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When we first addressed the future of 
mobility in issue 02 of Perspective, and in 
our Plan Forum, co-hosted by Bloomberg 
New Energy Finance, it was in a direct way. 
Since then Uber, Tesla and Google’s Waymo 
have rarely been out of the news. In this 
issue we thought it was a good opportunity 
to take a step back and take a longer view. 

In this issue, we have investigated the ways 
in which the nascent technologies of Electric 
and Autonomous Vehicles might impact our 
lives and cities in decades to come. Although 
we explore new technologies similar to the 
BMW Motorrad Concept Link scooter (left), 
we have steered clear of the short-term and 
significant bumps on the road ahead, both 
technical and legislative. Instead we have 
peered at the horizon in order to speculate 
on what opportunities, challenges and 
knock-on impacts might lie in the future.

As well as our regular pick of the notable 
developments of the last six months and 
interesting pieces from our archive of 
previously published articles, we offer you  
a feast of other perspectives beyond that  
of mobility reflecting on the range of work  
that we do here at Plan. 

James Scott encourages us to look beyond 
the obvious applications of VR in the home, 
and consider the kind of experiences likely 
to be offered outside the home. In a similar 
vein, Reef Urfali questions the hype around 
voice interfaces fuelled by the relative 
success of Amazon’s Alexa, and takes a 
clear-eyed view of when and where voice 
control does – and doesn’t – make sense.

Meanwhile Lydia O’Neill unpicks the 
meme of the Digital detox, and explores the 
changes people are taking in order to get 
the balance right between their lives and 
phones. Josh Allsopp takes a framework 
we’ve developed to clarify different types of 
Mass customisation to look at what FMCG 
brands could learn from other sectors. 

The new socio-cultural divide between 
‘Anywheres’ and ‘Somewheres’ as explained 
in David Goodhart’s new book ‘The Road 
To Somewhere’ is the subject of an essay 
by Tim Abrahams. He explores how 
worldview is becoming the new means of 
understanding social difference. 

It’s our biggest and, we think, best issue yet. 
We hope you enjoy it. 

A letter 
from the 
Editor
: Kevin McCullagh
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Adblocker
shocker

Google plan to introduce 
adblocking software to Chrome by 
default. In March, industry advocacy 
group Coalition for Better Ads 
released a report which revealed 
the online ads that users found 
most irritating. These included: 
‘pop-up ads, prestitial ads [ads 
that appear before the home page 
loads], ads with density greater 
than 30%, flashing animated ads 
and auto-play video ads with sound’. 
Google subsequently announced 
that adblocking software in 
Chrome would block non-compliant 
advertisements, subsequently 
suggesting an early 2018 launch 
date. Controversially, site owners 
will be required to ensure all of their 
ads meet the standards or else see 
their site blocked by Chrome. 

The 3310: 
back for fun 

Ford put up 
$1bn for AI

17 years after its original launch, 
the Nokia 3310 mobile is getting 
another chance to shine. In the 
United Kingdom four retailers 
have priced the phone, now 
produced by the company HMD 
who has licensed the Nokia brand, 
at £59.99. The re-release of the 
3310 has been heralded not just 
as an example of retro design but 
also as an attractive alternative 
to the app-hosting phone. In the 
UK, the 3310 has already helped 
create a sub-genre of ‘festival 
phone’: a durable design statement 
which can theoretically withstand 
the rigours of a music festival. 
However, it will also be released 
in India where, at its price-point, 
it will compete against entry-level 
smartphones. 

In February we got a better idea of 
what the companies that will deliver 
autonomous vehicles might look 
like. Ford announced a $1 billion 
investment over the next 5 years 
in the Pittsburgh-based start-up 
Argo AI. The announcement was 
notable because it showed Ford’s 
commitment to develop a virtual 
driver system for an autonomous 
car. However, it also showed 
that the engineer and roboticists 
driving the technology are being 
incentivised in new ways. The 
news magazine and website 
Forbes pointed out, as part of the 
investment a number of employees 
would leave Ford and become 
employees of Argo AI. They would 
then financially benefit from any 
future buyout.

Last November, Airbnb the home-
sharing site launched Trips, an 
expansion of its offering beyond 
room letting, into something akin 
to a travel agency. The service lets 
locals offer up a wide range of 
activities to visitors who can book 
their services through the site. 
The service currently covers over 
30 cities worldwide, including Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, Detroit, 
Havana, London, Paris, Cape Town, 
Tokyo, and Seoul. Showcased 
on the site for the spring are 
experiences in Southern California 
such as hang gliding above the 
San Bernardino National Forest. 
Thrill seekers can also pay £100 a 
time to pedal through the streets of 
London on a penny-farthing.

At the end of 2016, Volkswagen 
launched MOIA, a new stand-
alone mobility services company 
headquartered in Berlin. According 
to Matthias Müller, CEO of 
Volkswagen: ‘MOIA…will develop 
and market its own mobility 
services either independently or in 
partnership with cities and existing 
transport systems.’ The company 
consciously created MOIA as a 
new brand placing the mobility 
services on a par with other brands 
such as Audi, Porsche, and Seat. 
Initially focused on the ride-hailing 
and car-sharing market currently 
dominated by Uber, the brand is 
running pilot schemes this year 
and hopes to launch a number of 
electric car services by 2025. 

The National Health Service has 
replaced its phone number 111, 
which provides non-emergency 
medical advice, with the Babylon 
artificial intelligence app in a trial 
scheme in North London earlier 
this year. The service allows 
people to enter their symptoms 
into the app, which consults a 
large database of symptoms and 
illnesses and gives responses to 
the user based on what they have 
entered such as whether to book 
an appointment with their GP or 
take other steps. Following the trial, 
Babylon has announced in April 
2017 investment of £50m to build 
what the company describes as 
the world’s most advanced artificial 
intelligence healthcare platform.

Airbnb Trips 
takes off

VW launch 
new brand 

Trials for 
triage app

Review



Choices on the Road Ahead

Choices on  
the road ahead 
 : Kevin McCullagh
Published by FastCo, May 17
Plan founder, with a 20-year  
track record in product strategy 
and design leadership 

Navigating the future of mobility

The Chinese brand NIO, launched 
its autonomous electric car 
concept, EVE, at SXSW in March; 
with a focus on a flexible  
and multi-modal interior.
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When Model-Ts started rolling off 
the Ford’s Highland Park production 
lines in 1908, there were only 
around 200,000 cars on the roads in 
the USA. Few foresaw the spread 
of suburbia, out-of-town shopping, 
drive-thru restaurants, working at 
the car wash and road trips down 
Route 66. Nor did anyone foresee 
how economically significant the 
auto industry would become.

By 1955 USA’s top 10 biggest 
companies included: General Motors, 
U.S. Steel, Chrysler, Standard Oil of 
New Jersey, Amoco, Goodyear and 
Firestone. Cars helped drive huge 
change in the mid-20th century, 
including entirely unexpected knock-
on effects such as the fact that 25% of 
the USA’s agricultural land, which had 
been used for rearing horses, was then 
freed up for human food production. 

The consequences of new technologies 
are hard to predict. When Wall Street 
bankers were first sighted barking into 
mobiles the size of breeze blocks, the 
phones were written off as Yuppie toys. 
Now 7 in 10 of the world’s population 
owns a phone. Although we spend 
more time browsing photos, ordering 
cabs, checking the news or swiping 
right, than talking on them. Four of the 

top 10 most highly valued companies 
in the world are Apple, Alphabet 
(formerly Google), Facebook and 
Amazon – all of which earn much of 
their income via phones in one way or 
another. 

Yet as mobile sales peak and innovation 
in that sector slows, cars are re-entering 
the frame as one of the next drivers 
of social and economic change in the 
coming decades. The big impacts will 
be felt cumulatively, in three successive 
waves: servitization, electrification 
and automation. As ever the question 
is less if these developments will 
happen, but when they will start to 
have widespread impact (see p12-13). 
The first Benz Patent-Motorwagen was 
built in 1885, but the first US highway 
didn’t arrive until 1925 by which point 
50% of American adults owned a car. 
By contrast, it took mobile phones less 
than 15 years to reach the same level of 
adoption.

These waves will influence, but not 
determine the future. The choices that 
society makes will. Just as the urban 
planner Robert Moses introduced urban 
express ways into New York, whereas 
Copenhagen elected to keep their 
existing road grid, so cities will have to 
make decisions about mobility. 

Mobility as a Service (MaaS) 
The impact of the first wave, is already 
being felt in urban centres around the 
world, epitomised by Uber’s explosive 
growth since 2014. Urbanites are 
increasingly opting to access ride-
hailing services like Uber, or car-
sharing from the likes of DriveNow 
and Car2Go, and for longer trips 
ride-sharing or car-pooling services 
such as BlaBlaCar in France. Private car 
usage and ownership in cities is set to 
fall, as mobility services grow in reach 
and drive down prices. City authorities 
are also playing their part, as they 
introduce inducements to ditching cars. 

This in turn will present the governing 
authorities of cities with new choices. 
Gradually drop-off and pick-up areas 
will replace parking spaces at popular 
destinations. Those that can afford 
these services gradually cease to 
think of cars as general purpose, and 
begin to select different vehicle types 
and services for different kinds of 
trips, from a shared mini-bus for the 
commute, to a slick sedan for date 
night. Jobs in car dealerships will most 
likely fall due to the decline in private 
sales, while those in car maintenance, 
washing and valeting will rise – as the 
cars on the road will be much more 
heavily used. This wave on its own is 

relatively low impact compared with 
what will follow, primarily because it 
is largely an incremental improvement 
on traditional taxi services and uses 
existing vehicles, smartphone platforms 
and consumer behaviours. The key 
choice is for cities to decide to what 
extent they should restrict global 
players and allow local competitors into 
the market, using local labour laws as a 
means control to this. 

Electric cars (EVs)
The next wave will see the shift to 
EVs. Take Tesla as an example. Despite 
its current high profile, Tesla’s sales 
currently account for less than one 
percent of global car sales – although 
29% of cars sold in Norway in 2016 
were either pure EVs or plug-in 
hybrids. Global sales growth actually 
slowed in 2016, but they are likely 
to pick-up as automobile companies 
bring more affordable models to the 
market, and more critically, cities and 
governments introduce more stringent 
emissions legislation. 

As each successive wave builds on the 
previous, the choices and tensions will 
get more substantial. With EVs, there 
are obstacles of course. For example 
network overloads occur when there 
is a high concentration of EVs being 

charged at the same time. In suburban 
areas, there are relatively few obstacles 
for private owners of EVs. Houses have 
a garage or driveway that is suitable for 
overnight charging and often at least 
one other vehicle. This is the scenario 
that Tesla enjoys currently. 

However, the low emissions benefits 
of EVs are most needed in cities, 
where many private owners street 
park and taxi drivers will need to 
regularly recharge. The existing 
inner city charging infrastructure is 
wholly inadequate for these users, 
with few credible roll-out plans in 
place. Besides finding locations for 
and installing a network of charging 
points, the electricity grid in most 
cities will also require a major upgrade 
to supply the capacity required. For 
these reasons and more, Plug-in 
hybrids are likely to be the preferred 
option for years to come. 

The urban charging 
challenge is likely to be 
tackled in many ways. 
It will require a great 
deal more than for 
existing fuel stations to 
turn their forecourts to 
charging bays. Juicing 
up a battery takes a lot 
longer than a fuel tank, 

so it’s likely that charging hubs will 
emerge that combine bays with cafes, 
co-working spaces and retail areas. 
EVs’ impact will take longer as it relies 
on innovation, particularly around 
battery performance. A new urban 
charging infrastructure needs to be 
built as well as a system of legislative 
inducements. 

This will require considerable 
investment, political will and co-
ordination between players; from 
carmakers to city authorities and 
energy companies. And some 
consideration of consequences. 
When EVs are adopted in significant 
numbers, national governments will be 
presented with a big taxation choice. 
After all 4% of UK tax revenue comes 
from fuel duty. As fuel consumption 
falls, will the tax burden be switched 
to electricity or road usage or a 
combination of both?

These waves will 
influence, but not 
determine the future. 
The choices that 
society makes will. 

Navigating the future of mobility

Hyundai IONIQ home 
charger displays charging 

information on its 
integrated screen.

Blacklane is a rapidly growing  
professional chauffeur service 
– a ‘business class’ Uber.

http://247wallst.com/investing/2010/09/21/americas-biggest-companies-then-and-now-1955-to-2010/
http://247wallst.com/investing/2010/09/21/americas-biggest-companies-then-and-now-1955-to-2010/
https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_gordon_the_death_of_innovation_the_end_of_growth
https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_gordon_the_death_of_innovation_the_end_of_growth
https://www.blablacar.co.uk/
http://www.ev-volumes.com/country/total-world-plug-in-vehicle-volumes/
http://www.ev-volumes.com/country/total-world-plug-in-vehicle-volumes/
https://www.autocar.co.uk/car-news/industry/national-grid-will-need-upgrading-cope-ev-demand-finds-trial
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/sep/13/electric-cars-could-be-charged-at-shell-service-stations-from-2017


11

Navigating the future of mobility

Autonomous vehicles (AVs)
The first two waves will rock the 
boat of urban mobility. The third 
will flip it. Much of the debate about 
AVs has until now focused on when 
the technology will be ready, how 
road regulations will adapt and to 
what extent road accidents will be 
eradicated. If we raise our horizons 
beyond these technical questions and 
assume they will be resolved over 
the next 5-10 years or so, we can ask 
ourselves: what kind of social, urban 
and economic changes do we want 
autonomous vehicles to drive?

The most disruptive change is likely 
to be the plummeting cost of door-
to-door transport. As most driverless 
cars in urban areas will be provided 
as a service by the likes of Uber, and 
without a driver to pay, price per mile 
is likely to drop to $0.50 from $1 to 
$1.50 per mile. This will challenge 
the viability of buses and trams on 
many routes, and is likely to blur 
the boundaries between shared and 
public transport. One potential model 
is that local transport authorities will 
form partnerships with ride-hailing 
services. In Florida one authority is 
currently subsidising Uber rides on 
routes it does not cover.

This plunge in cost is likely to increase 
the demand for mobility. One recent 
study estimated that demand may rise 
by as much as 30 percent. There are 
two ways in which city authorities can 
respond to this. On one hand, they can 
embrace the potential expansion of 
their citizens’ mobility, and use smart 
routing and other means to maximise 
their road capacity. On the other, they 
can curtail car usage, through various 
tactics such as dynamic congestion 
charging. Whilst the latter of these 
tactics may seem the more likely in 
today’s climate, this situation may 
change. Certainly, it will be a matter for 
different governments and mayoralties 
to deal with in their own way.

Throughout the 20th century workers 
were able to live further away from 
work as transport became faster, 
although two hours each way tends 
to be the maximum most will put up 
with. But what if people could begin 
and end their working day productively 
on their door-to-door commute? How 
much faster could longer distance 
commutes get, if AVs can use high-
speed lanes, where they platoon 
in close formation? How will the 
perceptions of sitting in traffic change, 
if that time can be used for business or 

pleasure? Would this encourage some 
to live even further away from their 
workplaces than today? 

This isn’t a fanciful idea. A recent 
study by Ford found that 39% of bus, 
train and taxi users choose that mode 
because they want to multitask en 
route. People will find many other 
ways to pass the time while being 
robo-chauffeured, from sleeping and 
VR gaming, to more furtive, private 
pastimes – either way switchable tinted 
glass is likely to be a popular feature…

The implications for cities is significant 
as well. Most driverless vehicles will 
be more utililised than typical manual 
cars which typically spend 95% of 
their time parked up. As the need for 
parking space and potentially bus 
lanes tails off, city authorities will 
find new public space to play with. 
To what extent will increasing road 
capacity figure in city plans? How 
much space will be needed for charging 
and valeting cars? These are just some 
of the questions that will need to be 
addressed. 

Other more contentious decisions that 
policy makers will need to grapple 
with include policy decisions relating 

to manually driven cars. Will they for 
example be banned on public roads? 
How will safety issues be reconciled 
with those of personal freedom. 
Northern European nations are likely to 
emphasise the former while Americans 
surely are more likely to privilege 
personal liberty over pure safety 
arguments. 

Another dilemma will hinge around 
the amount of data collected by AVs. 
It is estimated that the camera, radars 
and other sensors of a typical car will 
gather 4,000 GB of data per day relating 
to road, traffic and weather conditions 
as well as the behaviour of the car’s 
passengers. While not all of this will be 
uploaded, who should have access to 
the data when it is, and more pointedly 
do they have the right to monetise it? 
Should certain types of data such as 
road conditions be made open source 
to aid safety and traffic flows? From 
a privacy perspective, there is also 
the much-flagged challenge of cyber 
security, high standards for which will 
be a prerequisite.

Finally, what are the vehicle design 
choices ahead? Mobility providers will 
probably require a wider diversity of 
vehicle types: from narrow single-

seaters to mini-buses. These will be 
designed for heavy usage and easy 
cleaning, rather than the identity 
signalling that drives the design of 
privately owned cars. As there won’t 
be a steering wheel and only a minimal 
instrument panel, the interface with 
passengers is likely to be simplified, 
although AVs may be required to signal 
their intentions to pedestrians in new 
ways. With no need for front seats to 
face forwards, designers will have more 
freedom with the internal configurations 
of cabins. Eventually safety regulations 
will be relaxed, which will free up space 
as there will be less need for crumple 
zones and airbags. 

These are just some of the 
opportunities, questions, and choices 
that are coming into view on the road 
ahead. But as the futurist and author 
Carl Sagan once said: ‘It was easy to 
predict mass car ownership, but hard 
to predict Walmart’. Following all the 
disruptive shifts throughout history, 
the knock-on effects and unintended 
consequences that lie over the horizon 
are hard to foresee. As the impacts are 
likely to be as major as the adoption 
of cars in the mid-20th century, the 
more we widen the discussion now, the 
better placed we’ll be eventually. 

Driverless trucks:  
coming round the bend

In October 2016 the driverless 
company, Otto (owned by Uber)  
made its first journey of 120 miles 
from Loveland, Colorado to Colorado 
Springs to deliver 50,000 cans of 
Budweiser. The impact of autonomous 
trucks will clearly be felt sooner 
than driverless cars, as highways 
are easier to navigate than urban 
settings. Currently, freight trucks 
are a big contributor to congestion, 
which slows car traffic and impacts 
the efficiency of logistics supply 
chains.

 
The operating efficiency of haulage 
firms is already limited by driver 
working hours legislation. In 
addition, there is currently a truck 
driver shortage, due to stiffer 
qualifications and unattractive 
working hours and conditions. Add 
to this the increasing demand for 
just-in-time deliveries and the 
strain on manually driven freight 
is clear. 

Once the technology is proven, a 
lot of long distance road freight 
will be done overnight, freeing 
up daytime road capacity. A key 
question is what becomes of the 
truck drivers? There are 3.5m 
in the USA alone. One source of 
new jobs will be in ‘final mile’ 
delivery, often in complex city 
centre environments. As more city 
authorities limit large vehicles 
from entering urban centres to 
reduce pollution and congestion, 
big, out-of-town consolidation 
centres will be created so freight 
can be unloaded on to smaller 
vehicles that will deliver to final 
destinations. These will require 
humans to unload and deal with 
customers. These jobs allow workers 
to get back to their own bed each 
night. Whether there will be enough 
of them to replace the disappearing 
long distance truck driver jobs is 
yet to be seen.
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In the NIO EVE’s interior 
two facing seats surround a 
fold-out table to provide a 

multifunctional space.

http://www.roboticstrends.com/article/the_economics_of_self_driving_taxis
http://www.roboticstrends.com/article/the_economics_of_self_driving_taxis
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2016/06/pinellas-county-uber-dial-a-ride/487568/
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2016/06/pinellas-county-uber-dial-a-ride/487568/
http://corporate.ford.com/microsites/sustainability-report-2015-16/mobility-megatrends.html
http://www.networkworld.com/article/3147892/internet/one-autonomous-car-will-use-4000-gb-of-dataday.html
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Predictions and 
targets of EV 
penetration across 
global markets from 
2015 onwards 

EVs have a head start on AVs; the 
ambitious consensus opinion among these 
forecasters is that their rate of adoption 
will be relatively steady over the next few 
decades, in comparison to AVs.

The forecasters expect AVs to catch up 
with and overtake EVs in the 2030s. 
They represent more of a game-changing 
innovation, which is also less restrained 
by charging infrastructure roll-out.

Predictions and 
targets for fully AV 
penetration across 
global markets from 
2020 onwards

EV AV

Adoption 
forecasts  

Adam Whitmore  2016 
Independent energy advisor, UK

Amica Research  2016 
Sustainability consultancy, USA

BCG  2015 
Boston Consulting Group,  
Management consultancy

BNEF  2016 
Bloomberg New Energy Finance,  
research consultancy

Canalys  2016 
Industry analyst firm

Carbon Tracker  2016 
Climate change think tank

CEE  2016 
Centre for Electric Power & Energy, 
Technical University of Denmark

Fehr & Peers  2015 
Transportation consultancy, USA

Frost & Sullivan  2017 
Business and research consultancy

IMechE  2016 
Institution of Mechanical  
Engineers, UK

IoEEE  2016 
Institute of Electrical  
and Electronics Engineers, USA

KPMG  2015 
Management consultancy

McKinsey  2016 
Management consultancy

Qian Zhang et al  2016 
MDPI journal 

Morgan Stanley  2016 
Investment bank

Oliver Wyman  2015 
Management consultancy

Thatcham  2016 
Motor insurers’ automotive  
research centre, UK

Tony Seba  2017 
Clean energy advisor, author, 
entrepreneur, USA

UoTA  2017 
The University of Texas  
at Austin, USA
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:Forecasters

2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050

BNEF

BNEF

Carbon Tracker 

CEE

Adam Whitmore

Share of car sales
Share of cars on the roads

Canalys

McKinsey

UoTA

IoEEE Amica Research

Thatcham
Thatcham

Oliver Wyman
BCG

IMechE100%100%

90%90%

80%80%

70%70%

60%60%

50%50%

40%40%

30%30%

20%20%

10%10%

Tony Seba

KPMG

Fehr & Peers

Morgan Stanley 

Frost & Sullivan

Qian Zhang
Tony Seba
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:Expert Views

Gregory Votolato
Lecturer, MA Design,  
Royal College of Art

I’ve just ordered a pod for my 

ride to work. It will be at the 

door to my apartment building 

by the time I get downstairs in 

the lift. Today I won’t have 

time for the gym and so I’ve 

requested an AV-Citypod equipped 

with an aerobic stepper. This 

is a new accessory and unfolds 

neatly in the car’s tiny cabin, 

with its standing headroom. I 

can get a decent workout during 

my 20-minute trip, then another 

20 minutes if I order a similar 

kind of vehicle for the ride 

home. It’s also nice to watch the 

passing scene listening to music 

and keeping fit en route. 

Gadi Amit
Principle,  
NewDeal Design

As we care less about driving and 

find more quality time inside our 

AV, we will enjoy the ride more. 

And then two unseen opportunities 

will rise. Firstly, as we no 

longer need to drive, we become 

free to do other things. We will 

pay more attention to the quality 

of our ride. The interior of our 

car will become an essential 

part of our life, just like our 

living room. And as this happens, 

ownership of cars will rise, not 

fall, as many predict. Second, 

as we enjoy the ride so much, we 

will care less about how short 

it ought to be as we may live 

further away from work and less 

in congested metro areas.

Jim Shaw
Head of Concepts,  
Bentley Motors

With the EV and AV comes the 

opportunity of the EAV in 

MaaS and logical shift away 

from vehicle ownership. This 

challenges the tried and 

tested ‘rules’ at Automotive 

OEM’s. Gone are the reliable 

timelines for ‘shelf-engineered’ 

technology introductions. Gone 

is the certainty of a four-year 

development cycle. Gone are 

reliable business cases on which 

projects are based. Instead comes 

the ambiguity of ‘probable’ 

service revenues from evolving 

mobility business models and short 

developments of technologies that 

vehicles must seamlessly engage.

Austin Williams
Director of the Future Cities Project 
and founder of New Narratives

China plans to build 800,000 EV 

charging points – over 14,000km – 

by 2020. Impressive, but just 0.3% 

of the total road network. Battery 

storage will have to increase 

hugely to fill in the gaps even 

in this money-no-object country. 

But one unseen consequence of the 

EV fetish is that it has created 

tunnel vision. We have lost sight 

of what open-ended innovation 

could be. Nowadays vehicle design 

and transport policy has been 

reduced to discussions around 

particular fuels. But AV and EV 

applied to drone technology is far 

more creatively exciting rather 

than the turgid ‘debates’ about 

driverless taxis and e-bikes.

Timandra Harkness
Presenter of BBC Radio 4’s 
FutureProofing. Author, ‘Big 
Data: does size matter?’ 

Usually he walks round to mine 

and we call up a self-driving 

taxi, tell it to drive around 

the park and set the windows to 

opaque. It’s the only way we 

can get any privacy since my 

well-meaning nephew filled my 

house with sensors to tell him 

if I’ve fallen. I may be 106, 

but I need my privacy. Then we 

go out for dinner: much more 

fun than cooking and we always 

see friends dining out too. Of 

course we don’t have to worry 

about having a few glasses of 

wine. Yes, I have been known to 

fall asleep on the way home.

Simon Tong
Principle Research Scientist,  
TRL

Whilst AVs may enable greater 

independent mobility for older 

and disabled travellers, we are 

concerned about the potential for 

the deployment of cheap, flexible 

and convenient AVs to increase 

traffic congestion and reduce the 

number of travellers using public 

transport and active travel modes 

(walking/cycling). Avoiding this 

outcome will require careful 

planning and regulation to ensure 

that the AVs used and the services 

that they enable are compatible 

with the objectives of the local 

authority in meeting mobility 

needs. We must ensure AVs are  

not an isolated solution  

to city mobility.

Colin McKerracher
Head of Advanced Transport,  
Bloomberg New Energy Finance

One surprising consequence from the combination of AVs and EVs 

will be the impact on cycling: Safety concerns still prevent 

many people from commuting by bicycle or even from riding around 

their neighbourhood. AVs will get very good at recognizing – and 

avoiding – cyclists, even those swaying a bit on their way home 

from a few pints at their local pub. This will dramatically change 

who considers hopping on a bike as their primary means of getting 

around. Meanwhile, EVs are driving down the costs and improving the density of lithium-ion batteries, which 

in turn is making electric bikes more attractive. Geography is not the only reason cities like Amsterdam and 

Copenhagen lead on the percentage of trips done on a bicycle, but it is a reason. E-bikes are set to flatten 

out the hills in other cities while AVs remove much of the previous risks to cyclists. I think we’re still 

underestimating the full impact of this coming modal shift.

Potential unforeseen 
consequences of AVs & EVs

Navigating the future of mobility

Don Norman
Director, The Design Lab, University  
of California, San Diego

Fully autonomous vehicles? Programmed to be safe, not to crash 

into me? Hey! I can ignore it. Drive or walk the street in front of 

it, regardless of traffic lights. Deliberately stand in front at an 

intersection, preventing it from moving forward. Hold a mirror  

in front of its video or laser sensors – that ought to confuse it.  

What a wonderful source for entertainment, tricks, and trouble making. 

Yup, autonomous vehicles.
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runs the risk of being blinkered by the 
present, and not from understanding 
new markets that the innovation might 
unlock.

Then there is the challenge of predicting 
future needs. All of our perceptions 
and realities — or ‘lifeworlds’ – are 
shaped by our context, both past and 
present. Our imaginations are equally 
tapestries comprised of complex 
interactions between a myriad of 
different influences. This is why two 
common research tools – surveys and 
projective techniques – are limited 
as they rely on an individual having 
both an objective distance on their 
‘lifeworld’ and full comprehension 
of what will have changed in their 
context by the year in question. Most 
of us lack this prescience. We prioritise 
superficial complaints and rely on 
received wisdom, making it difficult for 
researchers to identify unmet needs.

Deploying projective techniques helps 
us to understand people’s imaginations 
better. However, they are limited when 
addressing complex scenarios that do 
not yet exist. One alternative to user 
research is to interview experts, who, 
in the words of Malcolm Gladwell 

can use their ‘behaviour and training 
to interpret… what lies behind our 
snap judgements .’ Expert interviews 
are an often necessary input for 
innovation research, but they are best 
as a complement rather than substitute 
research with normal people. An extra 
lens. Another popular technique is 
to create future use case scenarios, 
but often these are projections of the 
designers’ assumptions which at the 
very least can appear tone deaf to those 
outside their bubble. 

User foresight techniques 
While predicting the future is 
impossible, research tools exist that can 
help identify large scale unmet needs. 
Taking a more rigorous approach to 
defining who to research is a precursor 
to uncovering new insights. It’s 
necessary to create a sample in relation 
to the demographic profile and trends. 
I once worked with a designer who 
assumed that he earned an average 
salary for his city. Not until I showed 
him data from the Office of National 
Statistics did he realise that his salary 
was double his fellow citizens. An 
understanding that our lives aren’t 
typical reduces researcher bias and leads 
to a more objective sample.

Also the stated goal of many user 
researchers is to reach a deep 
understanding of a person’s lifeworld. 
Anthropologists, like myself, aim for 
a profound internal understanding 
of how users construct their realities, 
how they interact with objects, and 
the cultural contexts that influence 
such interactions. We call this an 
emic perspective. This is not enough 
however. An etic or outsider view is also 
required. This is an analytical view that 
identifies pain-points, unmet needs, and 
the aspects of an experience that can be 
improved. This is a perspective that a 
cultural insider cannot provide because 
they lack distance.

Negotiating between these emic and 
etic perspectives generates ‘the magic’ 
of insight. Supplement that with a 
close analysis of cultural shifts and 
you can begin to make some informed 
predictions. Identifying shifting 
meanings in culture through trend 
research allows products and services 
to be designed which helps situate the 
opportunities in a future context. Design 
research has potential to aid meaningful 
social change through the creation of 
products and services that truly address 
large scale unmet needs. 

The autonomous vehicle is a classic 
example of a disruptive innovation. In 
its impact, it promises drastic shifts in 
a huge number of fields: everything 
from urban planning to household 
chore division and there are bound 
to be other consequences which are 
hard to foresee at this point. So given 
this unpredictability, does this validate 
Steve Jobs’ famous retort to consumer 
research: ‘It’s really hard to design 
products by focus groups. A lot of times, 
people don’t know what they want until 
you show it to them.’ So is the best route 
to let designers and engineers do their 
thing, and then bring in researchers to 
evaluate prototypes? Or does Design 
Research have a role in informing 
disruptive innovation?

I believe research can play a vital role 
in accelerating the positive impact of 
disruptive innovation. Of course there 
are challenges. New offerings create 
new needs and reshape markets, so 
how should a researcher define their 
target users or customers? If the answer 
is ‘everyone,’ then the risk emerges that 
you are designing for a group that is 
so broad that no one’s needs are being 
addressed. If the target is defined by 
customers of existing products, this 

Navigating the future of mobility

Researching  
future needs
 : Nazima Kadir
Head of Design Research,  
urban anthropologist specialising  
in translating insights into  
design recommendations
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New retail 
moments
 :  Abby Lockwood
Consultant, specialising in consumer  
research, design management and  
capability development

Elsewhere we have explored some 
of the wider social impacts of 
advances in transport technology. 
Here we are going to consider how 
new mobility patterns will influence 
impulsive purchasing behaviour, 
and the impact this will have on 
consumer packaged goods.

When products are successful at 
interrupting consumers in their 
everyday lives, they are more likely to 
initiate impulsive behaviour, whereby 
they see a product and buy it with 
little or no forethought. This behaviour 
is typically applicable to food and 
beverage brands whose products are 
most commonly purchased in physical 
supermarkets, local convenience stores 
and petrol stations to name a few.

Changes in transport will generate new 
mobility patterns, new behaviours and 
new locations in which people interact 
with products and services, therefore, 
we need to ask ourselves some new 
questions. 

What becomes of the impulse purchases 
that currently take place in the humble 
petrol station, if petrol stations cease 
to exist? If consumers are re-charging 
their electric vehicles at new locations 

and more people are using mobility 
services to switch to door-to-door 
transport, what will become of the 
impulse purchases that currently take 
place in local convenience stores near 
bus stops and train stations? How can 
food and beverage brands which are 
often impulse buys find new ways of 
interrupting consumers so they can 
interact with brands outside of these 
traditional retail locations?

As the current system in which public 
transport and private cars are distinct. 
This gives way to increased car-sharing 
and other models of car usage, the 
implications for impulse purchasing is 
huge. If drop-off / pick-up areas replace 
parking spaces at popular destinations, 
then new retail opportunities present 
themselves. 

Whilst we must accept that companies 
like Ocado and AmazonFresh are 
disrupting the wider consumer 
packaged goods sector by providing 
online services to purchase such 
products, which will decrease footfall 
in physical retail locations such as 
supermarkets. The introduction of new 
transport systems will further radically 
alter the way we buy products such as 
soft drinks, snacks and confectionery. 

Therefore, to increase brand awareness 
and drive sales, brands will need to 
identify new opportunities to meet 
consumers impulse needs. 

The most forward thinking businesses 
will look beyond meeting consumer 
demand for ease and convenience, 
and strive to create new meaningful 
moments between consumers and their 
products. They will need to appreciate 
innovations in all kinds of fields, 
including new forms of mobility. They 
will then have to identify relevant unmet 
needs in people’s everyday lives, and 
develop propositions, which engage and 
excite consumers with new moments 
and occasions to interact with their 
products. 

We’ve suggested a few speculative 
scenarios about how changing 
mobility patterns can lead to new retail 
moments. 

Navigating the future of mobility

Stocked  
and ready

MyCar is an invented car hire 

service which offers personalised 

micro-sharing experiences 

and free floating drop–off and 

collection by MyCar drivers. 

MyCar partner with a range of 

brands to enhance their customers 

experience by offering food, 

drinks, entertainment and 

relaxation services. 

Ava is organising a weekend trip 

with her boyfriend to the wine 

yards in Surrey to celebrate her 

birthday. She decides to hire a 

MyCar for the special occasion, 

to be delivered to her house on 

Saturday morning. The MyCar car 

arrives at Ava’s house promptly. 

She is delighted by the service as 

the driver removes his foldable 

bicycle from the car and packs her 

luggage in its place. 

The driver points out the hamper 

of snacks, and hot and chilled 

drinks stored in the side of the 

boot, avalaible for their journey. 

Ava chooses a Go Ahead breakfast 

bar, and her boyfriend Tom, grabs 

a bottle of Evian, a Tropicana and 

a croissant. 

They get into the car to find the 

satellite navigation set-up to 

direct them to Surrey, and remark 

with excitement ‘What a great way 

to start the birthday trip!’ as 

they enjoy their MyCar breakfast.

:Future scenario

MaaS EV AV
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Recharge you  
and your car

Lucozade could launch a ‘Recharge 

you and your car’ campaign to 

drive brand awareness around the 

benefits of drinking Lucozade to 

energise. They sponsor electric 

car charging points around 

Central London, and transform 

them into Lucozade charge zones 

with vending machines for people 

to buy a Lucozade when charging 

their car. 

Jerome is on his way to the gym 

when he is notified his electric 

car battery is low. He touches the 

screen to display charging points 

near his gyms and is intrigued by 

the Lucozade icon in a car park a 

few streets away. 

Jerome sees an orange and red 

charging station and pulls into 

the charging space. As he puts his 

car on charge he notices several 

cool features on the charging 

station; the handle has red rubber 

padding for better grip, and there 

is a vending machine to the side. 

Once on charge, Jerome checks out 

the drinks on offer, and selects 

the new Lucozade Booster using the 

display screen. 

The payment automatically adds to 

the electric charge bill, and the 

bottle is dispensed down a slide 

and comes to rest on a branded 

drinks mat. He takes the Booster 

and flips the cap, then takes a big 

gulp of Lucozade. He can taste the 

freshness of the orange – it makes 

him feel energised. Whilst he is 

waiting for the car to charge he 

pops in the gym and does a quick 

cardiovascular workout.

:Future scenario

On-demand 
for everyone

It’s a hot summers day in a city 

park. It is packed with groups 

of young people hanging out and 

having fun. BBQs are cooking, 

Frisbees are being thrown and 

laughable sunburn marks are a 

certain. Danielle logs onto 

Facebook to tell Coca-Cola’s 

Messenger bot that she is thirsty 

and shares her location.

Minutes later, curiosity is 

sparked amongst the circles 

of crowds, as a van pulls up 

alongside the park entrance. 

Imagine a Coca-Cola Company 

autonomous van branded similar to 

their Freestyle vending machines. 

People make their way towards the 

van and notice multiple displays 

on the sides of the van and begin 

to browse drinks on the various 

touch screens. 

Danielle chooses Fanta to cool 

down, and a bottle of Summer 

Fruits Oasis for her friend – she 

opts to have the Fanta dispensed 

into a cup with ice. Once paid, the 

vending machine serves her drinks 

via a multi-dispensing hatch  

below the screen. 

Other people around her select 

refreshing juices, like 5 Alive 

and Capri-sun.

When the van signals to move, 

those that have finished their 

drinks toss their cans, cups or 

bottles in the recycling unit, and 

everyone heads back to the park to 

rejoin their friends.

:Future scenario

Navigating the future of mobility

MaaSMaaS EVEV AVAV
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USA =  

23.7 ft2

Europe  

= 2.3 ft2

Retail space per capita

Cars some distance  
short of summit 

A drop in vehicle miles travelled in USA between 2007 
and 2013 prompted many to consider the car’s future. 
Stats are back up though. Car sales could peak soon but 
vehicle miles travelled is set to continue climbing. 

Slashed!
US mall visits plunge  
by half between 2010 
and 2013  

A huge retail revolution in the USA is taking 
place. Green Streets a real estate research 
firm believes that one third of malls in the 
USA are threatened with closure this year. 

Retail space per capita 
shows size of problem in 
USA 

Due to the overproduction of shopping space 
in out of town malls – ten times more than 
in Europe – American retailers are far more 
vulnerable now more retail takes place online. 

Waymo Safer
Google’s AV tests show 
massive improvements

Google’s Waymo division gives the Dept. 
of Motor Vehicles in California stats on the 
occasions software detects an issue that 
may affect the safe operation of the vehicle. 

 50%
OFF

2704.7
754.1

6259.3
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2016

Average miles travelled before driver had to take control

3.18
trillion of miles

3.04 
trillion of miles

Estimated vehicle miles 
travelled on all US roads  
12 month moving average

20172007 2013
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Recession

Twin Peaks 
US horse population  
hit high of 25 million  
in 1920 

By 1930 cars per capita surpassed equines 
per capita. Analysts believe we may have 
reached or may soon reach Peak Car. There 
are now 4 million horses in the USA.
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Choices in 
customisation
 :  Josh Allsopp
Planner, specialising in design  
research and innovation strategy  
in the FMCG sector

For years mass customisation 
has been the holy grail of product 
development, providing products or 
services that people actually want, 
rather than creating backstock. 
Dell started selling build-to-order 
PCs in the 1990s, and while brands 
like Nike iD soon followed suit, the 
coming era of a ‘market of one’ has 
had many false starts. Has its time 
finally come in this age of same 
day delivery, 3D printing, big data 
and machine learning? And more 
specifically, what could it mean for 
consumer packaged goods?

We define mass customisation as the 
production of personalised products 
or services to meet consumers’ needs 
at near mass production prices. When 
considering if and how to customise, we 
find it useful to draw some distinctions 
between four different types of 
customisation: Selection, Modification, 
Specification and Curation – based on 
how configurable the product is and the 
level of involvement the consumer has 
in the process.

Consumers feel they 
are part of the design 
process and have created 
something themselves. 

Le
ve
l 
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 c
on
fi
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on

Level of consumer interaction

High

High

Curation
 
Company tailors products or 
services to individual customers 
based on their stated preferences 
and their consumption behaviour.

Selection
 
Consumers are given  
a wide range of options 
to choose from.

Specification
 
Company provides a platform for 
customers to configure their products 
and services.

Modification 
 
An adaptable product  
that enables users to alter  
it to fit their needs.
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https://www.graze.com/uk/snacks
https://www.walkers.co.uk/crisps-range/walkers-crisps/saltnshake
https://www.ioma-paris.com/en/ma-creme/choosing-creme-formula/?v=0d1b4c2c5fe3
http://www.coca-cola.co.uk/stories/share-a-coke
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Selection
While offering a wide range of choices 
for consumers to select from is not 
technically customising the product, it 
can sometimes feel like it. One of Coca-
Cola’s most successful campaigns was 
its 2014 ‘Share a Coke’ initiative, which 
swapped out their logo for popular first 
names on their cans and bottles. Fans 
scoured supermarket shelves for not 
only their own name but those of family 
and friends. The campaign boosted sales 
and had a huge social media impact.

Snickers adapted the idea in their 
‘You’re not you when you’re hungry’ 
campaign. They swapped out their 
logo for 21 hunger symptoms such as 
‘CRANKY’, ‘CONFUSED’ and ‘SLEEPY’. 
Like ‘Share a Coke’, this activation 
encouraged people to gift a Snickers to 
friends and was deemed a great success.

So consider if you can make your 
product feel personal through offering 
an engaging range of choices. But also 
consider how you manage the stock 
issues around popular and unpopular 
options. 

 
Modification
Think of your trusty adjustable office 
chair and you have an idea of what 
Modification means. This approach is 
an old, and often overlooked, route to 
customisation which enables consumers 
to modify their product to fit their 
needs. Salt ‘n’ shake crisps are a retro 
example of this; the unflavoured crisps 
come with a small sachet of salt so that 
consumers can salt the crisps to their 
own taste, therefore customising the 
product to suit their individual needs. 

‘Messages from Mars’ was a Mars Bar 
initiative that featured a blank wrapper 
which came with a set of alphabet 
stickers in the style of the Mars logo. 
Consumers could then write their own 
messages on the bars using the stickers, 
and gift them to friends and family with 
a personal touch.

Unlike Selection, the category of 
Modification is about offering a single, 
or small number of variants while still 
creating a level of choice through user 
discretion. The choice isn’t ‘I pick this 
one because it represents me’, but more 
‘I pick this one and adapt it to represent 

me’. The benefit is it allows companies 
to stock less product variations and 
still deliver mass customisation, giving 
consumers the power to tweak and 
adjust of their own accord. 

 
Specification
Specifying what you want is what most 
people think of as customisation, made 
popular by brands such as Nike iD and 
mi Adidas which allow consumers to 
customise their shoes by specifying 
different colours and materials. 

My M&M’s is an online and in-store 
platform that allows consumers to add 
their own personal messages or photos 
directly onto the M&M’s lentils, in the 
colours of their choice. Other companies 
are starting to test more fundamental 
customisation, like Nestle’s pop-up shop 
‘KitKat Chocolatory’ in London, which 
allows visitors to create their own KitKat 
by selecting their chocolate type and 
other ingredients. 

The skincare brand, Ioma Ma Creme 
goes a step further by boasting 40,000+ 
possible versions of their day and night 
creams. Consumers simply rate the 

importance of eight benefits, such as, 
long term hydration, plumping and 
anti-ageing, which is then used to create 
their bespoke cream. The process takes 
a complex formulation and makes it 
understandable. Consumers therefore 
feel they are part of the design process 
and have created something themselves. 

Specification provides a great 
opportunity for direct-to-consumer 
sales, increasing brand interaction 
beyond the supermarket shelf and 
allows companies to further control 
and expand the consumer experience. 
However, depending on the execution, 
Specification can have the tendency 
only to appeal due to the novelty factor 
and for infrequent purchases. It also 
relies on a high level of consumer 
engagement, and requires that 
consumers know what they want.  

 
Curation
The wealthy have always had personal 
shoppers and concierges to cut through 
the noise and guide them to what 
suits them. Big data and machine 
learning now promise to make the 
personalisation of products and 

services affordable to the masses, 
through mining patterns of behaviours, 
social networks and preferences. The 
most high-profile examples are music 
streaming services like Spotify, where 
weekly and even daily playlists are 
automatically generated. The accuracy 
of the Curation algorithm gets better the 
more you use it as you generate more 
data for it to feed off.

Curation is relatively untapped in 
consumer packaged goods, although 
Graze, the healthy snack subscription 
box allows consumers to ‘rate or 
slate’ their delivered snacks, gradually 
learning an individual’s taste profile 
so that future boxes can be more 
personalised. However, the kicker for 
many traditional retail-focused brands 
is how to generate relevant data. 
Getting consumers to sign up for new 
apps or services is notoriously hard, 
so how would some brands capture 
data that would help them customise 
their products? Partnering with relevant 
third party applications or data-driven 
companies would provide great insight 
for Curation-style customisation 
without the need to invest in expensive 
individual data-gathering operations. 

Questions to consider

1 
How does this add value to 
the wider brand experience?

For example would mass customisation 
offer lasting product benefits or is 
it simply being introduced to create 
marketing buzz? How should success be 
measured?

2
Does mass customisation 
add friction to the purchase 
experience? 

In an era of instant gratification, 
many customers are too impatient 
to wait for a customised product to 
arrive in the post when they could 
grab something off the shelf now. 

3
What are the knock-on 
effects to the supply chain?

What kind of investments will be 
required in reconfiguring the supply 
chain to support customisation? Or 
does an entirely new supply chain 
need to be created? 

Snickers Hunger Bars 
is an example of the 
selection approach to 
mass customisation. 
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Nike Zoom Vaporfly Elite

This is the shoe that three 
athletes wore while trying  
to break the 2 hour barrier  
for the marathon this year. 

All on board

Alain Giles has created the 
chopping board we have  
always wanted. Simple,  
useful and stylish.

Eye  
catchers

Samsung ‘The Frame’

Samsung epitomised the effort 
to make our screens ‘disappear’ 
with this picture frame 
influenced design. 

BeoSound Shape

A wireless speaker system 
that combines sound with 
customisable design. Hexagonal 
tiles can be placed in various 
sizes and patterns.

Ambient Light Colour Swing

This is an ambient light 
detection system, where the 
colour information of an object 
is read by an interface and then 
transmitted back as the same 
colour to the environment. 

Norton Core Router

Part of the latest generation of 
routers, its geometric simplicity 
looks beautiful in the home 
while protecting it from  
digital threats.
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http://www.digitalhabits.it/ambient-light-color-swing/
http://www.bang-olufsen.com/en/collection/wireless-speaker-systems/beosound-shape
http://news.nike.com/news/nike-zoom-vaporfly-elite
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https://www.theverge.com/2017/1/3/14124662/norton-core-router-announced-smart-home-security-ces-2017
http://www.samsung.com/uk/tvs/the-frame/highlights/
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What’s the  
deal with 
digital detox? 
 : Lydia O’Neill
Planner, specialising in  
design research, and consumer  
and design trends

One doesn’t have to climb 
mountains to control the 
way in which one relates 
to tech. A more balanced 
approach is possible.
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Why we are talking about digital 
detoxing and why it’s not the 
answer to the problem.

There’s a certain irony to talking about 
digital detox. Our Twitter and Facebook 
feeds or old fashioned RSS, are regularly 
filled with new studies suggesting any 
number of calamities are being caused 
by over-using digital technology and the 
media therein. Smartphones are making 
us lonely. Too much internet usage is 
causing our brains to shrink. These 
clickbait headlines re-emerge as you 
once again refresh your Instagram feed. 
And yet as we quickly progress into 
an ever-more connected digital world 
we return again and again to the idea. 
To the degree that it is now difficult to 
determine exactly what a digital detox 
is. We need to take a more analytical 
approach to what it actually is, and 
what it is trying to combat. 

A digital detox was defined as long 
ado as 2014 as a total disconnect from 
all mobiles, smartphones, tablets, 
laptops and computers for a certain 
length of time. Since then the concept 
has developed a kind of semi-official 
legitimacy as Britain’s communications 
regulator suggested that a digital detox 
had to last for at least 24hrs without 

devices. The Oxford 
English Dictionary 
defines the experience 
being ‘regarded as an 
opportunity to reduce 
stress or focus on 
social interaction in 
the physical world: 
break free of your 
devices.’

With the introduction and mass 
adoption of new technology 
comes inevitably counter-fear of the 
detrimental impact it has on society as 
a whole. Generation X-ers were warned 
not to sit too close to the television 
and that video games were damaging 
their moral fibre. And they turned 
out OK. (actually…) However, the 
situation with our current technology 
is unparalleled. Where we were once 
able to remove ourselves from the 
fixed position of our televisions and 
desktop computers; laptops, tablets 
and particularly smartphones are often 
about our person. They also have given 
us constant internet access and with it, 
the temptation to check and re-check 
work emails, instant messages, social 
media notifications, new bulletins etc. 
almost anywhere. 

As much as we’d like to wave away 
the idea of ‘digital detox’ as a fad, we 
cannot. We are now more reachable, 
more bombarded, notified and in 
return more expecting of other people’s 
availability than ever before. But as 
Howard Gardner and Kate Davies put it 
in ‘The App Generation’, ‘Technology 
only facilitates this constant connection; 
It doesn’t instigate it.’ In other words, it 
is easy for us to blame technology, but 
in actuality it’s how we are currently 
using it that is the real problem. 

Now, even bath salts claim they can 
help us practice safe tech. The term has 
been co-opted by businesses looking to 
take advantage of a buzzword, offering 
services to help facilitate this time-out 
from our devices. Fenced-off woodland 
and savvy spas are being rebranded 

as ‘digital detox’ camps and retreats, 
bringing the disconnect from devices 
into modern day well-being.

For those that love bath salts and those 
few that can justify paying the premium 
to have their smartphones, tablets and 
laptops taken from them, that’s fair 
enough. It’s perhaps not a wonder 
that people report feelings of reduced 
anxiety, improved attention spans and 
an increased awareness of the world 
around them after lounging around in a 
stately home in rural Hampshire. They 
might even experience improved sleep 
and more energy 
after long soaks in 
bath salts. But in 
the long run, like 
any detox, it’s not 
sustainable. 

But why do we 
need a digital detox 
anyway? Well, 
alongside the many 
benefits of modern 
technology and 
constant-connectivity (through phone 
devices), there are drawbacks. We often 
hear of a disconnect from the ‘physical’, 
natural world, a disconnect from each 
other and even our own emotions. 

Gardner and Davies warn that, 
‘ultimately, we find that the quality of 
our relationships in the app era depends 
on whether we use our apps to bypass 
the discomforts of relating to others 
or as sometimes risky entry points to 
the forging of sustained, meaningful 
interactions.’ All of this combined with 
the general sense and frustration that 
individuals are losing control over their 
time has left us, in one way or another, 
feeling a need to escape.  

Some of the impacts of constant 
connectivity may be overstated. 

However, there is certainly a degree 
to which digital detox is responding 
to a real feeling. A poll by the market 
research company Opinium reported 
that more than half of those surveyed 

(56%) said they feel pressured to 
constantly use social media.

According to a 2014 study published 
in Computers in Human Behaviour, 
researchers concluded that by the time 
people log out of Facebook, they feel like 
they’ve wasted their time. Their remorse 
over being unproductive causes them to 
feel sad.

The speedy mass adoption of 
smartphones brings us to a point where 
we have to take responsibility, finding 
ways to manage ourselves to foster a 
more balanced relationship with tech. 
Far from handing over responsibility 
to others, most people are reacting to 
this in independent fashion. For many 
reasons a detox or total disconnect is 
not the answer to the problem, the 
reality being that digital connection is 
so built into our personal and work life 
that it is not always feasible or desirable 
to step away entirely. Instead we must 
look above digital detox, and focus our 
attention not on the devices, but the 
habitual behaviours that are allowing 
for this imbalance and lack of control 
over our digital usage. 

In some ways people are treating 
their relationship to tech like their 

For those few that 
can justify paying a 
premium to have their 
smartphones and laptops 
taken away that’s fair 
enough.

From the event Innocent 
Unplugged which was held in 
2016. A branded,‘off-grid’ 

experience held in Kent.

Digital connection 
is so built into our 
personal and work 
life, it is not always 
feasible or desirable 
to step away entirely.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-gen-y-guide/201702/2-key-reasons-why-were-becoming-lonelier
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-gen-y-guide/201702/2-key-reasons-why-were-becoming-lonelier
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/mental-wealth/201402/gray-matters-too-much-screen-time-damages-the-brain
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/mental-wealth/201402/gray-matters-too-much-screen-time-damages-the-brain
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/digital_detox
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/digital_detox
http://www.pursomalife.com/pursoma-life/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/what-mentally-strong-people-dont-do/201603/science-explains-how-facebook-makes-you-sad
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/what-mentally-strong-people-dont-do/201603/science-explains-how-facebook-makes-you-sad
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relationship with food – striving for 
moderation and balance. For many, 
a total disconnect or ‘detox’ is not 
realistic. Instead, we will continue  
to see people exploring novel ways  
and services that help people gain a 
better balance to help them co-exist 
with technology. 

As Sherry Turkle, a professor of social 
science who has written a great deal  
on human-technology interaction 
claimed in her book ‘Alone Together’, 
‘we have to find a way to live with 
seductive technology and make it work 
to our purposes.’

Here are a few effective methods we are 
seeing people use to regain balance and 
take back control in a fashion that they 
feel is appropriate. They aren’t always 
definitive actions, but they show the 
way in which ‘digital detox’ is merely 
one way in which people are regulating 
their use of smart-phones, tablets and 
connective digital technology. 

Family rules 
During our research, we witnessed 

people, particularly families, 

practising a new social etiquette 

around phones. This might be 

limiting access such as permitting 

an appropriate amount of screen 

time or even re-setting wi-fi 

passwords until certain tasks 

have been completed. Some families 

denote bedrooms and bathrooms as 

tech-free spaces. The TV is being 

de-prioritised as the centrepiece 

in hope of nurturing conversation 

and relaxation.

Controlling time
There are lots of mobile and web 

services to help us monitor or 

limit the time spent on devices 

such as Offtime, Moment and Flips. 

They devise different tactics 

to help you track how you use 

your phones and set restrictions 

on usage. Smartphone users are 

minimising time spent within 

an app. These include ditching 

editing features or ‘filters’ when 

sharing images partly to make the 

process swifter and partly to make 

the result more natural. 

:Methods

Leaving phones behind is one 
tactic users are adopting to 

find better balance.

Social codes 
To be phubbed describes the act 

of somebody pulling out a phone 

whilst communicating with you. 

We’ve seen playful tactics such as 

‘phone stacking’, whereby diners 

balance all their phones in the 

middle of the table. Now we are 

beginning to see a more collective 

discipline of the appropriate 

times to hide away our phones. 

Some restaurants such as Bunyadi 

in London are banning phones as a 

USP to allow people an escape from 

the everyday. 

Second phones 
The relaunch of the Nokia 3310 

might not simply be a case of 

addressing a market nostalgic 

for retro design. Another reason 

might be to consider this a sign 

that some want to rid their phones 

of distractions and strip their 

mobiles back to the core functions 

– making calls and sending/

receiving SMS messages. An article 

in the FT suggested that there are 

a number of ‘second phoneys’ who 

use a smartphone in the day but a 

simpler phone in the evening.

Do Not Disturb
Turning off notifications is an 

effective demonstration of people 

pushing back on the constant 

bombardment faced by apps that are 

designed to encourage engagement. 

Notifications demand our attention 

and pull us away from the task 

at hand or the people in front of 

us. Nicky Morgan, the Education 

Secretary suggested that teachers 

should not email after 5pm. Others 

suggest that school servers should 

stop pushing emails between 6pm 

and 7am the next day.

Hiding apps  
UX design has been so successful 

at making the act of unlocking 

our phones and launching an app 

almost subconscious. This too 

makes some certain applications 

almost addictive in nature and can 

contribute to the frustration and 

feeling of not being in control. 

During research, we have seen how 

people have re-arranged their 

apps, moving certain ones to 

harder-to-reach places on their 

phones. Deleting apps from mobile 

devices is another strategy.

Setting boundaries 
Becoming self-aware of when you 

are most susceptible to using your 

phone is the first step to being 

able to create rules to help you 

find balance. Rules could include: 

always keeping your phone out 

of sight when eating, switching 

to the ‘do not disturb’ function 

after 9pm, replacing your phone 

with a book on public transport, 

limiting the number of times you 

check social media to twice a day 

or turning off email notifications 

as you leave the office.

Mindfulness
Mindfulness is a meditation 

technique that encourages a moment 

outside the pressing concerns of 

daily life and thereby regaining 

attention over the present moment 

when one returns. ‘Being in the 

moment’ has become another coping 

mechanism used to help people 

address the negative affects of 

information overload associated 

with smartphones. In April 2016, 

the mindfulness app Headspace 

claimed to have over 6 million 

active users.

 A new etiquette
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In times of rapid or sudden 
change we are often compelled to 
assess the way in which we look 
at ourselves. The surprise of the 
Brexit vote in the United Kingdom 
and the election of Trump in the 
USA, not to mention the meteoric 
rise of Macron and Marine Le Pen 
in France has questioned how we 
might know ourselves.

It is in this context that we should 
consider David Goodhart’s book ‘The 
Road to Somewhere’: a useful response 
to the events of the last year but also 
rich in potential for understanding 
other cultural and sociological 
phenomenon. Before we do so, let 
us first consider the previous ways 
in which we’ve split our populations 
into identifiable groups in order to 
appreciate what is happening today. 

In the years following World War 
II, predominantly male magazine 
publishers and their advertisers were 
confused by the new positions that 
readers had taken in a society that had 
changed a great deal since the 1930s; 
particularly the women. Some had 
returned to a purely domestic role that 
they had occupied before the war. Some 
remained in the work place. Others 

Anywhere in 
search of  
somewhere 
 : Tim Abrahams
Writer and editor, 
specialising in  
architecture and urbanism

had assumed new positions. The ABC 
classification system was primarily an 
attempt to understand not just a reader’s 
economic potential but also – of vital 
importance to the nuanced world of 
editorial – their identity as expressed 
through a lifestyle. 

The means by which we make 
classifications and the way we use 
them, says a great deal about the times 
we live in. In 1987, William Strauss 
and Neill Howe published their book 
‘Generations’. The book, which gave us 
the word Millenials, provided an insight 
into shared generational characteristics 
and how these might play out over a 
life-time particularly in relation to a 
series of major events (all the way back 
to the US Civil War up to the Summer 
of Love) that occurred evenly through 
time. Al Gore sent a copy to every 
member of Congress and age cohorts 
– such as Generation X and Millenials – 
began to dominate our thinking. 

In their subsequent book dedicated to 
Millenials, they imagined the Millenials 
as a privileged generation that would 
come of age following an unspecified 
event during the mid-Naughties. ‘When 
the two come together, the young people 
of America will dazzle the nation,’ they 

wrote. Steve Bannon, editor of Breitbart, 
strategist to Donald Trump and a 
huge fan of Strauss and Howe’s book, 
believed this to be the Banking collapse 
at the end of 2007 and beginning of 
2008. This age group certainly doesn’t 
appear to have made a key intervention 
in subsequent events however. Indeed, 
they largely voted against Trump and 
against Brexit. 

Of course it’s ironic that generational 
demographics failed to predict or even 
explain, the shock of the Trump election 
and the Brexit vote in the UK when 
Strauss and Howe had expected them 
to. Economic reasons were clearly 
factors in both and age still has a part 
to play. This may not be a generational 
cohort however but simply a factor of 
age. An article in The Spectator on the 
issue wondered whether this was in fact 
an enduring issue and so doing, used 
a quote ascribed to Winston Churchill: 
‘If you’re not a socialist at the age of 
20 you have no heart. If you’re not a 
conservative at the age of 40, you have 
no brain.’ This cohort may change as 
others have. 

Certainly many have since had a feeling 
that they no longer understood what 
makes many of their fellow citizens 

tick, never mind those of the same age 
as themselves. One of the first books to 
really get to grips with these differences 
is ‘The Road to Somewhere’ by David 
Goodhart – the founding editor of the 
political magazine Prospect and director 
of the think tank Demos. Goodhart 
wrote the book to explain political 
events but it also provides valuable 
insight into the evolving worldviews 
of the British people, in particular. 
Goodhart organises the division in 
society not around generation or 
economic group but around worldview, 
and a worldview based on collective 
responses to globalistaion. 

Overlying existing social and economic 
divisions, Goodhart notices a distinction 
‘between the people who see the world 
from Anywhere and the people who see 
it from Somewhere.’ Whilst the division 
is not new, he says, it has become more 
important and now provides a far more 
illuminating and decisive distinction 
than a traditional left/right one. 
Somewheres, according to Goodhart, 
form just over half of UK society and 
are more rooted. They have ascribed 
identities such as a Scottish farmer or 
a Cornish housewife. They can’t be 
broken down into a single economic 
group but they tend to include those 
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who have lost out economically with 
the decline of well-paid jobs that don’t 
require a degree.

The book directly addresses the 
issues that make the two groups 
uncomfortable. Goodhart points out 
that about 60% of British people still 
live within 20 miles of where they lived 
when they were 14. He also shows that 
while university courses have increased, 
vocational education has decreased 
by a similar order. This has led to the 
polarisation of the job market between 
insecure McJobs and professional jobs. 
The impact of immigration is positive for 
Anywheres, but had negative impact on 
low paid jobs. It is Goodhart’s intention 
to show that most Somewheres are 
not stupid and xenophobic, and have 
legitimate gripes. 

In endeavouring to show how the 
Somewheres have reacted in a political 
way in response to the threats real 
and imaginary to their livelihoods and 
community identity, the book perhaps 
overstates the cultural hegemony and 
certainty of the Anywheres – around 
25% of the population. This is the 
other group in Goodhart’s scenario. 
In distinction to the Somewheres, the 
Anywheres tend to do well at school 

then usually move from home to a 
residential university and on to a career 
in the professions that might take them 
to London or even abroad for a year or 
two. They identify with cosmopolitan 
values and dominate the upper echelons 
of the media and the political class. 

And yet if we consider how younger 
Anywheres have expressed themselves 
culturally we begin to see that the 
groups Goodhart has defined have an 
even more complex relationship than he 
perhaps realises. In his TV programme 
Hipster Handbook, the writer Peter 
York identifies place – a somewhere 
– as being of huge importance to 
cosmopolitan Anywheres. He describes 
Shoreditch in East London thus: ‘It used 
to be an actual place but now it’s a state 
of mind.’ Whilst the political affiliations 
of Anywheres may be internationalist 
and liberal they are drawn to former 
working class district because, they feel, 
it nourishes their authentic selves. York 
points out that this group assumes other 
attributes of the original class such as 
the wearing of plaid shirts: Anywheres 
playing at being from Somewhere. 

What is particularly significant for 
brands today is the way that the young 
Anywheres will construct the attributes 

of the new place-led identities they have 
adopted, with varying levels of irony. 
It is also notable that they are willing 
to assume the clothing of the historical 
Somewheres – even if their political 
and social outlooks today makes 
them uncomfortable. Furthermore, 
Anywheres are willing to reconstitute 
what they see as missing components 
from the stage-set of this historical 
world they seek out. Beer is the perfect 
example: a product associated in both 
its production – involving benign, 
non-dangerous small-scale factory work 
– and consumption with the working 
classes. A product such as Brooklyn 
Lager is thus highly emblematic. 

Indeed one of the most interesting 
aspects of Goodhart’s generally 
political focus is the further sociological 
implications. Typifying the Anywhere 
world view the author says they feel 
comfortable about the modern world, 
have a loose idea of national identity 
and a preference for liberty over 
security. Arguing that they have little 
to lose from this arrangement whereas 
Somewheres do, Goodhart describes 
how the Anywheres are political 
in favour of open borders and free 
immigration within the EU. Taking this 
a step further than the book though and 

thinking in terms of their wider lifestyle, 
it should be no surprise how important 
travel is to the Anywheres. Yet it is travel 
of a specific kind. 

According to a poll conducted by Harris 
on behalf of Eventbrite in 2014, 69% of 
the young people interviewed believe 
attending events makes them feel 
more connected to others. We have a 
situation where Somewheres travel to 
feel more connected with individuals 
who are largely strangers. Anywheres 
like to constitute communities endlessly 
wherever they go. It is in this context 
that Airbnb’s new Trips service should 
be considered. In one regard Trips 
addresses the Anywhere value of 
self-fulfilment; in other regard Trips 
is enabling users to develop a more 
thorough relationship with the place 
they visit and a community within it. 

Everyone wants to have their cake and 
eat it of course and although Goodhart’s 
book primarily identifies a new political 
and social fault-line, it also shows us 
new territory for thinking about social 
groups. He offers fertile territory for 
exploration by all kinds of professionals, 
including an opportunity to think about 
how the two groups enjoy the qualities 
more inherent in the values of the other. 

According to a poll, 69% of 
young people interviewed 
believe attending events 
makes them feel more 
connected to other people.



40 41

Big  
picture

Macro trends

Developments that transcend markets, 
sectors and demographics 

Micro trends

Particular dynamics with specific impact on 
certain markets, sectors and demographics

Technological

Polarised 
prosperity

Three trends from our database 
that help us situate strategy  
in a future context.

Redefined 
town centres

Redefined 
town centres

‘Bricks and mortar’ retail space 
will continue to contract as 
shopping moves online.
This will lead to lower city centre 
rents and an increase in initiatives 
to find new use of vacant space and 
redefine the shopping experience. 
The rise of leisure dominated 
shopping will continue as increasing 
amounts of people go shopping in 
order to eat and drink. The Victoria 
Gate shopping centre in Leeds 
opened in October 2016 with 
52% of space devoted to food and 
beverage outlets.

Cycle sharing 
boom

From test-cases in Western 
European cities, cycle sharing 
has gone global.
No company typifies the dramatic 
shift in this field more than the 
Beijing based company Mobike 
which has revolutionised urban 
travel in Chinese cities. The bike 
sharing scheme that uses a nifty app 
rather than the clunky interfaces of 
European schemes, has prompted, 
according to a survey by Tsinghua 
University, a 55% decrease in the 
number of trips by car and the 
doubling of the number of journeys 
by bike. At the end of June, Mobike 
opens a trial scheme in Manchester 
and Salford for six months. 

Exurbia: beyond 
the city

Flexible employment patterns 
coupled with housing demand 
is creating new kinds of towns.
Internal migration statistics 
published by the Office of National 
Statistics show that recently in the 
UK there has been a population 
drift away from London, partly to its 
suburbs but also beyond, into the 
exurbs, beyond the greenbelt. Yes, 
there has been an urban revival, but 
this is dwarfed by those moving out. 
Patterns of work and dwelling have 
grown more complex and tend to 
be car-dependent and dispersed 
throughout large polycentric regions 
rather than between central areas 
and suburbs. 

Retail 
revolution

Cycle sharing 
boom

Urban  
renaissance

Exurbia

Sustainability 
tensions

Economic

Socio-cultural
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More to VR than 
meets the eye
 :  James Scott
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consumer and design trends

An artist rendering of a 
person exploring a digital 
realm in VR. 
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being combined with live, explorable 
experiences, which really push the 
potential of the medium. The operators 
of Thorpe Park, in the UK, have recently 
added a VR ghost train to their theme 
park: an immersive experience of being 
trapped on a runaway train with a 
sinister presence on board, created in 
collaboration with the TV illusionist, 
Derren Brown. This followed a similar 
grafting of VR onto a rollercoaster at 
Alton Towers in order to achieve the 
sensations of flying between planets.

IMAX is already rolling out VR pods in 
theatres and other public spaces, which 
promises some of the most incredible 
experiences to stand alongside movie 
releases as promotional material. One of 
the most recent experiences is the Star 
Wars: Trials on Tatooine, in which you 
can wield a lightsaber, repair the iconic 
Millennium Falcon and defend R2-D2 
from incoming stormtroopers.

These are all promising developments 
for new brands and we will certainly see 
many more fascinating collaborations 
between the gaming industry, 
filmmakers, animation studios and 
VR hardware companies. We can 
already imagine a number of exciting 
possibilities. 

Waterproof concepts of VR headsets, 
for example, are already being 
experimented with. Flash forward to 
your next trip to the swimming pool, 
VR Fridays could allow you to swim 
with giant sea creatures, visit the 
Great Barrier Reef or experience being 
shipwrecked with characters from the 
latest Pirates of the Carribean movie. 

Elsewhere in Perspective we cover the 
future of AVs. What might happen 
though when autonomous vehicles 
and VR technology is combined? 
Imagine a pre-
programmed 
autonomous 
car driving 
around a 
disused airport, 
transporting 
you into a 
high-speed 
car chase, 
swerving 
between 
oncoming 
traffic while you shoot bad guys from 
the back seat with a dummy gun 
with convincing recoil. The car is 
programmed to jolt as you are rammed 
by the virtual pursuers adding to the 
veracity of the experience. 

Far from becoming an isolating 
experience, VR might provide different 
opportunities for collective fun. The 
huge popularity of massive multiplayer 
online role-playing games such as World 
of Warcraft has created a generation of 
people comfortable with fantasy, people 
who socialise in digital worlds. Future 
iterations of companies like The Void 
could partner with Blizzard (makers of 
World of Warcraft) to create VR quests 
where they might partner with real 
people in huge environments, even 
spending multiple days inside.

While the distant 
embodiment of VR 
maybe the entire 
encompassing of 
body and mind in a 
fully immersive state, 
indistinguishable 
from reality, its 
immediate future will 
be fun, accessible 
and shared with 
other people, out in 

the real world. Much like the arcades of 
the 80’s that essentially became extinct 
as consoles brought high-end gaming 
experiences to the living room, the next 
wave of VR technology could, in some 
way bring it back.  

Although there have been many 
false starts over the years, the 
virtual reality (VR) industry is finally 
expected to hit the mainstream. 
In the wake of popular product 
launches from Oculus Rift, Sony’s 
PSVR and the HTC Vive, the 2016 
VR Industry report predicted there 
will be as many as 37 million 
headsets sold to consumers by 
2020: an astonishing figure. 

Much of the discussion surrounding VR 
is based around home entertainment – 
predominantly in gaming experiences. 
While some very compelling VR 
experiences will be developed that will 
work very well within the confines 
of the living room, those looking for 
more active or visceral VR experiences 
will run up against constraints in this 
environment. And while there are 
many advantages to having VR in the 
home while you are wearing your 
expensive omni-haptic-feedback-holo-
deck-crane-suits (including the peace 
of mind of not being seen), there are 
unexplored examples of location-based-
entertainment (LBE) which combine VR 
with real-life scenarios. These help to 
create exciting new scenarios that have 
the potential to revolutionise the way we 
learn, play and socialise. 

A prime example of LBE is the ever 
popular escape rooms, themed puzzle 
experiences where small groups must 
work together and 
solve clues to find 
their way out of 
a room within a 
time limit. Their 
popularity is 
largely the result 
of their low cost 
but high level of 
entertainment 
and immersion. 
Despite the drop in prices, off-the-shelf 
VR products are still out of the reach 
of many customers. However they are 
affordable for cinemas, theme parks 
and shopping malls, which is where we 
are starting to see an explosion of LBE 
utilising VR.

One of the most promising of these 
is called ‘The Void’, which you could 
describe as a VR experience centre. It 
layers VR technology over real-time, 
physical interactive environments and, 
in doing so, offers some suggestion 
as to other directions VR might travel 
in. Think of The Void as a gaming 
arcade where you become part of the 
experience, rather than just watch 
it happen through a screen. Players 

can interact with each other and 
their immediate environment as their 
movements are tracked by cameras in a 

warehouse sized area while feeling real 
visceral feedback from heat of a flame 
or the mist from a cliff edge. 

Virtual reality arcades (or VRcades) are 
also starting to grow in popularity. In 
the 80’s computer gaming was made 
accessible to the first generation of 
users with a serried ranks of coin-
operated consoles. Today this model is 
essentially extinct, but VR’s next wave 
of advancements could bring it back 
in some form, using custom made VR 
rigs with haptic feedback or motion 
simulators.

Whilst this could potentially be a 
model for mass usage of VR, The 
Void and other LBE suggest that VR is 

One of the most promising 
of these is called 
‘The Void’, which you 
could describe as a VR 
experience centre.

The autonomous 
vehicle is 
programmed to 
jolt as you are 
rammed by the 
virtual pursuers.

A player interacts with a 
control panel in virtual 
reality, and feels the 
screen on his fingers.

https://www.theverge.com/2017/2/17/14638270/imax-virtual-reality-experience-centre-star-wars-john-wick
http://www.greenlightvr.com/reports/2016-industry-report
http://www.greenlightvr.com/reports/2016-industry-report
https://www.thevoid.com/
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Voice technology produced its 
first mainstream sales success 
with the home assistant Amazon 
Echo. This device was released in 
November 2014. Since then Morgan 
Stanley, the financial services firm, 
estimates had cumulative sales 
of over 11 million worldwide by 
December 2016.

Since then Voice User Interfaces have 
created a lot of buzz in tech circles. 
Google joined the market in November 
2016 with their device Google Home, 
which they describe as a hands-free 
smart speaker which can reply to 
questions (with the added promise of 
being able to do more in the future.) 

Analysts at VoiceLabs, a voice analytics 
company, predict that ‘between Apple, 
Samsung and Microsoft, two of the three 
will ship compelling voice-first devices 
in 2017’ bringing around 33 million 
‘voice-first’ devices into circulation. 
Apple has indeed announced the 
‘HomePod’ in June, which will be 
available this December. These home 
assistants are referred to as ‘voice-first’ 
devices since their main interface is 
voice, although they are not limited 
to that and can incorporate physical 
and screen interfaces. This surge is 

due to the vast 
improvement 
in machine 
learning which 
underpins voice 
recognition and 
natural language 
processing. 
Error rates in 
converting audio to text, and then to 
an understandable command, have 
gotten as low as 5%. The technological 
progress is impressive, yet an error in 
every 20 words spoken still makes voice 
as an input frustrating for many. 

Home assistants have become the 
take-off point for voice technology. 
Prior to this, mobile phone based 
virtual assistants, such as Siri (Apple), 
Cortana (Microsoft) and Google 

Assistant/Now (Google) had been the 
flag bearers. Six months before the 
release of Google Home, Google’s CEO 
Sundar Pichai said that 20% of queries 
made on Android were done by voice 
via Google Now. These recent gains 
have led to real excitement around 
the technology. ‘We believe that the 
next big platform is voice,’ said Dave 
Limp, vice-president of devices at 
Amazon. Can voice technology really 
become the next UX platform? Can it 

create a universal interface that could 
replace the smartphone touchscreens 
for an endlessly increasing amount of 
interactions – the vision behind the 
movie ‘Her’?

Of course, the voice user interface or 
VUIs has a lot to offer. Yet it isn’t the 
silver UX bullet some of the promoters 
claim it is. There are occasions when 
voice technology helps the experience 
and others when it doesn’t. It is 
important to think through a product’s 
use cases in detail to determine how 
much value voice technology is 
adding. However, it is not a simple 
choice between a voice interface and 
touchscreen; modes can be combined 
in different ways, as we explore in the 
table below. Here are three cases when 
voice does and doesn’t help. 

Talking 
Technology
 : Reef Urfali
Consultant, specialising  
in consumer research and  
user experience strategy

Input methods Output methods Examples

Voice, touchscreen

Voice, keyboard, gestures, touchscreen

Voice, companion app

Voice, camera/gesture

Voice, scroll knob, hard buttons, touchscreen

Small screen, haptic

Screen, audio, haptic

Audio, companion app

Screen, audio

Audio, screen

Smart watches

Smartphones

Amazon Alexa

Xbox Kinect

Some car interfaces

Table 1. Common 
multimodal interfaces 
(Klein 2016) 

Joaquin Phoenix in the 
movie ‘Her’, a story about 
a man who has a voice-based 
intimate relationship with 
an operating system.

There are occasions 
when voice technology 
helps the experience and 
others when it doesn’t.

http://www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/amazon-has-sold-more-than-11-million-echo-devices-morgan-stanley-says/
http://voicelabs.co/2017/01/15/the-2017-voice-report/
http://voicelabs.co/2017/01/15/the-2017-voice-report/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/miguelhelft/2016/05/18/inside-sundar-pichais-plan-to-put-ai-everywhere/
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Speed and multiple requests
A recent study at Stanford 

University showed that speech 

dictation is three times faster 

than typing in English and 2.8 

times faster in Mandarin. Certain 

languages that are more difficult 

to type could benefit more than 

others from dictation. This 

extends to certain symbols used 

for mathematics and musical notes 

that could be made simpler to 

input. Similarly, using voice to 

give compound requests involving 

multiple yet simple inputs could 

save time. You could say, ‘Alexa, 

turn off the music in the kitchen, 

turn off the lounge lights and 

load House of Cards season 5 

episode 1’ faster than it would 

take to laboriously make each 

query individually.

Convenience and safety 
Some situations make inputting 

through a voice user interface 

(VUI) and receiving an audio 

output much more practical than 

typing and looking at a screen. 

This is particularly useful when 

hands are required to operate 

something else safely. It is 

important to note however that 

although using a VUI allows a 

user to remain hands-free, it 

doesn’t prevent a user from being 

distracted. A recent MIT study 

showed that drivers who use voice 

commands have a tendency to look 

at a screen for visual feedback 

to particular voice commands. 

For example Apple’s CarPlay 

deactivates the in-car screen at 

times to avoid exactly this kind 

of dangerous distraction. 

Shared control of devices 
Voice interfaces naturally 

encourage more social 

interactions. A device with a VUI 

turns the space around it into an 

interactive environment, where 

people can share the interface. 

Nearly 85% of Amazon Echo owners 

place their device in a communal 

area, either a kitchen or lounge, 

which allows everyone in a home 

to interact with it. In a similar 

vein, over 80% of households with 

an Amazon Echo tend to have 2 or 

more people interacting with Alexa 

at the same time. Using a VUI is 

particularly useful in allowing 

anyone in a household to control 

smart devices, such as lights and 

thermostats, around the home, 

without having to get a phone out 

every time.

When Voice makes 
more sense

:Cases

 

Talking in public spaces  
Whilst Iron Man talks openly to 

Jarvis, the rest of us are more 

reticent. That’s not to say that 

this couldn’t change in the future 

as etiquette for interacting 

with tech evolves. Talking to 

a VUI in public is difficult to 

manage and potentially chaotic. 

Imagine speaking to your computer 

in an open-plan office, when 

everyone else around you is 

doing the same. Privacy becomes 

a bigger issue to think about. 

Just as users avoid talking on 

their mobile phones in public 

about sensitive topics such as 

health problems so they would be 

reluctant to do so with a VUI. 

Additionally there is potential 

for a private message to be read 

out loud to you.  
 

Understanding potential  
What exactly can a VUI do? It 

seems obvious but actually it is 

not always clear. Users don’t know 

what they can and can’t ask for 

since VUI devices are not great 

at communicating the options 

available. For example, to learn 

about the breadth of Amazon Echo 

skills (applications that can be 

activated by voice), users need 

to browse Alexa’s skills via 

the Amazon app or website, and 

enable the ones they want to use. 

Invariably, users end up enabling 

more skills than they can recall 

and tend to regularly use just a 

handful. According to The 2017 

Voice Report by VoiceLabs, this is 

one of the reason’s why only 3% of 

voice applications retain their 

users after two weeks.

Complex inputs and outputs 
Some tasks require a number of 

exchanges, particularly when 

various inputs depend on others; 

in such cases, users are better 

off inputting information with 

a visual interface rather than a 

vocal one. For example, trying to 

schedule multiple interdependent 

meetings is easier to do with 

a calendar on a screen rather 

than speaking to a device. Audio 

output can be equally difficult to 

digest. Imagine being read out a 

long list of items from which you 

have one to choose: ‘which pizza 

do you want to order: Margherita: 

Funghi; Capricciosa; Quattro 

stagioni, Hawaiian, etc. etc.?’ 

It’s also more difficult to do a 

comparison with multiple items 

read out to you.

When Voice makes 
less sense

:Cases

http://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/a22684/phone-dictation-typing-speed
http://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/a22684/phone-dictation-typing-speed
http://web.mit.edu/reimer/www/pdfs/Dobres_Reimer_and_Mehler_2014.pdf
https://www.experian.com/innovation/thought-leadership/amazon-echo-consumer-survey.jsp
https://www.experian.com/innovation/thought-leadership/amazon-echo-consumer-survey.jsp
https://www.experian.com/innovation/thought-leadership/amazon-echo-consumer-survey.jsp
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Lexicon

GAFA 
noun
An acronym of Google, Apple, 
Facebook, Amazon which 
originated in the French press. 

To sharent 
verb
To habitually use social media to 
share news of ones children. See 
STFU Parents blog for examples. 

Digital twin
noun
A computerised model which can 
be tested with altered stimuli to 
explore likely real world results. 

Second life batteries 
noun
When electric car batteries 
degrade so they are no longer 
any use in a car, they can be given 
a new lease of life in homes.

VAR
noun
Virtual Augmented Reality. 
This technology introduces 
augmented objects in virtual 
reality. Thus a chair becomes a 
cockpit in a flight simulation. 

Hybrid Birds

After the German company Lilium 
stunned the aviation world with 
the test launch of its electric 
flying car in May, other companies 
have announced production 
dates. Although Lilium have not 
announced any production dates, 
Slovakian firm AeroMobil plan to 
start building a flying car that can 
drive on roads in 2020.

Soap-chat

By the end of this year, Snapchat, already 
a publisher, will become a broadcaster. 
Building on the short-lived messaging 
system at its core, the social network plans 
to become a platform for 3-5 minute long 
snippets of TV. Snapchat’s aim is to have a 
couple of new episodes of original shows 
debuting every day by the end of 2017. 

Sensing sugar

Apple hopes to solve one of the 
most thorny issues in biomedical 
science and help diabetics the 
world over. The company has been 
conducting feasibility trials on 
non-invasive sensors to monitor 
blood sugar levels in the hope that 
they can add the technology to 
Apple Watch and provide diabetics 
with constant information on their 
glucose levels. 

Autono-many

Reuters have reported that General Motors 
plans to deploy thousands of self-driving 
electric cars in test fleets in partnership 
with Lyft Inc. next year. The specially 
equipped Chevrolet Bolt electric vehicle 
will be tested in Lyft’s ride-sharing fleet in 
several states. 
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Becoming workshop of the 
world was one thing, but China’s 
newfound status as counterfeit 
capital of the world strikes 
designers closer to home.

After all, in our post-industrial 
knowledge economy we creatives are 
supposed to live on the thin air of 
ideas. Companies are also becoming 
more vigilant in protecting their 
‘creative capital’. In defence of its 
ownership of Eames’ chair designs, 
Vitra used European copyright laws 
to force a Malaysian manufacturer to 
remove items similar to the Aluminium 
Chair from its stand at Orgatec.

Fakery has become a multibillion dollar, 
globalised business, far beyond phoney 
Rolexes. General Motors and Toyota 
have fought piracy cases in China 
involving whole cars, and the European 
Commission claims that counterfeit 
goods cost 100,000 European jobs a 
year. Two thirds of counterfeits seized 
in Europe come from Asia, with the 
minority being of Chinese origin.

So should designers – who might have 
previously enjoyed the high-quality, 
but forbidden fakes of Shanghai’s 
Xiangyang market – begin to see cheap 
imitations in a more sinister light? Is a 
bit of harmless bargain hunting actually 

Detail of a chair 
designed by Charles 
Eames and produced 
under license in 
certain territories 
by Vitra.

Faking it
 : Kevin McCullagh 
Published by FastCo, December 2004
Plan founder, with a 20-year  
track record in product strategy  
and design leadership

robbing designers of what is rightfully 
theirs? Are Chinese copycats stealing 
our jobs?

To take the issue seriously, we must 
untangle rights and cultural and 
economic factors. Let’s begin with the 
principle of intellectual property rights 
(IPR). The essence of copyright is the 
granting of a limited, state-enforced 
monopoly to protect innovators, so 
promoting innovation for the wider 
social good.

In a defining speech to the British 
Parliament in 1841, when the issue of 
copyright was being hammered out, 
Thomas Macaulay defined the balance 
of interests: ‘It is good that authors 
should be remunerated and the least 
exceptionable way of remunerating 
them is by a monopoly, yet monopoly 
is an evil for the sake of the good. We 
must submit to the evil, but the evil 
ought not to last a day longer than is 
necessary for the purpose of securing 
the good.’ Hold that thought – IPRs 
are a necessary evil, to be tolerated as 
long as they promote social progress 
through more innovation.

Let’s now bring to mind some real 
cultural differences. China is an 
industrial culture – making is a way 
of life for many Chinese. There are 

more mobile phone manufacturers in 
China than the rest of the world put 
together. By contrast, the West can be 
seen as a litigious society – if in doubt, 
sue. Business contract law is viewed 
as a Western concept in China, where 
guanxi – doing deals within a network 
of known associates – is traditionally 
the way business is done. Another 
difference is the contrasting attitudes 
to risk taking. For the time and budget 
a Western company spends on an 
investment risk assessment, its Chinese 
counterpart will have tooled-up and 
have first prototypes ready to assess.

Let’s also nail the myth that there 
is something innate to China about 
the counterfeiting boom. This 
condescending fiction used to be 
pitched at Japan in the Seventies, and 
Korea in the Nineties, before they went 
on to become industry leaders.

Copying is a well-rehearsed stage 
for developing economies. The 
Design Council’s director of design 
and innovation Richard Eiserman 
puts it succinctly: ‘It took Japan 
30 years to catch-up, Korea 15 and 
China five’. So the counterfeit boom 
is the transitionary phase to China’s 
maturity as an innovation leader. And 
let’s not forget the unpaid copyright 
backlog in the other direction, when 

Enlightenment Europe was in catch-up 
mode – paper, printing, gunpowder and 
the compass are all Chinese inventions. 
As for Western jobs, it’s not a simple 
trade-off. In the past 20 years, as 
Europe de-industrialised, its workforce 
has grown by 20%. Also, many 
companies only make their profits 
by sub-contracting manufacturing to 
China.

Shanghai is now a global creative hub, 
and the number of Chinese mobile 
phone patents has tripled in the past 
three years. As more home-grown 
brands are developed and IP generated, 
there is increasing pressure from 
Chinese companies to see that IPR is 
strictly enforced. 

So how should we assess the ethics 
of buying copies? I suggest we follow 
Macaulay: is innovation and social 
progress served, or stifled? Ripping-
off new designs from the Milan 
furniture fair is a different matter 
from reproducing a classic. In the first 
case, the innovator is robbed of their 
chance to earn a fair return on their 
investment. In the second, say when 
Vitra charge £1,100 for a piece designed 
50 years ago, most of humanity is 
denied the chance to own a beautiful 
chair, decades after its innovator died. 
Who, here, is ripping off who? 

From the 
archive
Where we take a rummage 
through past articles and 
revisit some old ideas that 
still ring true today.
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End notes

Choices on the road ahead  
pages 6-11
 
The world of mobility is moving 
quickly. An article in 24/7 Wall Street 
‘America’s Biggest Companies, Then 
and Now (1955 to 2010)’, published 
in September 2010, was a prompt 
to some longer term thinking. 
Robert Gordon believes US growth 
may be slowing. His forecast is 
overly gloomy, but as his TED talk 
shows he understands the forces 
that drive innovation.
It is worth bearing in mind how close 
some of these innovations are. No 
other story brought this home better 
than one in CNN Tech in October 
2016 entitled: ‘A self-driving 
truck just hauled 51,744 cans of 
Budweiser on a Colorado highway.’ 

New retail moments 
pages 18-21
 
This is a new field of inquiry so 
resources are sketchy. One of 
the key spurs to thinking about 
the destiny of fast moving goods 
was research by Mintel on the 
percentage of UK grocery shoppers 
who had moved online. 
Retail Week have also been tracking 
the decline in footfall on the high 
street. Part of a growing picture that 
retail is changing profoundly. 
If you put this together with the 
scenarios that Kevin McCullagh 
describes in his work on mobility 
– some of which is included in 
this issue – then you have some 
interesting potentials. 

Choices in customisation 
pages 21-24
 
‘The Four Faces of Customisation’ 
published in Harvard Business 
Review in 1997 helped with some 
initial definitions, but the large part 
of the work for this article was desk 
research to explore how types of 
mass customisation have evolved  
in the last three decades. 

What’s the deal  
with digital detox?  
pages 30-35
 
This issue has had quite a few hot 
takes in the features sections of 
newspapers as well as blogs, but a 
few books have applied some rigour 
to the question; Sherry Turkle’s in 
particular. ‘Alone Together: Why We 
Expect More From Technology and 
Less From Each Other’ by Sherry 
Turkle is one, (Basic Books, 2011). 
‘Reclaiming Conversation: The 
Power of Talk In the Digital Age’, 
by Sherry Turkle again, (Penguin, 
2015) is another. 
Worth looking at is ‘The App 
Generation’ by Howard Gardner 
and Katie Davis, published by Yale 
University Press, 2013.

Anywhere in search  
of somewhere 
pages 36-39
 
The key text is obviously David 
Goodhart’s book ‘The Road to 
Somewhere’ published by Hurst in 
2017. However, Neil Howe and Bill 

Strauss’s books ‘Generations: The  
History of America’s Future 1584 to 
2069’, published by William Morrow 
in 1998 and ‘Millenials Rising’, 
published by Vintage in 2000 make 
instructive comparison. ‘Naked 
City’ by Sharon Zukin, professor of 
sociology at City University New 
York is also helpful in identifying the 
idea that authenticity is the be all 
and end all.  

More to VR than meets the eye  
pages 42-45
 
For a series of good definitions 
on different kinds of immersion – 
from the dark ages of computer 
games a decade ago – it is worth 
reading: ‘Patterns in Game Design’, 
Staffan Björk and Jussi Holopainen, 
published by Charles River Media, 
2006. And of course if you want to 
try the experience thevoid.com is 
worth looking at, too.
  
Talking Technology 
pages 42-45
 
‘The 2017 Voice Report’ by 
VoiceLabs was an important read for 
this article and their annual report is 
an important digest every year. News 
comes thick and fast in this field.  
Forbes profile of Sundar Pichai, 
the CEO of Google showed how 
important voice user interface was 
going to be to the tech giant. Also 
instructive was the Experian survey 
of the early adopters of Amazon 
Echo which helped explain the 
breakout success of the device.  
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