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Abstract 
This paper discusses the variety store (e.g. dollar store, 
pound shop, euro store, etc.) as a resource for design 
research. By using trash found in such stores, I propose 
we can think critically and creatively through practices 
of subversive citations. Reflecting on a design research 
project working with LGBT young people, I trace how 
during a trip to pound shop we assembled ‘trashy’ 
materials for a workshop. These qualities enabled the 
participants to play with ‘seriousness’ to speculatively 
explore responses to experiences of hate crime. I 
outline a tactic for working with trash materials from 
variety stores to be used in design research. 

Introduction 
Shopping is not typically considered part of design 
research and yet we almost always are consumers 
before we become producers. Even for designers who 
go to extreme lengths to acquire raw materials or avoid 
commercial exchange of goods and services, shopping 
will have taken place somewhere in this chain of 
exchanges. What I propose to explore in this workshop 
is shopping as part of a critical design practice. This is 
distinct from ideas of ethical consumption, where we 
attempt to reshape capitalism through withholding or 
redirecting our demand for goods on moral grounds. 
Instead, I suggest buying and using trash as a form of 
critical citation through which to examine the forces 
which shape design and to glimpse how they might be 
reshaped. 
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Trash as a cultural aesthetic is both excessive and 
meaningless: ‘Part industrial by-product, part refuge 
from the very values that have created it, trash is the 
consumerist ethic torn inside out […] we prize trash not 
for what it is but for what it tells us about the forces 
that have shaped it’ [2]. While both literal trash and 
cultural trash as a material to work with has been 
embraced by many artists over the decades (including 
many FLUXUS members), design prefers to avoid trash: 
‘Design is assumed to only make things nice, it's as 
though all designers have taken an unspoken 
Hippocratic oath, this limits and prevents us from fully 
engaging with and designing for the complexities of 
human nature which of course is not always nice.’ [6]. 
For most designers, trash is an unfortunate side effect 
to be minimized but where there is trash there is 
design from the excessive bad taste of Trump Towers 
to the mountain of discarded bikes from bankrupt 
startups in China with oceans filled with plastic waste in 
between.  

After a shopping trip for a design research project, I 
noticed how through buying and incorporating trash 
elements into designs enabled myself and participants 
to subversively cite elements of our material culture to 
speculate on other possible futures. Based upon this 
experience, I propose a tactic for engaging with trash 
through a structured visit to a ‘variety store’ also 
known as a pound shop, dollar store or similar 
variations on fixed price low end retailers found all over 
the world. 

Three researchers walk into a pound shop …  
We went to the Pound Shop in preparation for a Magic 
Machines workshop [4] with a group of LGBT young 
people with the intention of exploring potential design 

interventions for increasing reporting rates of incidents 
of hate crime, discrimination and harassment. We knew 
providing the right materials was critical as it would 
‘drag the outcomes in certain directions’ [4, p101]. 
Despite this, the actual process of buying the materials 
for a design workshop seemed like a peripheral or ‘non-
serious’ activity. However, looking back, our trip to a 
pound shop was a key event in shaping what happened 
in the workshop and the outcomes that came after it. 

On one hand, the choice to go to a pound shop was 
practical, it fulfilled our need for a cheap supply of 
materials within walking distance. Pound shops are an 
increasing presence on high streets in the UK. Their 
growth is controversial, for some they are a welcome 
supply of accessibly priced goods increasingly deserted 
high streets while for others they represent the worst 
excesses of capitalism. However, pound shops are 
undeniably popular with 78% of British households 
using them in 2016 [3] and even being the subject of a 
BBC documentary series in 2015-2016.While 
increasingly a supply of essentials for many people hit 
hard by austerity, pound shops like their global 
counterparts, tap into our love of bargain impulse buys.  

Going to a pound shop was also an aesthetic choice to 
use materials covered in the fingerprints of the cultural, 
political and economic context in which we were 
working. As well as ‘plain’ materials with as broad a 
range of interpretations as possible as specified in the 
Magic Machines recipe, we introduced object with 
specific cultural meanings. We did this with intention of 
‘dragging’ the potential outcomes into directions we 
wanted to explore based upon the discussion held in a 
workshop held a week earlier. 

 

Figure 1: Materials from the 
pound shop laid out at the 
workshop 



 

Going to the pound shop constrained us in a way that 
was was distinct from creating bespoke material for the 
workshop or even from buying from other online or 
high street retailers. Instead of finding the ‘perfect’ 
materials, we to choose from what in stock on that day. 
While there are typical types products you would expect 
to find in pound shops, they don’t have regular or 
reliable stock instead selling whatever can be 
purchased at wholesale on the cheap. This often 
includes grey market or remainder goods, things 
produced for a speculative demand that never 
manifested itself. This quirk of pound shop supply 
chains was like a formal limitation on what we could 
supply: we could only include thing which had been 
(incorrectly) anticipated by a global supply chain. 

Another advantage of this shopping trip was that it was 
a collaborative process. Rather than just myself as the 
‘designer’ choosing the materials, all the researchers 
who would be present in workshops to took part in this 
shopping trip. Three of us went to a pound shop in the 
city center and collectively engaged in choosing the 
materials. We walked the aisles selecting materials, 
sometimes for construction potential (string, tape, card 
flower pots, balloons) but often by potential for 
resonance with our participants and their experiences: 
water pistols, toy phones, diamantes, shot glasses, 
plasters, cocktail umbrellas, fake mustaches, glow 
sticks. We didn’t fully verbalize our choices but we 
worked to find consensus on the suitability of materials. 
Through this process the researchers without a design 
background were able to contribute to the material 
vocabulary we would introduce to the participants. 

Virtual Worlds  
On the day of the workshop, we laid out the materials 
for the participants to use (see Figure 1) and they set 
to work making magic machines that responded to 
experiences of hate crime. As well as the references 
suggested by the materials we supplied, the 
participants brought their own cultural references: they 
used them in designs for local public transport and 
LGBT clubs, they referenced media like the ‘Hunger 
Games’ films and RuPaul’s Drag Race, they combined 
them with technologies like smart phones and social 
media. They produced devices which parodied the 
‘failed seriousness’ of the community police, that 
weaponized empathy and troubled our perceptions of 
them as vulnerable young people.[] 

These references were like the quotes running through 
this text. Citation, in both its academic and popular 
forms, can be a way of creating ‘virtual worlds’ in which 
certain kinds of talk can be recognized as serious [1]. 
These citations like ‘all signs may be placed between 
quotation marks (‘sex’, ‘race’), cited, grafted, and 
reiterated in ways that do not conform to their 
speaker’s or writer’s original intention’ [5, p91]. The 
qualities of trash (uselessness, idiocy, excessiveness) 
enabled them to not have to take the current reality too 
seriously and so begin to move beyond their fears that 
their experiences of hate and discrimination are not 
seen as legitimate. Participants used tactics like 
deadpan humor, parody, exaggeration and unexpected 
juxtapositions to appropriate the trash into designs that 
imagine a world in which their experiences would be 
taken seriously. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Some of the outcomes 
from the workshop. A budget suit 
of armour, the pronoun corrector, 
and the trollinator 3000. 



 

Unboxing Trash  
For this workshop, I propose a tactic of working with 
trash sourced from the pound shop based on the 
‘unboxing video’ and ‘haul video’ genres of youtube 
content. In these videos consumer items are shown to 
the camera, removed from their packaging and 
discussed by the presenter. While these videos are 
mostly unconcerned with the forces that shape the 
products, they discuss, they have certain ‘trashy’ 
qualities which can be exploited by careful citation. 
Unboxing videos are often marked by an absurdist 
quality as the film maker struggles to remove 
packaging one handed while operating the camera with 
the other hand. Haul videos while often have more 
sophisticated presentation styles but are stretched and 
distorted by the repetition needed to hit the 15-20mins 
length that will optimize the video’s ranking by 
YouTube’s algorithms. 

I will provide participants with ‘lucky bags’ of items 
from my local pound shops and invite them to unbox 
and unpack the content in the form of improvised 
performances captured on video in the style of an 
unboxing video. We’ll do this with the aim to examining 
the objects in the hope of both understanding the 
forces that shaped, but not taking those forces too 
seriously. Working with trash in this way is not without 
risk, as with any practice involving subversive citation 
there is always a possibility that it will be read or re-
appropriated to support the structures it is attempting 
to critique [5]. However, trash has the potential to give 
us space to step outside repetitive cycles of 
consumption and production to look for something 
different. 
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Figure 3: Trash ‘lucky bag’ and 
sample content for unpacking. 


