with some kind of reminder or pledge 
to take action. However, we felt that what people walk away 
with would be the seed of potential and the story of their ex-
perience. 
the refined device will be realised and installed at an event or-
ganised by BPec on the 9th of June, 2012. Additionally, Paolo 
said that he would approach the city council with the proposi-
tion of using the device as a tool to engage the public in urban 
planning projects and as council members have been invited 
to the event it would present an opportunity to discuss it with 
them. 

cOncePt fOr tHe fUtUrIng SPAce



StAteMent Of cOllABOrAtIOn

every decision made in this project came about through a deli-
berative process with discussions continuing until we reached 
a common consensus to advance the project. this process re-
quired a considerable amount of time, with the necessity for 
thrashing it out whenever we reached an impasse. We decided 
to use this method as our belief is that the way to create a more 
sustainable society is through consensual collaboration.   
the fact that we come from different cultural and disciplina-
ry backgrounds meant that our perspectives and approaches 
varied, but the project created a common ground to share our 
experience and knowledge. this enabled us as a group to expe-
rience the benefits of dialogue as an educational process, lear-
ning from each other through the conversations we had.  
Although, it was necessary to execute some of the practical 
tasks individually, we feel that we cannot claim individual 
ownership over the outcomes as they were generated through 
constant review, feedback and refinement by the group as a 
whole.  



»AllOW eVentS tO cHAnge YOU. 
You have to be willing to grow. growth is different from something that happens to you. You produce it. You live it. 

the prerequisites for growth: the openness to experience events and the willingness to be changed by them.

fOrget ABOUt gOOD. 
good is a known quantity. good is what we all agree on. growth is not necessarily good. growth is an exploration of 
unlit recesses that may or may not yield to our research. As long as you stick to good you’ll never have real growth.

PrOceSS IS MOre IMPOrtAnt tHAn OUtcOMe. 
When the outcome drives the process we will only ever go to where we’ve already been.

If process drives outcome we may not know where we’re going, but we will know we want to be there.

lOVe YOUr exPerIMentS (AS YOU WOUlD An UglY cHIlD). 
Joy is the engine of growth. exploit the liberty in casting your work as beautiful experiments, 

iterations, attempts, trials, and errors. take the long view and allow yourself the fun of failure every day.

gO DeeP. 
the deeper you go the more likely you will discover something of value.

cAPtUre AccIDentS. 
the wrong answer is the right answer in search of a different question. 
collect wrong answers as part of the process. Ask different questions.

StUDY. 
A studio is a place of study. Use the necessity of production as an excuse to study. 

everyone will benefit.

DrIft. 
Allow yourself to wander aimlessly. explore adjacencies. lack judgment. Postpone criticism.

BegIn AnYWHere. 
John cage tells us that not knowing where to begin is a common form of paralysis. His advice: begin anywhere.

eVerYOne IS A leADer. 
growth happens. Whenever it does, allow it to emerge. learn to follow when it makes sense. let anyone lead.

HArVeSt IDeAS. 
edit applications. Ideas need a dynamic, fluid, generous environment to sustain life. 

Applications, on the other hand, benefit from critical rigor. Produce a high ratio of ideas to applications.

KeeP MOVIng. 
the market and its operations have a tendency to reinforce success. resist it. Allow failure and migration to be part of your practice.

SlOW DOWn. 
Desynchronize from standard time frames and surprising opportunities may present themselves.

DOn’t Be cOOl. 
cool is conservative fear dressed in black. free yourself from limits of this sort.

ASK StUPID qUeStIOnS. 
growth is fueled by desire and innocence. Assess the answer, not the question. 

Imagine learning throughout your life at the rate of an infant.

cOllABOrAte. 
the space between people working together is filled with conflict, friction, strife, exhilaration, delight, and vast creative potential.

____________________. 
Intentionally left blank. Allow space for the ideas you haven’t had yet, and for the ideas of others.

StAY UP lAte. 
Strange things happen when you’ve gone too far, been up too long, worked too hard, and you’re separated from the rest of the world.

WOrK tHe MetAPHOr. 
every object has the capacity to stand for something other than what is apparent. Work on what it stands for.

Be cArefUl tO tAKe rISKS. 
time is genetic. today is the child of yesterday and the parent of tomorrow. the work you produce today will create your future.

rePeAt YOUrSelf. 
If you like it, do it again. If you don’t like it, do it again.

MAKe YOUr OWn tOOlS. 
Hybridize your tools in order to build unique things. even simple tools that are your own can yield 

entirely new avenues of exploration. remember, tools amplify our capacities, so even a small tool can make a big difference.

StAnD On SOMeOne’S SHOUlDerS. 
You can travel farther carried on the accomplishments of those who came before you. And the view is so much better.

AVOID SOftWAre. 
the problem with software is that everyone has it.

DOn’t cleAn YOUr DeSK. 
You might find something in the morning that you can’t see tonight.

DOn’t enter AWArDS cOMPetItIOnS. 
Just don’t. It’s not good for you.

reAD OnlY left-HAnD PAgeS. 
Marshall Mcluhan did this. By decreasing the amount of information, we leave room for what he called our „noodle.“

MAKe neW WOrDS. 
expand the lexicon. the new conditions demand a new way of thinking. the thinking demands new forms of expression. the expressi-

on generates new conditions.

tHInK WItH YOUr MInD. 
forget technology. creativity is not device-dependent.

OrgAnIZAtIOn = lIBertY. 
real innovation in design, or any other field, happens in context. that context is usually some form of cooperatively managed enter-
prise. frank gehry, for instance, is only able to realize Bilbao because his studio can deliver it on budget. the myth of a split between 

„creatives“ and „suits“ is what leonard cohen calls a ‘charming artifact of the past.’

DOn’t BOrrOW MOneY. 
Once again, frank gehry’s advice. By maintaining financial control, we maintain creative control. It’s not exactly rocket science, but 

it’s surprising how hard it is to maintain this discipline, and how many have failed.

lISten cArefUllY. 
every collaborator who enters our orbit brings with him or her a world more strange and complex than any we could ever hope to 
imagine. By listening to the details and the subtlety of their needs, desires, or ambitions, we fold their world onto our own. neither 

party will ever be the same.

tAKe fIelD trIPS. 
the bandwidth of the world is greater than that of your tV set, or the Internet, or even a totally immersive, interactive, dynamically 

rendered, object-oriented, real-time, computer graphic–simulated environment.

MAKe MIStAKeS fASter. 
this isn’t my idea — I borrowed it. I think it belongs to Andy grove.

IMItAte. 
Don’t be shy about it. try to get as close as you can. You’ll never get all the way, and the separation might be truly remarkable. We have 
only to look to richard Hamilton and his version of Marcel Duchamp’s large glass to see how rich, discredited, and underused imitati-

on is as a technique.

ScAt. 
When you forget the words, do what ella did: make up something else … but not words.

BreAK It, StretcH It, BenD It, crUSH It, crAcK It, fOlD It.

exPlOre tHe OtHer eDge. 
great liberty exists when we avoid trying to run with the technological pack. We can’t find the leading edge because it’s trampled 

underfoot. try using old-tech equipment made obsolete by an economic cycle but still rich with potential.

cOffee BreAKS, cAB rIDeS, green rOOMS. 
real growth often happens outside of where we intend it to, in the interstitial spaces — what Dr. Seuss calls „the waiting place.“ Hans 
Ulrich Obrist once organized a science and art conference with all of the infrastructure of a conference — the parties, chats, lunches, 

airport arrivals — but with no actual conference. Apparently it was hugely successful and spawned many ongoing collaborations.

AVOID fIelDS. 
Jump fences. Disciplinary boundaries and regulatory regimes are attempts to control the wilding of creative life. they are often under-

standable efforts to order what are manifold, complex, evolutionary processes. Our job is to jump the fences and cross the fields.

lAUgH. 
People visiting the studio often comment on how much we laugh. Since I’ve become aware of this, 

I use it as a barometer of how comfortably we are expressing ourselves.

reMeMBer. 
growth is only possible as a product of history. Without memory, innovation is merely novelty. History gives growth a direction. But a 
memory is never perfect. every memory is a degraded or composite image of a previous moment or event. that’s what makes us aware 
of its quality as a past and not a present. It means that every memory is new, a partial construct different from its source, and, as such, 

a potential for growth itself.

POWer tO tHe PeOPle. 
Play can only happen when people feel they have control over their lives. We can’t be free agents if we’re not free.«25

-Bruce Mau
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