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Abstract 
In this paper, I describe two designs from our studio 
that resonate with the theme of ‘disruptive 
improvisation’. The Energy Babble is a kind of energy-
obsessed, automated talk radio that we deployed to a 
number of community groups in the UK. It is a device 
that is immodest, excessive, over-useful, and 
extravagantly technological, and I discuss how these 
attributes made it too slippery to fail. I also describe 
the phone-you-can’t-pickup, designed by Sarah 
Pennington, as an example of how introducing 
constraints can alter the nature of a device, and use it 
to motivate a recipe for making.  
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Introduction 
Over the last twenty years, my collaborators and I have 
used a variety of disruptive strategies as an integral 
part of our design processes.  For instance, Cultural 
Probes [4] are collections of tasks used to elicit 
inspiring responses from people. Inspired by the 
Situationists, Surrealists and Fluxus (e.g. [6,7]), they 
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often present absurd, ambiguous or under-specified 
requests to undermine assumptions about research and 
complicate the interpretation of results. Design 
workbooks [5] are collections of proposals that create 
‘design spaces’ for our projects; they are usually 
evocative rather than detailed, using modest 
combinations of images, diagrams, and (a few) words 
to point in a direction for design.  
The research devices we have produced, too, have used 
a variety of tactics to disrupt, or open out, typical 
expectations about engagements with technology. The 
Drift Table [1], for instance, showed a slowly scrolling 
aerial view from a small ‘porthole’, controlled by the 
distribution of weight on its surface. With no clear 
functionality, the device affords a number of provisional 
tasks or simply passive viewing. Indoor Weather 
Stations [2] used a variety of means to evidence the 
‘domestic microclimate’ as a conceptual rhyme with 
global climate change. Volunteers developed a wide 
range of relationships with them, from using them as 
tools to treating them as pets or resident aliens.  

Underlying all these examples of our practice is the 
view that design can (and perhaps should) avoid 
providing answers or solutions, and instead create 
situations that encourage people to find their own 
orientations to the artefacts we make and the issues 
they raise. Though often well-finished and the result of 
months or years of development, they maintain a sense 
of ambiguity and openness that promotes continual 
improvisation in their use. 

In the rest of this paper, I briefly describe two 
examples of our work to illustrate tactics we have found 
useful in disrupting easy readings of our designs. The 
second I use to motivate a ‘recipe’ for making that may 
lead to new views of technology. 

Energy Babble and Hyperbole 
Energy Babbles are bespoke devices that play an 
endless stream of speech and nonspeech audio 
constructed by a server in our studio from online 
content (largely Twitter™ feeds) about energy-related 

topics, as well as input from users via a built-in 
microphone or sms messages.  

We developed the Babbles for a number of volunteer 
groups in the UK, each concerned in their way with 
supporting their local communities in saving or 
generating energy, as part of a funded project. After 
field work with the groups (including a probe-inspired 
workshop which, among other things, asked 
participants to speculate about future news headlines 
on templates we provided) we were fascinated by the 
often frustrating and often contradictory ways that 
problems, possibilities, practices and policies were 
articulated, so built the Babble to distil these 
multifarious discussions in one device.  As described 
elsewhere [3] were usually frustrating to the people 
who used them, but occasioned deep and informative 
discussions about their circumstances. Here we 
describe some of the reasons this might be so. 

Immodesty 
The Babble devices, as the most apparent 
manifestation of the system, are anything but modest 
in their form and materials: most notably, the injection-
moulded base that houses their technological 
components is topped by a conical speaker made of 
hand-blown glass (Figure 4). The audio output of the 
Babble is equally immodest. Created using a set of 
synthesized voices, the speech often sounds as 
confident, insistent and authoritative as a clichéd radio 
announcer, and the synthesized jingles which signal 
different content streams are strikingly cheery. Not 
only does the unusual design attract attention, but its 
highly-detailed finish makes clear that we meant it: 
there is nothing accidental or unconsidered in the 
Babble’s oddity. This seemed to encourage participants 
to take it seriously and appreciate it even when they 
found it baffling. 

 

Figure 1: A Cultural Probe task 
asking participants to annotate a 
map of a small Tuscan village 
with pictures of New York. 

 

Figure 2: The Drift Table. 

 

Figure 3: The Light Collector, one 
of the Indoor Weather Stations. 

 

 

 



 

 
Excessiveness 
Babble devices were essentially receivers for a 
broadcast generated centrally in our studio. 
Constructed of tweets and other online material from a 
plethora of sources, the ‘babble’ combined an 
overwhelming amount of useful, useless, relevant and 
extraneous material in a non-stop stream. Participants 
often found this maddening, but it served as an 
effective mirror of their existing situations, 
concentrating the myriad sources of information they 
negotiated in their work, and impelling them to 
articulate their real concerns and priorities to us in 
ways they hadn’t previously. 

Hyper-Usefulness 
For a variety of deliberate and accidental reasons, we 
initially presented the Babbles as a means to acquire 
useful information and a channel of communication 
amongst the dispersed groups. But the relentless 
stream of information (liberally mixed with nonsense) 
was too dense, and too diverse, to actually serve the 
communities well. More than one participant suggested 
we redesign the system with ‘channels’ allowing focus 
on specific topics. More generally, their reactions made 
clear that often what they wanted was less information, 
and less communication – by taking such an 
exaggerated perspective on what the energy 
communities were assumed to find useful, in other 
words, the devices exposed the fallacy of the 
assumptions. 

Extravagantly Technological 
Combining web-scraping, internet broadcasting, text-
to-speech and speech-to-text (recordings made on the 
devices’ microphones were converted to text before 

being resynthesized as speech), synthesized jingles and 
so forth clearly demonstrated that the Babbles were 
technologically excessive (certainly when compared to 
a webpage carrying the same content). Along with the 
immodesty of their material design, this seemed to 
proclaim their importance, even when it was undercut 
by the messiness of their output. 

Eluding Failure 
To be clear, few if any of our participants considered 
the Babbles successful, at least as purveyors of 
information or a medium for communication. The 
combination of strategies described above, however, 
meant that few of our participants rejected them 
outright. Many expressed admiration for their design, 
both material and technological. More importantly, they 
took them seriously enough to describe at length why 
they were frustrating. Paradoxically, this meant that 
the more they failed as utilitarian products, the more 
they succeeded as research devices. This feels a bit like 
cheating, but it may not be. 

Denial and the Phone-You-Can’t-Pickup 
In contrast to the Energy Babble, the phone-you-can’t-
pickup, a design by Sarah Pennington, is a paragon of 
modesty and restraint. Based on the Nokia 3310 from 
2004, it is a phone that has had its ‘pick-up-call’ 
buttons and speaker holes removed (see Figure 5).  

As Sarah explains: 

This was one piece in a larger project where I 
was interested in everyday thresholds of 
information – both digital and analogue 
information – and whether this information 
‘flow' could be tuned. So I made a series of 

…… The UK energy demand has gone 
up by 415 megawatts ……Tenesol 
Solar Panel 190W in South Africa …… 
Thanks for bringing that up …… Joe 
from says. EU and UK reason our 
energy cost twice that of the US? 
environmental cost, green taxes! price 
rise on all fuel bills, transport of goods 
food! …… Tanya Ha from Melbourne 
says. This Ron Tandberg cartoon kind 
of sums up Oz blindness to renewable 
energy opportunities ……PARIS French 
energy engineering firm Areva SA and 
Spains Gamesa Corporacin Tecnolgica 
SA Monday said they were joining 
forces to create an offshore wind 
power business, embracing the 
consolidation wave of an industry 
plagued by massive costs. The two 
groups will have an equal share of the 
joint venture which still has no name 
…… …… Martin G. Kamau from 
Nairobi, Mombasa, Kenya says. 
Progress is being made, though 
painstakingly slow. The shift to 
geothermal, wind and LNG power 
plants is real! …… …… It is 
uncharacteristically warm this October 
Sid Valley. Hello testing one, two, 
three do you hear me?  …… US Army 
colonel: world is sleepwalking to a 
global energy crisis A conference 
sponsored by a U S military official 
convened experts in Washington DC 
and London warning that continued 
dependence on fossil fuels puts the 
world at risk of an unprecedented 
energy crunch that could inflame 
financial crisis and exacerbate 
dangerous climate change. … Recent 
message: I have an energy babble and 
very lovely it is too. …… Good 
afternoon from Derek at Sid Valley 
Energy Action Group. Nice feedback 
………… The UK energy demand has 
gone up by 1036 mega watts …… 
 

Figure 4: The Energy Babble. 

 



 

experiments with props: a doormat that said 
“Information Welcome” placed underneath my 
letterbox to see what this would elicit in terms 
an example of tuning information to ‘over-
connect'. The phone-you-can’t-pickup was an 
example of a ‘disconnect’ to information 
sources. Someone could ring me, but I couldn’t 
pick up. Idiotic. The props were used as a lived 
experience of disrupting the information 
threshold. I think the phone speaks to 
contemporary ideas around the ‘digital detox’ 
too…but I am so ahead of my time ha ha :-) 
- Sarah Pennington, personal communication 

The phone-you-can’t-pickup is more than a doctored 
image, it is a working prototype, achieved using epoxy 
filler, careful sanding and respraying. But even as a 
concept, it is powerfully evocative. What would it be 
like to live with a phone that can ring when people call, 
but which can’t be used to answer? By imposing such a 
constraint, the result is to turn an ordinary phone into 
something not exactly useless, but useful in an 
extraordinary way – to tantalise oneself with the 
possibility of a connection denied, perhaps. 

The simple expedient of creating a markedly new 
experience by simply removing features of known 
technologies inspires a ‘recipe for making’: 
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Exercise in Restraint 

1. Choose a technological device. 
2. Remove a feature. 
3. What does it become? 
4. Iterate 

 

Figure 5: The Phone-You-Can’t-
Pickup is a Nokia 3310 modified 
so calls cannot be answered.  

 


