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Welcome
Good design needs inspiration.  The MEX initiative was founded 
on the principle that user behaviour, properly translated, is the 
most reliable source of that inspiration.

If MEX has thrived it is due to the efforts of the diverse community 
of designers, technologists and strategists who gather both at 
our events and virtually.  They bring with them a willingness to 
exchange best practice and to work together in creating new 
ideas.

These 2 days in London are an opportunity to set aside the 
pressures of your day-to-day role and take a fresh look at user 
experience.  In doing so, you will certainly find answers and, better 
still, perhaps uncover new questions about the future of digital 
industry.

We already know that translating knowledge of user behaviour 
into usability improvements is becoming more difficult.  Hitherto 
products existed more or less within their own confines, but 
now users interact with their digital worlds through multiple 
touchpoints.  To design for ‘mobile’ is no longer enough, and 
certainly no longer limited to the devices formerly know as ‘mobile 
phones’.

Those tasked with delivering these experiences must find 
new ways to respond to user behaviour.  To anticipate every 
permutation of users’ tasks is impossible; to be driven by 
technologies alone, misguided.

Instead, we believe design succeeds by reflecting a user’s mode.  
These modes are groupings of behavioural characteristics which 
provide a more reliable guide to user expectations than targeting 
device types, screen sizes or fickle trends.  This MEX looks at 6 
modes: communicate, control, consume, locate, trust and create.

We look forward to the speakers who will challenge and expand 
on these themes and to joining with you in crafting an overall 
response during the creative sessions.  If there is anything we can 
do to help while you’re here, just let us know.

Marek Pawlowski & Andrew Muir Wood
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Speakers & facilitators

Per Nordqvist
Per brings detailed knowledge of the strategic and 
practitioner skills required to build multi-touchpoint digital 
experiences, with recent projects including a complete 
rethinking of the Nordic approach to digital in healthcare. 
In addition, he returns to MEX to facilitate a creative 
session around the notion of ‘control’, building on Ocean’s 
long collaboration with MEX.

Interaction Designer, Ocean Observations
oceanobseravtions.com

Giles Colborne
Giles returns to MEX with new insights into understanding 
user context, building interactions for the internet of 
things and how small frictions in the UI can snowball into 
larger problems. He founded and leads cx partners, a user 
experience agency noted for its meticulous research into 
user behaviour and implementing usable products and 
services. He is also the author of ‘Simple and Usable’ and 
working on a new book for publication in 2014. It is a 
pleasure to welcome him back to MEX, where his previous 
presentations and workshops are renowned for their depth.

Managing Director, cx partners
cxpartners.com 
@gilescolborne

Markus Hohl
Markus comes to MEX to share his experience of building 
the customer centred design process at Telefonica O2, 
one of the world’s leading mobile operators. Combining 
the skills of both a practitioner and strategist, Markus 
has first hand experience of why launching successful 
customer focused products is as much a challenge of 
organisational dynamics and teaching as it is of design. 
He first joined MEX as a participant several years ago 
and returns at the start of a new role leading Orange 
Innovation Labs in the UK. Markus also works with the 
Design Council and Royal College of Art.

Head of Customer Experience Design, Orange Labs
orange.com/en/innovation
@mkushohl

Willem Boijens
Willem has spent more than 20 years as a designer 
and strategist in local and global, profit and non-profit 
environments. He returns to MEX with new lessons from 
his recent work at Canon, helping transform the role 
of customer centred design in the organisation, with a 
particular focus on how information can be employed to 
help users. His career includes work in the sustainable 
energy sector and 10 years with Vodafone.

Design Strategist, Canon
canon.com 
@willemjhboijens

Ken Willes
As digital experiences expand across multiple 
touchpoints, spanning mobile devices, tablets and new 
types of display, Ken’s pioneering work at Ideum on 
multi-modal interactions will help participants prepare for 
the future. He brings extensive experience as a teacher, 
designer and most recently leading the creative portfolio 
for customers of Ideum’s advanced touch and gesture-
based products.

Director of Creative Services, Ideum
ideum.com 
@kenwilles Full bios are available on pmn.co.uk/mex



Peter Skillman
It is a pleasure to welcome Peter to MEX for the first 
time to discuss how users explore the world through 
digital experiences. His work needs little introduction: 
after a career at IDEO, he went on to an instrumental role 
leading UX for the legendary mobile company Palm. Peter 
has subsequently led teams shaping the design of several 
critically acclaimed Nokia products, including heading 
mobile phone user interface and service design.

Head of Design, HERE (Nokia)
here.com 
@peterskillman

Lindsey Green
Lindsey works with cultural and historic organisations, 
helping them to use mobile’s unique capacity to deepen 
engagement through learning and play. She returns to 
MEX to give a speaking session on the challenge of 
guiding users between different modes of engagement, 
drawing on examples from cultural organisations from 
around the world. In addition, she will facilitate a creative 
session, leading a team through a design challenge. 
Lindsey has more than decade of experience in digital, 
creative learning and mobile user experience design. She 
has worked with some of the most innovative cultural 
organisations, leading projects for Tate, English Heritage, 
the Science Museum and National Palace Museum, Taipei.

Partner, Frankly, Green + Webb
franklygreenwebb.com 
@lindsey_green

Dale Herigstad
Dale’s inspirational and Emmy Award-winning work 
creating digital experiences for television and film speaks 
for itself. After a memorable first visit to MEX two years 
ago, I am delighted he is able to participate at MEX again. 
He will share ideas formed from his deep interest in 
spatial navigation and interfaces for digital media. Dale 
brings an approach to futurism grounded in the reality 
of user behaviour and will use his speaking session to 
provoke new thinking across a number of areas.

Chief Interaction Officer, Possible Worldwide
possibleworldwide.com

Rich Clayton
Rich’s diverse portfolio of work equips him with rare 
multi-disciplinary skills, ranging from re-imagining digital 
mapping to a new role as Creative Director for Loaded 
Magazine. He returns to MEX as a facilitator leading one 
of the creative teams and to talk about the challenges 
of multi-touchpoint experience design in a speaking 
presentation.

Founder, Monkey Mischief
monkeymischief.net
@MonkeyMischief

Dr Rachel Jones
Rachel comes to MEX to facilitate a creative session on 
the user experience of location. Her experience, spanning 
a 20 year career, includes time working with Xerox 
EuroPARC and Sapient. In addition, she is the experience-
led design champion as part of the government’s 
Technology Strategy Board Creative Industries KTN.

Director, Instrata
instrata.co.uk 
@instratadesign

Full bios are available on pmn.co.uk/mex



James Haliburton
James was instrumental in the work of TAT, the Swedish 
user experience company acquired by Blackberry. Most 
recently he co-founded TOPP, which brings together 
some of the world’s leading digital experience talent, 
working on projects for some of the world’s largest 
consumer electronics manufacturers. He returns to MEX 
after a memorable speaking session in September 2013 
on the transition moments in users’ digital lives.

CEO& co-founder, TOPP
topp.se 
@TOPPDesign

Marcus Eriksson
A multi-disciplinary designer and strategist for TOPP, 
Marcus brings a valuable mix of practitioner skills 
and deep thinking to MEX. He returns after guiding a 
September 2013 creative session on the principles of 
communication and will continue to explore its role in 
connecting moments of digital user experience.

Strategist, TOPP
topp.se 
@TOPPDesign

Alyson Webb
Alyson helps cultural organisations experiment with 
mobile, designing experiences that help audiences 
interpret and connect with complex stories, objects and 
environments often through audio. She returns to MEX 
as a speaker and facilitator to inspire new thinking about 
how to augment life experiences and use digital to 
prompt creative endeavours. She has spent over 20 years 
designing mobile experiences, much of it using audio. Her 
achievements include devising the content experience for 
the BAFTA winning Tate Handheld Guide and the UK’s 
first museum app - Love Art for the National Gallery. 

Partner, Frankly, Green + Webb
franklygreenwebb.com 
@FranklyGW

Full bios are available on pmn.co.uk/mex

Alex Guest
Alex brings his facilitation skills to MEX, alongside deep 
experience of how users interact media.  He leads the 
creative session on restoring focus to media consump-
tion, drawing on his own experiences leading marketing 
and strategy for companies in the sector, an MBA and a 
fascination with language tracing back to his degree in 
Ancient Greek.  It’s a pleasure to welcome him back after 
his earlier work on this theme at previous MEX.

Facilitator, Independent
@alexguest

Tom Foster
Tom brings first hand experience of using design to im-
prove user experience at large scale in one of the world’s 
biggest banks. Speaking at MEX on his personal initiative, 
Tom will help us understand design and culture change, 
issues of trust and complexity in a world of multiple digital 
platforms. Prior to his role as Vice President of UX at an 
investment bank, he has also worked on UX for network 
operators such as Orange and O2.

Vice President of User Experience, Investment Bank
@tomfos



MEX team
Andrew Muir Wood

Andrew has worked with MEX on a number of occasions, as 
a researcher, a speaker and a facilitator. He continues to be 
fascinated by the new experiences that can emerge from the 
dynamic relationship between technology and society. He is 
the founder of ZombieLabs, a creative agency specialising 
in interactive design and strategy for young, exciting brands. 
Previously he worked on design and UX strategy for Plan. 
Before that he completed a PhD at the University of Cambridge 
which examined the patterns and drivers of change in fashion 
and technology that are embedded in the design of consumer 
products. He also co-runs ShellsuitZombie, a not-for-profit 
organisation that aims to improve the relationship between 
graduate design students and the design industries through 
creative events, a print magazine and a blog.

@muirface

Marek Pawlowski

Marek leads the development of the MEX initiative and PMN’s 
research and consulting business. Since founding PMN in 
1995, Marek has focused on helping digital industry improve its 
understanding of customers and translate that understanding 
into better user experience. He speaks, writes and broadcasts 
around the world, including providing analysis for channels such 
as the BBC, CNN and The Guardian. At MEX, Marek curates the 
experience and is there to help make the initiative more rewarding 
for all the participants, from planning the creative sessions to 
finding speakers who will change the way you think.

@marekpawlowski



Originating something with expressive 
or functional qualities

Do users become open to more 
complex creative interactions when 
a service captures their attention 
and keeps them fully engaged?

Does the fundamentally connected 
and collaborative nature of digital 
creativity open new opportunities 
for interface design?

How does user behaviour vary 
between creative activities, from 
capturing and annotating to 
expressive flow states?

Create



If the ambition of attempting to define ‘create’ was not immediately 
apparent, it quickly became so. The desire and ability to be 
creative is innate. It fills our lives and takes many forms, so many 
in fact that it is futile to highlight any one process - be it painting 
or music making or pottery - as representative of what it is to 
create. Instead, creativity is more reliably defined by identifying its 
results rather than its actions. 

You know when you have created something. It is a state of 
mind and for most people a deeply satisfying one, regardless of 
whether you have used one media or several, a single process or 
many.

One common characteristic is that creativity almost always 
requires a tool to translate our ideas into whatever medium we 
choose. A sculptor uses chisel and hammer to give their ideas 
shape in stone. Even something as esoteric as a Yoik - a tradition 
of composing ad-hoc songs about your surroundings among the 
Sami people in Northern Scandinavia - employs the vocal chords 
to vibrate the air into sound.

The lines become blurred when you consider where ‘create’ might 
overlap with ‘communicate’ or ‘explore’ as user modes. It becomes 
a question of separating purpose and result from process. A 
conversation, for instance, may support a creative endeavour, but 
is not usually a creative act in itself. The way most users think 
when communicating - exchanging meaning with others - is quite 
different to how they think when originating new ideas.



Although it may be informed or even inspired by distractions, 
‘creativity’ itself is a state of my mind which favours focus. It is 
enhanced by immersion and freedom from distraction, giving rise 
to descriptions of ‘flow states’ and the notion of writers’ retreats. 
This concept is more important than ever when digital tools are 
employed, as distractions are just a swipe or a click away on the 
screen.

The nature of mobile devices and their history of facilitating quick 
snacks of digital consumption or communication has come at 
the expense of supporting longer, thoughtful periods of creative 
endeavour. There is always another information snippet or rapid 
fire conversation just a notification away, ready to interrupt your 
flow. However, the creative potential of personal digital devices 
grows with every new sensor added and every increase in screen 
real estate or input method. If only we could keep away from the 
tempting distractions which prevent us from realising the creative 
potential of our digital tools. 

Each of us now carries a device capable of image, video and 
sound capture. In many cases equipped with dedicated processors 
to work with these data in intense computational ways which only 
a few years ago would have held supercomputer status.

The development of multi-touch interfaces capable of 
simultaneously tracking multiple fingertips has enabled DJs to mix 
music digitally in ways which go beyond what was possible with 
vinyl. High frame rate smartphone cameras allow us to turn back 
the clock and choose the exact moment someone smiled when 
they were posing for a photograph. Optical image stabilisation 
allows us to capture low light photos which show even more detail 
than the naked eye perceives.

Impressive as the advances may be from a technology 
perspective, there have been few which enable entirely new 
forms of creativity. Indeed, there is an argument that the seductive 
ease of consuming information through digital devices actually 
outweighs their contribution to creativity to such a degree that 
many smartphone users end up less inspired to create and more 
inclined to consume. 

An exploration of how digital products might be better designed 
as creative tools is long overdue. We should be trying to 
understand how advances in processing, sensing and input 
mechanisms can be presented in such a way as to enhance 
existing creative processes and facilitate entirely new creative 
results. 

The development of this path must, by necessity, consider how 
digital fundamentals - such as communication and rapid access to 
the web - might underpin creative acts and inspire new ones.

Could those characteristics give digital creativity a unique flavour, 
where communication embeds a natively collaborative approach in 
the creative process? Could the wealth of information which flows 
through digital pipes surface new sources of inspiration without 
furthering our tendency to rely on downstream consumption?

If experience design is to play a role in engaging more people in 
digital creativity, perhaps design practitioners must themselves 
invest in understanding the creative state of mind. Giving users 
the opportunity of satisfying production, the closing of a loop and 
the sharing of something novel from their own imagination is the 
intangible emotion we should be striving to achieve when building 
tools for digital creativity.



Lytro camera uses digital image processing to refocus photos 
after they’ve been taken.



Absorbing and interpreting information How is consumption changing as 
it becomes a multi-touchpoint 
activity spread across numerous 
different devices in the user’s 
digital environment?

What happens to user behaviour 
at the moment they shift from 
consuming information in a lean 
back mode to wanting to engage 
with the information in a lean 
forward mode?

How do user expectations vary 
across different channels of 
content consumption?

Consume



The number of digital touchpoints through which users consume 
information is growing. So too is the variety of information types 
and the quantity of each. We are also more likely to have those 
multiple digital portals with us at all times, as digital devices 
become cheaper and more portable - even wearable.

Let me paint a picture: the family living room on a weekday 
evening. How many separate devices are connected to the web, 
from the wall-mounted TV streaming Netflix and the iPad in one 
user’s lap to the phone browsing Pinterest and the smartwatch 
flicking through the latest alerts? Each of these represents a 
channel for consumption, just a few of the many which now 
clamour for our attention. While the composition of each user’s 
digital eco-system is different, the overall trend is towards trying to 
engage with more channels simultaneously.

There is an argument this behaviour is not so much a product of 
the digital age but a manifestation of an age-old human tendency 
to multi-task. Perhaps we have always tried to take on multiple 
jobs, from gathering berries while tracking prey in the earliest days 
of the species, to listening to the radio while driving?

We’ve been exploring multi-touchpoint experiences since 2009 
at MEX and reviewing insights from previous speakers can 
be instructive. Eva Ferrari and Dr Jane Lessiter of Goldsmiths 
University spoke in December 2009 about the psychology of 

multi-tasking.  They explained the brain rarely processes tasks 
simultaneously, but instead becomes adept at flitting between 
separate tasks in shorter time slices. They also compared the 
motivations for flipping from task to task with the same behaviour 
observed in gambling addicts, where occasional, unpredictable 
rewards (e.g. a small win), convinces the user to keep playing. The 
same behaviour is now seen in the way a user nervously checks 
for digital messages every few minutes. Nine times out of ten, 
there is nothing worthwhile, but the one out of ten keeps them 
coming back.

Digital consumption, however, differs from others in some 
important ways. Firstly, it is a predominantly visual experience and 
therefore its use of cognitive bandwidth focuses on a very specific 
sense - sight - with a greater danger of overloading it. Another 
characteristic of most digital channels is the absence of the 
finite. Information services, from Pinterest to Twitter, are designed 
around the concept of infinite streams, where a user never 
encounters a sense of completion. The design goal, especially for 
services supported by advertising or usage-based revenue, is to 
keep users browsing as long as possible.

In contrast a book, a magazine or even a TV programme has an 
implicit moment of completion. Humans like finishing tasks - it 
is why it feels good to cross things off a to-do list - but that 
sensation is increasingly rare in today’s digital world. 

Pinterest is built around the 
concept of never ending lists



The September 2013 MEX convened a session on what it means 
to design for responsible consumption. Arun Vasudeva, working on 
innovation at publishing group Pearson, talked about how simple 
mechanics, such as helping users understand their progress 
through a piece of content with visual indicators, could improve 
user experience and information retention. Vasudeva also spoke 
of how content should be designed according to the context of 
its use. For instance, a content structure appropriate to relaxed, 
downstream consumption may need to be rethought if the goal 
is prompting a user to explore further, or share elements of the 
content with others. 

Consuming digitally does, of course, open intriguing new 
possibilities. Another MEX session looked at the notion that 
content is no longer static but must instead be considered a living 
entity, evolving over time and accumulating the footprints of all 
those who’ve interacted with it. Each item benefits from being 
used in many more contexts than would have been possible when 
old media tied content to a specific format.

However, if we extrapolate today’s trends into the future, what 
does digital consumption look like? How many more touchpoints 
can we add before each one simply multiplies the sense of being 

unable to escape information? If we are talking only of the screen-
based, visual touchpoints like TVs, PCs, mobiles and wearables, 
the limits will be reached very soon for most people.

Another theme of previous MEX has been exploration of how 
digital can excite senses other than sight. What role is there 
for blending visual, audio and haptic touch sensations into an 
overall content experience? A MEX creative session on this 
topic, facilitated by Sophie Arkette, concluded it was possible 
to enhance, rather than distract, from the overall experience by 
introducing layers of audio and haptics alongside visual content. 
However, they found subtle nuances as to the type of content 
consumption suited to these senses, and the etiquette governing 
their use.

It speaks to one over-arching consideration when designing 
satisfying digital consumption: the need to take up joined up 
approach. This should be governed not by a specific technology 
or format or device type, but rather a broad understanding of why 
a user is consuming. Ultimately that will prove a more reliable 
guide to better design decisions than simply embracing the latest 
channels or multiplying the number of screens.

Little Printer by BERG 
outputs small, disposable 
pages generated 
dynamically from the web



Simplifying life through commands 
and automation

What is the most effective way to 
design experiences which bridge 
the primarily digital world of 
mobile devices and the physical 
environments of homes, public 
spaces and offices?

How can digital interface design 
bring order and simplify the myriad 
mundane tasks which continue to 
demand user attention?

How can the interaction layer best 
interpret users’ natural expressions 
and translate them into readable 
digital actions?

Control



The technology industry starts each year with a season of annual 
predictions.  They remain as useless as ever, limited as they are to 
either recounting the obvious or speculating on the unknowable. 
Instead, I’d like to reflect on a future just becoming visible over the 
horizon, the potential it has to impact life and what it means for 
practitioners charged with crafting such experiences.

When I think about how technology might affect the way we live, I 
focus on developments capable of disrupting physical constraints:

•	 Connected objects which move themselves

•	 Personal computing freed from long-standing form factor 
conventions

•	 Improving health through real-time monitoring

The last 20 years has been defined by the web eliminating 
distance as a barrier to sharing information in the virtual sphere. 
The next leap will result from automating how these virtual data 
drive physical changes in the real world.

A simple example, and one which has been in the news recently, is 
Amazon’s flying delivery drones. Shopping from personal mobiles 
is well established, but there is a bottleneck constraining future 
growth: reliance on human labour for the physical fulfilment and 
delivery of orders. The 2013 holiday season saw demand for 
home shopping exceed delivery capacity in the United States, 
with Amazon, Walmart and other retailers unable to make good on 
promises of pre-Christmas delivery because the delivery networks 
couldn’t handle the volume.

Amazon believes it is about 5 years away from launching drones 
capable of delivering 5 pound payloads within a 10 mile radius, 
cutting the time from ordering to delivery from 1 or 2 days to 
about 30 minutes. That’s a significant enough change from the 
customer perspective to make home shopping the default choice, 
where today it accounts for only about 6 percent of US retail 
sales.

Delivery is just one example of where connected, self-moving 
objects might drive significant change. Once objects understand 
their own context and can take physical actions in response, the 
potential applications are diverse.

Consider agriculture, where watering devices could be improved, 
sensing not only when the moisture content of the soil is low but 
also moving themselves to deliver the optimum amount of water 
to different crops or areas. Transportation is another obvious 
example, where numerous companies, from Google to existing 

automotive manufacturers, are already testing self-driving vehicles. 
Attention has focused initially on automating vehicles similar to 
the passenger cars we know today, but it seems more likely to me 
the full potential will be realised when a new class of objects are 
able to transport themselves: what if litter bins could sense when 
they were full, drive themselves to a central facility for emptying 
and then return to their original position?

Objects moving themselves from one location to another is 
one category, but there is also potential for objects capable of 
physical movement within a fixed space. How would our notion of 
displaying visual information change if our homes were equipped 
with hovering projectors which could be summoned at will to beam 
screens on to any flat surface?

Ziphius is an aquatic drone which accompanies you in the water 
with a video camera



This is where the potential for self-moving objects intersects with 
my second area of focus: breaking free from traditional form factor 
constraints. For decades, really since the arrival of the desktop 
PC, the display and input components have determined the size 
and shape of personal digital devices. The brains of personal 
computers – the processing components – ceased to require 
meaningful amounts of space many years ago. Instead, it is the 
size of the physical surfaces required for displaying and inputing 
information which determine the shape, weight and portability of 
personal computers.

What will become possible if this constraining link can be broken? 
The early signs of this are appearing. Google Glass hints at one 
possibility, where a tiny screen is placed directly in front of the 
eye, delivering a display experience which feels much larger than 
it actually is. Improvements in miniature projection technology 
suggest another possibility, where information could be beamed 
onto any convenient surface, with the size of the image adjusted 
depending on the application: a full, widescreen-style projection 
for watching a video or simply showing a small clock on a wall 
next to the bed when we wake up.

If devices can be smaller and lighter, there is the obvious benefit 
of increased portability, but the most significant impact will be in 
the way it changes the flow of digital interactions. Today, almost 
all our engagements with digital information require enough of our 
attention that they interrupt our lives. You only have to look around 
trains, cafes and offices – even the living rooms of our own homes 
– to see how distracting digital has become, with users glued to 
the screens of their personal devices, their attention focused on 
reading and interacting with touch interfaces.

Display technologies like digital eyewear, free space projection 
and the ability to connect seamlessly with nearby display panels 
will change the visual part of this equation. On the input side, 
gesture and voice recognition will make controlling our digital 
interactions as natural as talking to another human.

By enabling ways to deliver digital interactions which augment 
rather than interrupt the flow of daily life, new display and input 
mechanisms will allow the benefits of connectivity to become 
more pervasive and repair the damage caused to human 
sociability by the demanding nature of today’s personal computing 
devices.

IFTTT (If This Then That) allows users to connect web services 
and physical world interactions into event chains



An even more direct and measurable impact on human 
wellbeing is also taking shape. The reduced size, cost and power 
requirements of personal sensors are enabling new ways for 
individuals to understand how their actions affect their health. 
Where today most people base their diet, exercise and even 
treatments for minor ailments on ‘guess work’, a new class of 
sensors promises to provide individuals with accurate health data 
in real-time.

The first signs are visible in the proliferation of personal activity 
trackers, from dedicated devices like Fitbit and Jawbone Up, 
to apps which integrate with the motion sensors of today’s 
smartphones and tablets. Moves is one example of this, sitting 
quietly in the background and tracking how far you walk, run and 
cycle each day. It delivers daily and weekly summary reports to 
help users understand if they are meeting their targets. More 
importantly, Moves allows individuals to connect the data it 
generates with other wellbeing apps to provide additional analysis 
and recommendations for improving their health.

Movement, of course, represents just one aspect of personal 
health. Already there are connected consumer products which 
also monitor sleep patterns, blood glucose levels and the 
presence of stress-related chemicals on the surface of the skin. 
As the efficiency and capabilities of these sensors improves it will 
be possible to see accurate metrics about all aspects of health in 
real-time. Users will have the information they need to understand 
how choices about food and exercise impact their lives and the 
long-term data required to identify chronic illnesses earlier, at a 
more treatable stage.

All three of the trends I’ve focused on in this essay – self-moving 
objects, form factors and health monitoring – share a common 
design challenge: creating experiences beyond the boundaries 
of individual products. Where today most digital user experience 
designers focus on single pieces of hardware, or software 
which succeeds within the limits of a specific device, tomorrow’s 
practitioners will require a broader view and a collaborative 
outlook.

Consider the many strands of designing an experience like 
Amazon’s delivery drones or digital eyewear, where the myriad 
physical environments in which they will be used might have just 
as much impact on their usability as the visual interface. Consider 
the many stakeholders with an interest in such products and the 
different requirements they will have for how they interact with it.

This is experience design which requires not just the specific, 
desk-based practitioner skills which define most ‘UX’ roles today, 
but a breadth of knowledge and creativity of approach that thrives 
on being willing to get out into the field and truly empathise 
with your users. For all three of these trends, user experience 
will be critical to their success. Each challenges existing habits 
and disrupts established industries, characteristics which place 
more emphasis than ever on design which respects, guides and 
empowers users.



Exchanging meaning with others What are the behavioural differences 
as communications interactions grow 
from person-to-person into larger, 
multi-participant exchanges?

How should design approaches 
vary between synchronous and 
asynchronous communication?

How do communication activities 
support other user modes, such as 
Create and Explore?

Communicate



The September 2013 MEX was the first time we examined 
the user mode of ‘Communicate’ - broadly defined as to ‘share 
meaning with others’ - through a series of presentations and 
creative sessions.  Davide ‘Folletto’ Casali illuminated the subject 
in his talk on how users within companies employ technology to 
communicate, while Marcus Eriksson facilitated a group tasked 
with defining design principles for this mode.

Returning to this theme at the March 2014 MEX, the findings of 
those earlier discussions provide food for thought:

•	 Communication can be broken down into three speeds: 
real-time, asynchronous and storage.  For instance, instant 
messaging or face-to-face is real-time and best suited to 
one-to-one exchanges, email is asynchronous and best 
suited to one-to-few exchanges, while documents represent 
storage of knowledge and are suited to one-to-many 
consumption.

•	 Real-time communication is about perception rather than a 
technical definition.  For instance, Facebook comments are 
posted in real-time, but are rarely perceived as a real-time 
conversation in the way instant messages are.  Real-time 
communication is the form best suited to creative activities.

•	 70 percent of new corporate communication platforms fail 
to achieve their goals because they don’t recognise the 
nuances of user behaviour.

•	 There is no one tool which properly integrates real-time, 
asynchronous and storage modes of communication.  Design 
should therefore reflect users’ need to switch between these 
methods.

•	 There is value in allowing the three different methods of 
communication - real-time, asynchronous and storage - to be 
juxtaposed within each other.  For instance, notifying users 
of new storage documents through the real-time channel.

•	 The content of the conversation changes when moving 
between real-time, asynchronous and storage modes of 
communication.

•	 The user’s intent has a major influence on how they 
communicate.  For instance, intent is different when chatting 
on a dating site versus talking to an old friend on a social 
network.  Align the capabilities of the communication tools 
with the user’s intent.

•	 Consider how the subtle cues which define face to face 
conversation, such as body language, can be transposed to 
the digital environment.  There is a role for a meta layer of 
flow indicators which exist alongside the actual conversation.  
For instance, these flow indicators could be used to show 
when a user is waiting for a response or displeased, outside 
the main conversation stream.  Apple’s iMessage shows 
three little dots to indicate a user is typing a response, letting 
the correspondent know a reply is forthcoming.

•	 Communication interfaces should adapt to different types of 
content.  For instance, most chat applications treat pictures 
the same way they treat text, showing them in-line as little 
conversation bubbles.  Are there better ways to ensure the 
interface presents each piece of content in the best format? 

•	 Communication experiences should respect the rules of 
social etiquette and make it easy for people to adhere to 
them.  However, there is a fine balance between respecting 
these rules and forcing them upon people.  Consider how 
new features could facilitate politeness, like a respectful way 
to prompt someone for a reply without having to send them a 
whole new message.

•	 Make it easy for participants to understand each others’ 
context and structure their reactions accordingly.  For 
instance, showing users what time of day it is in their 
correspondent’s location could help people communicate 
better.

•	 Users are usually engaged in specific, single activity 
modes; consuming or creating, for instance.  However, 
there is always receptiveness to switching modes, which 
varies according to how engaged they are.  For instance, 
Foursquare allows users to communicate their location 
by quickly checking in, then jump immediately into an 
exploration of nearby venues.



A MEX creative session in September 2013 exploring 
communication



Making choices in response to position How can experiences respond to 
users’ relationship with the concept 
of place rather than simply their 
geographical co-ordinates?

How can location assist the 
discovery of physical resources, 
from ATMs to cycle hire, and the 
emerging virtual layer of ambient 
data, such as air quality and traffic?

Are there elements of the user 
experience which should be ring-
fenced from being location aware?

Should location awareness be 
considered across users’ collections 
of digital touchpoints rather than 
being specific to a single device?

How can location awareness 
become a two-way conversation 
which allows users to contribute 
their own data?

Locate



There is an old church set on a little rise above the water 
meadows, a mile inland from where the grey North Sea rolls 
against the shingle beach.  Grave stones tilted by age lean at 
angles in the lawns of the churchyard.  Away towards the eastern 
corner of the boundary wall, almost hidden beneath the spreading 
bows of a cherry tree, there is a place where the stone capping 
of the wall has been worn away into a dip, the surface smooth in 
contrast to the rough mortar and brick around it. 

If you peer through this dip today, you might be greeted by the 
sheep which graze in the water meadow below, or a walker resting 
their back against the wall as they eat their lunch. It is a peaceful 
place, sheltered from the winds of the North Sea coast, and 
beautiful in the eyes of many who visit.

You can find it easily on a map as ‘Wiveton’, in the county of 
Norfolk. Indeed, today anyone with access to the web can find 

it, see what it looks like from a satellite orbiting above the Earth 
and even take a virtual walk along the road which runs beside the 
church. Without leaving the comfort of our chairs we can ascertain 
many things about places like Wiveton: coordinates, the volume of 
traffic which passes by, house prices or how long it might take us 
to get there from somewhere else. 

However, what we remain unable to do despite digital progress 
is peer through that dip in the wall and understand why it is there 
and what it tells us about Wiveton as a place. Hundreds of years 
ago, when the stone of the church was young, before the sea and 
human endeavour reshaped the coast, a visitor looking over that 
wall would have seen boats bobbing in a wide tidal estuary. These 
ships would throw their thick mooring ropes over the wall of the 
church and, over generations, those ropes have worn the wall 
away and left the dip we see today. 

A dip made by mooring ropes over hundreds of years at Wiveton 
Church before the sea turned to meadow



The ships are long gone now and grass grows beneath the wall 
where once the tide ebbed, but a footprint of memory has been 
left. It is one of those intangible types of information which helps 
understand the human relationship with place, a nuance largely 
absent from location aware digital services. 

Indeed, when we design for location, it is more helpful to think of 
it not as a specific place, but rather a set of relationships with a 
place:

•	 Memories

•	 Ownership

•	 Function

•	 Social role

By understanding these relationships we are better able to 
create digital experiences which fire users’ imaginations.  This 
contrasts with the existing, technology-led approach to location 
aware product development, which has tended to result in 
services orientated primarily around a single, somewhat simplistic 
dimension of proximity.

Once we start to think about other dimensions of users’ 
relationship with location, we can move beyond apps which stop 
at questions like ‘what’s nearest?’ and instead allow us to consider 
nuances like ‘what does it mean to me?’, ‘how has it changed?’ or 
‘how does it compare to things I like in other places?’.

Google’s Project 
Tango maps users’ 3D 
environment in real-time 
using smartphone sensors



Seeking reassurance and 
proceeding on judgement

How do existing trusted relationships in the physical 
world inform users’ expectations of the digital?

How can inherently binary digital experiences 
properly reflect the sliding scale on which trust 
exists in users’ minds?

What role does trust play in the way users respond 
during other modes of engagement, such as 
consume, control or communicate?

Trust



User research is about understanding personal stories. For 
the sake of efficiency it is necessary to aggregate individuals’ 
experiences and prioritise designing for the most prevalent trends. 
However, in doing so, the personal meaning of each user’s unique 
journey is diluted, resulting in an overview which does not always 
reflect the strength of emotion and illogical feelings which drive 
users as individuals. We ignore these emotions at our peril: they 
are what governs human behaviour.

I came across a user example recently which helps illuminate a 
perennial mystery of the technology industry: how Apple continues 
to command premium margins in excess of its competitors and 
convince users to become long-term, loyal customers. It also 
highlights the scale of the challenge facing Apple’s competitors, a 
challenge which is increasing as the smart mobile devices market 
transitions from a period of high growth driven by first time users 
to a mature business of longer upgrade cycles.

Our user became an Apple customer about 10 years ago, buying 
one of the original iPods. It was a hard drive model and, as a 
runner, they found it broke after about a year and just outside the 
warranty period. It was a common story at the time: the moving 
parts of the original iPod didn’t stand up well to the motion of 
running. However, by then, our customer was already invested in 
the iTunes ecosystem through the music they’d bought for their 
iPod. They purchased a new one, despite knowing it had broken in 
just over a year.

Already we see part of Apple’s positive spiral at work: the user 
was convinced iTunes was the easiest way to acquire new music 
and therefore had bought into not just the product, but the content 
ecosystem built around it. This investment helped persuade the 
user to become a repeat customer of a product they already knew 
to be fragile and unreliable.

Next came a gift. The user’s parents gave them one of the first 
iPod Touch. It was an effective and much appreciated replacement 
for the hard drive-based iPod because the solid state architecture 
meant no moving parts that could be damaged while running.

It is also indicative of another Apple strength: how brand 
awareness creates the perception of category ownership. The 
parents purchased the iPod Touch because to them it was the 
only option. In a market of literally hundreds of personal music 
players, Apple’s name recognition ensured – for the non-geek 
majority – they were synonymous with an entire product category.

The user’s upgrade path followed a familiar trail. When their 
mobile phone broke, they bought an iPhone 3GS because they 
were already familiar with the iPod Touch and it was the obvious 
choice to access their growing collection of iTunes content and 
apps. Subsequently they received an iPad 2 as a gift and bought 
themselves an iPhone 5 as an upgrade.

The iPad broke after a year – again, like the original iPod, just 
outside its warranty period. It was purchased on a 2 year contract 
with an operator and when they refused to replace or repair it, the 
user took it to an Apple store. Apple acknowledged the problem 
and, there and then, provided a like-for-like replacement free of 
charge, even though it was technically out of warranty.

This, perhaps, was a pivotal moment in the user’s emotional 
relationship with Apple as a brand. What could have been the start 
of a terminal decline, frustrated by a growing sense of Apple’s 
unreliability, was turned around to become another part of the 
positive spiral. The user came away delighted that they’d spoken 
to someone who understood the problem and was empowered to 
solve it for them, especially after their own network operator had 
failed to offer a solution.

It highlights another of Apple’s differentiators: the direct 
relationship it can maintain with customers through its network 
of retail stores. Crucially, these locations are places where it not 
only sells new products and accepts returns, but where it can also 
provide direct, face-to-face support. It is often said a customer’s 
perception of an experience starts to improve as soon as they feel 
they are being listened to, even if they never actually get to solving 
the problem. Apple’s retail network is where this happens and is 
important in maintaining those relationships.

Most recently the replacement iPad they received stopped 
connecting to Wifi. Once again, it was about a year old. The user’s 
first instinct was not to seek greater reliability from an alternative 
brand or to criticise Apple, but rather to start searching for how 
much it would cost to buy a replacement.

There is a tempting analogy with ‘Stockholm Syndrome’, the 
psychological condition where a captive forms an emotional bond 
with their captor.

Every day the user remains captive they are buying more content, 
more accessories and more apps. With every purchase they make, 
the user becomes less likely to move away when something goes 
wrong because the perceived cost of doing so goes up (both 



financially and in terms of not wanting to learn a new system). 
They also become more likely to buy future Apple products which 
extend the ecosystem they’ve invested in and more likely to 
recommend them to other people in their household, friends and 
family in the interests of compatibility and familiarity.

As a result, competitors face a two-fold challenge. Not only 
must they break a customer relationship which grows stronger 
with each passing day, they must also do so at a financial 
disadvantage. The positive spiral Apple creates has turned it into 
a formidable generator of cash. It already holds around $150 
billion in cash and short-term investments on its balance sheet 
and, even though it is currently executing a programme to return 
$100 billion to shareholders by 2015, it is still producing cash at 
such a rate (an additional $9.9 billion in the three months to 28th 
September 2013 alone) that the $150 billion cash pile is unlikely 
to actually fall much in that time.

The loyalty I observed in this user means Apple has to spend less 
on marketing than its competitors, yet still commands a premium 
for its products. As a result, its gross margin hovers around 37 
percent. Users are more likely to buy multiple Apple devices and, 
when they do, Apple also generates revenue – indeed, some of its 
highest margin sales – from the ecosystem of software, content 
and accessories it offers.

To compete for customers like this, other companies would need 
to invest in building an ecosystem of comparable quality – a 
huge upfront cost – while Apple is already in the position where 
its ecosystem not only funds itself, but actually generates profit. 
Competitors would also need to find a way to overcome the 
stumbling block of customers not wanting to lose access to the 
library of iTunes music, movies and apps they’ve built up. How long 
before we see a major consumer electronics manufacturer striking 
a deal to deliver a Spotify or Netflix-like subscription bundled with 
their products?

If a competitor achieved both of these – creating the ecosystem 
and finding a way to ensure customers did not lose their content 
– they would still only be at parity with Apple in the minds of 
people like our example user. Given the inertia of most customers 
when it comes to changing brand, the competitor would still need 
additional unique selling points to stand a chance of winning these 
users away from Apple.

However, most of Apple’s competitors continue to try to beat it 
at its own game, offering what they perceive to be incrementally 
better or more feature-laden versions of the iPhone or iPad. It is 
a futile strategy which will become financially impossible as the 
industry matures and the easy pickings of first time customers are 
replaced by the harder battle of competing for upgraders.

The answer, I suspect, lies in investing in a deeper understanding 
of user’s lives to identify where there are opportunities to establish 
anchors for new digital ecosystems. Intriguing, then, to see Google 
paying $3.2 billion to buy Nest, a manufacturer of thermostats, 
smoke alarms and – no doubt – other smart home appliances. A 
new front on which to fight for customer loyalty and trust.

Apple’s TouchID unlocks users’ iPhones today but as 
trust is established, what next?
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