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A B S T R A C T   

It is critical now that we direct all our efforts at transitions to post-carbon and sustainable futures. 
Currently, transitions are mostly handled by select expert groups who generate transition visions, 
scenarios and pathways, feed their findings into policy-making processes, thereby locking-in 
“futures” on behalf of the wider public. Scholars from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds are 
searching for more effective means to engage and empower citizens to effectively comprehend 
and actively take part in futuring processes. Experiential futures is an emerging field that connects 
experience design and futures studies. Experiential scenarios aim to create real memories of 
virtual events so that alternative futures can be understood and deliberated better by publics. This 
article maps contributions belonging to different disciplinary fields (including speculative design, 
literature studies, and psychology) to explore the means by which the everyday in futures could 
be virtually or vicariously experienced, aiming to contribute into the theoretical and methodo-
logical base of experiential futures. Our findings suggest that people’s ability for being immersed 
into a story is positively correlated with their empathic capacity. Immersion seems to be most 
successfully achieved when the experience shares some level of familiarity with people’s 
everyday reality and when the narrative is logically convincing. In addition, our findings indicate 
that avid fiction readers are more easily immersed in alternative scenarios than those who are not. 
Our findings have significant implications for designing future experiences of the everyday, 
therefore, on theory and methods of sustainability transitions.   

1. Introduction 

To address pressing sustainability challenges such as climate change there is an increasingly urgent need for large-scale, systemic 
and long-term societal transformations. These processes are known as sustainability transitions. Sustainability transitions require 
structural and radical changes in socio-technical-ecological systems within which human needs are met (Loorbach, 2010). Although 
research programs on sustainability transitions have been ongoing for nearly two decades, transitions scholars acknowledged that the 
aspired large-scale, systemic changes have not been achieved and there is a need for transitions research to open up to new perspectives 
and renew its capacity for innovation (Köhler, 2019). It has been argued that how knowledge is created, shared and used in society 
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crucially influences transition processes and rethinking processes of knowledge production could be a significant leverage point for 
enabling transformative change (Jones, 2014). Consequently, there is an increasing emphasis on co-creation of policy-relevant and 
action-guiding knowledge necessary for sustainability transitions with the involvement of wider societal actors (Friend et al., 2016). 
Following co-creative approaches to transition knowledge generation is seen as necessary to: 1) Attend to the plurality and enable 
negotiation of values among societal actors which underlie perceived desirability of alternative transition proposals; 2) Effectively 
counter and de-stabilise established power structures and vested interests in existing systems which constitute barriers to or slow down 
transitions, and; 3) Accelerate transitions by facilitating participatory deliberation and wider ownership of transition processes. 

Citizens should be involved in co-creation of knowledge for sustainability transitions and there is a need for innovative partici-
patory methods to enable this. It is important to underline here that participation of citizens cannot alone justify the processes of 
knowledge co-creation; how the outputs of these processes are used is equally important. In this article our focus is on involving 
citizens in these processes as a key prerequisite to democratise transition processes and enable knowledge co-creation possible. 
Development of normative scenarios of alternative, desirable and sustainable futures has been common practice in sustainability 
transitions projects since the early years of the field (see, for example, Elzen, Geels, & Green, 2004; Fraedrich, Beiker, & Lenz, 2015; 
Weaver, Jansen, van Grootveld, van Spiegel, & Vergragt, 2000). However, traditionally, these scenarios have been primarily devel-
oped by and deliberated within expert groups and a narrow, selected group of stakeholders while the general public is left to bear the 
long-term consequences of policy decisions without being able to influence them. Evidence shows that there is a systematic 
over-representation of experts and under-representation of diverse societal actors in general in collaborative processes of knowledge 
production in sustainability science (Musch & von Streit, 2020). Sustainability transitions are extraordinarily complex and long-term 
processes underlined by systemic uncertainties (Geels, 2010). For this reason, it has been argued that sustainability transitions need to 
be addressed by approaches in which not only different scientific disciplines but also other types of knowledge cultures such as practice 
based, tacit and lay knowledge are involved (Miller, Muñoz-Erickson, & Redman, 2011; Robinson, 2004; 2007). The inclusion of the 
general public in development and deliberation of transition scenarios is not only a requirement for democratic policy making, but it is 
also crucial for successful implementation of changes that are necessary to achieve these scenarios which frequently imply significant 
changes in lifestyles and behaviour of members of the public. Currently, there is an inevitable shortcoming of conventional formats 
used in communication of transition scenarios (text, illustrations and videos) in so that the participants of deliberative processes have 
difficulty of being situated in the proposed futures depicted in the scenarios and therefore being able to critically respond to the 
technological, environmental and social risks, uncertainties, values and worldviews and feasibility perceptions underlying the sce-
narios. In addition, in cases where stakeholder participation occurs, stakeholders find the terminology of transitions abstract and 
difficult to understand, which results in further dependence of these stakeholders on experts who can explain and interpret the 
concepts and create further disempowerment and disengagement (Avelino, 2009). In short, scenario development, communication and 
deliberation formats traditionally used in transitions projects fail to create human-centred empathic engagement with the futures 
implied in the scenarios. 

Experiential futures is an emerging research and practice field that deals with creating real memories of virtual events by combining 
futures inquiry methods such as scenarios with human-centred, experiential, empathy-inducing and performative approaches of 
artistic and design research (Candy & Dunagan, 2017; Candy, 2010; Kelliher & Byrne, 2015; Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017; Vervoort, 
Bendor, Kelliher, Strik, & Helfgott, 2015). Methods used in experiential futures research focus on humans and future systems in their 
relational context with due emphasis on human experience and the meaning derived through that experience. Experiential futures 
projects have been used to scrutinise proposed futures critically, however, their use has been through singular, short-term installations 
and they have not yet been systematically utilised in sustainability transition projects which deal with social and technological dy-
namics simultaneously, are long-term, and underlined by high complexity and uncertainty. 

In this paper, our core research aim is to conceptually explore the ways through which experiential futures field can contribute into 
the methods toolbox of sustainability transitions. We do this initially by pulling together the traceable threads of multiple histories that 
fed into the development of experiential futures field, deriving insights and lessons that demonstrate common patterns in these 
multiple histories (Section 2). Then we integrate these with insights and findings from bodies of literature that deal with creation and 
construction of everyday experience, namely, aesthetics of the everyday, literary genres and cognitive psychology (Section 3) to 
provide pointers for development of new, experiential methods in transitions research (Section 4) before we conclude the article. 

2. Design and futures: a reading of multiple histories 

Our methodological choices were informed by our core research aim. As the study required integrating insights from multiple 
practice and research domains to produce actionable pointers for development of new methodologies in sustainability transitions 
research, we followed the iterative and reflective process proposed by Gaziulusoy and Boyle (2013) for reviewing literature in 
transdisciplinary research. We also followed principles of scoping reviews which are particularly suitable for mapping emerging areas 
of inquiry (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). In alignment with the methodological messiness characteristic of transdisciplinary research 
(Wickson, Carew, & Russell, 2006) we moved back and forth multiple times and across the domains we have been dealing with, 
refining search terms and identifying new ones. We initially searched for the term “experiential futures” in SCOPUS and Google-
Scholar. This search resulted in identification of two key resources (Candy, 2010; Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017) to initiate our 
mapping. By reviewing Candy (2010) we gained an insight into the historical and theoretical relationship of experiential futures with 
foresight field and design. Kuzmanovic and Gaffney (2017) on the other hand provided further theorising on experiential futures based 
on examples of the creative practices of the two authors. Both of these pieces of work led us to identify multiple research and practice 
areas that have influenced development of experiential futures field and eventual coinage of the term by Candy in his PhD thesis and 

C. GarduñoG arcía and İ. Gaziulusoy                                                                                                                                                                             



Futures 127 (2021) 102702

3

blog. Additionally, both publications maintain that, in order to achieve their goal, experiential futures must be connected to the 
concept of the everyday. We continued our exploration by conducting academic database searches using these search terms in com-
bination with others that were further identified. This was predominantly to map and explore the specific concepts and key themes that 
emerged as relevant to experiential futures; but it also enabled us to identify the most suitable approaches for developing our con-
ceptual exploration, namely aesthetics of the everyday, literature studies, psychology, and neuroscience. In addition, we also tapped 
into the world of gray literature to construct our understanding of the evolution of experiential futures field and its multiple devel-
opmental influencers. These included researcher and practitioner blogs, conference archives, books and personal communications. As 
we continued our exploration, we visually mapped our evolving understanding of the history and influencers of experiential futures. 
Fig. 1 shows the final version of this map. 

2.1. Experiential futures 

The emergence of the term experiential scenarios can be traced back to the lifework of Jim Dator and the creation of the Hawaii 
Research Centre for Futures Studies (HRCFS) (See Fig. 2). Dator started working at the University of Hawaii in 1970, and with the 
support of the then Governor of Hawaii, John Burns, developed the Commission on Hawaii 2000 project. Hawaii 2000 was described as a 
wide public participation project that aimed at collecting public opinion on what Hawaii should be like by 2000 (Blane in Dator et al., 
1999). Besides a series of presentations, lectures, radio and TV shows, university courses and newspaper articles (among others), for 
half a year, more than 500 citizens were grouped into ten task forces corresponding to ten substantive areas, on which they wrote 
reports under the mentorship of consultants (Dator et al., 1999, 5). The reports were debated during a three-day conference called 
Hawaii 2000. The final report of Hawaii 2000 included eight different alternative scenarios for Hawaii that altogether conveyed “an 
inspiring picture of the world that the participants wanted to create over the following 30 years” (Dator et al., 1999, 4). 

Nearly thirty years later, Dator et al. (1999) wrote Hawaii 2000: Past, Present and Future, an assessment of the original exercise. 
Hawaii 2000 had produced some valuable outcomes, including the creation of HRCFS1 . Additionally, many educational events had 
been organized throughout the years, the project encouraged diversified citizen participation, and the judicial foresight process was 
established in Hawaii to be exported to other places in the world. In 1999, Hawaii was doing a little better than other states of the USA 
in areas such as mortality rate or violent crime rates (Dator et al., 1999, 20), and despite reporting that the state had experienced 
financial struggle, most of its population was either somewhat or very satisfied with life (Dator et al., 1999, 21). Nonetheless, in many 
other areas, including education, environmental degradation, and financial security, the standard of living in Hawaii had declined 
since 1970 (Dator et al., 1999, 19). 

Moreover, when the dreams and hopes for the future of the participants of 1971 were compared with the state of affairs in 1999, the 
conclusion was that Hawaii 2000 had resulted in a creative failure: “We all somehow thought the “Hawaii 2000” we wanted would 
somehow “just happen” since we all seemed to want it. It did not. Far from it” (Dator et al., 1999, 53). The main reasons behind that failure 
were the shortcomings in inclusion (there were no female, homosexual, indigenous or people with disabilities participants), the lack of 
legacy (no practical programs were generated, and many of the resulting institutions were discontinued before 1980), and the Arab oil 
crisis of 1974 (which severely affected the finances of the island) (Dator et al., 1999, 49–50). The report concluded that if a similar 
programme was to take place, it would need a substantially wider involvement, and it would need to develop methods to fully engage 
citizens (both their mind and their heart). (Dator et al., 1999, 52). 

In 2005, the HRCFS was approached by the legislature of Hawaii State with the aim of revisiting Hawaii 2000, and engaging a broad 
public in a discussion on sustainability towards 2050. Dator delegated the task to his doctoral students, Stuart Candy, a political 
scientist, and Jake Dunagan, a visual anthropologist, who were led into an exploration of what language cannot reach (Candy, 2010, 3). 
Inspired by José Ramos, Jim Dator, and Wendy Schultz, they deduced that “… the core challenge seemed to be a communicative one: 
how to convey a variety of ideas about the future accessibly, meaningfully and impactfully to a wide group of participants?” (Candy, 2010, 10). 

Candy observed how, a photograph of the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina was much more compelling than any chart that 
described the potential risks of climate change, which led him to identify a gap between “the way we represent possibilities to our-
selves, and the way those things feel when they actually happen”; he called this, the experiential gulf (Candy, 2010, 73). Next, Candy 
and Dunagan intuitively hypothesized that an embodied experience of a future scenario could enable people to deal with the un-
imaginable utopia and the unthinkable dystopia. Hawaii 2050 was their first attempt towards initiating what they eventually named 
experiential scenarios. The original concept of Hawaii 2050 was a blend between a theme park and role playing that creates windows 
where people can briefly inhabit alternative versions of the future which, on their part, could trigger interesting follow-up discussions 
(Candy, 2010, 10). It is important to point out that experiential scenarios were conceived as a means only, with the ultimate aim to 
“explore and effect concrete changes actually desired in the world” (Candy, 2010, 14). 

In line with the work developed by the HRCFR, Candy and Dunagan sought to create a variety of ideas about the future by mixing 
the four generic scenario archetypes (continue, collapse, discipline, transform) developed by Dator in the 1970’s and Roy Amara’s 
framework of the possibility space (possible, plausible, and preferable) within the well-known cone of possibility space (Candy, 2010, 
33⎼34; 47⎼55). They came up with the idea of creating four rooms, each of which would show an alternative version of Hawaii in 2050. 
In each room 150 participants at a time would interact with the scenarios in different ways. The experience was complemented with 
follow-up discussions. 

1 For which Jim Dator was appointed director (Slaughter, 1992,5) 
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The performative mix of Hawaii 2050 was unlike anything Candy and Dunagan had seen before, and it was only later, based on 
Jesse James Garrett’s (Path, 2009, quoted by Candy, 2010, 107) definition “experience design is the design of anything, independent of 
medium, or across media, with human experience as an explicit outcome, and human engagement as an explicit goal”, that they started 
referring to their own interventions as experience design. In his dissertation, Candy theorizes that (with references to Dewey’s ob-
servations) experiences do not cease to exist once they are through, but are instead carried along into further experiences and that it 
might be possible to learn real lessons from simulated experiences. 

2.2. Intermingling of design and fiction 

In 1998, being fully convinced that design could lead the massive technological change that would provide people with a new narrative, 
necessary for the changing millennia, Bruce Sterling, a fiction writer, announced the instalment of Viridian Design. Sterling “realized that 
objects were really narratives, that they had stories, that they appeared in places for real reasons, that they were protagonists” (Ahart, 
2009). He did not intend to become a designer himself; instead, he aimed at using an open web platform for establishing a global design 

Fig. 1. Timeline of multiple histories. Drawn by Claudia Garduño, 2019.  

Fig. 2. The origin of experiential futures. Drawn by Claudia Garuño, 2018.  
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movement, where, according to his vision, technological artefacts would save humanity from collapse by counteracting climate change. 
The movement started in the beginning of 2000, and it was supposed to be evaluated in 2012; nonetheless, due to the financial crisis of 
2008, it was ceased in 2010. However, Viridian Design tightly connected Sterling to the world of design. He was invited to act as a 
keynote speaker in AIGA 2003 (The Power of Design), as a participant in High Ground Tools and Strategies for Design, and as a Visionary in 
Residence in the Art Center in Pasadena, California in 2005. These experiences enabled him to write his well-known book Shaping 
Things, where the term design fiction appeared for the first time. 

On March 17, 2009, Julian Bleecker whose research2 has been primarily concerned with science fiction meeting science fact and 
how fictional stories, mainly film and video games, help us make sense of the real world, wrote a blog post explaining that, unaware of 
the work of others, he had started thinking about design fiction around 2006. That day, he also published an essay where he made his 
first attempt to define design fiction (Bleecker, 2009): 

Design fiction is about creative provocation, raising questions, innovation beyond the ‘up-and-to-the-right’ sort, and explora-
tion. Design fiction works in the space between the arrogance of science fact, and the seriously playful imaginary of science 
fiction, making things that are both real and fake, but aware of the irony of the muddle – even claiming it as an advantage. It’s a 
design practice, first of all – because it makes no authority claims on the world, has no special stake in canonical truth; because it 
can work comfortably with the vernacular and pragmatic; because it has as part of its vocabulary the word ‘people’ (not ‘users’) 
and all that implies; because it can operate with wit and paradox and a critical stance. It assumes nothing about the future, 
except that there can be simultaneous futures, and multiple futures, and simultaneous-multiple futures – even an end to 
everything. 

David A. Kirby (2010), a scientific consultant in the film industry, introduced the term diegetic prototype (p.43), to refer to tech-
nologies that, in the fictional world (diegesis), “exist as real objects that function properly and people actually use”. The elements of 
film, including plot, narrative structure, dialogue and visual effects contextualize technologies within the social sphere, making them 
look as “’natural’ parts of their landscape. So, although in the narrative these are part of the ordinary everyday experience, the audience 
faces an extraordinary experience. Diegetic prototypes are introduced in films with the agenda of “foster[ing] public support for po-
tential or emerging technologies” (Kirby, 2010, 44). In order to achieve this, film directors recur to scientific consultants, whose role is 
to ensure that whatever is portrayed in the screen is credible and coherent. For example, within the medical field, the depiction of a 
successful transplant of an artificial heart on a living patient in the film Threshold of 1981 contributed to easing the fears that people 
had regarding the technology which, at that time, had already been developed and tested in animals. The first artificial heart was 
transplanted in real life the following year (Kirby, 2010, 42). 

2.3. The critical stance of speculative design 

Within the world of design, the capacity of the discipline to promote the fast adoption of new technologies was started to be seen 
with skepticism, mainly by the initiative of Anthony Dunne, and soon after with the collaboration of Fiona Raby. In 1999, Dunne 
(Dunne, 2006 [1999]) published his book Hertzian Tales, where he coined the term critical design. Like Sterling, Dunne identified the 
dialogic quality of objects, but, with the aim of moving design away from its central role in the loop of consumerism, he also offered a 
critical commentary about the relationship between design (of electronic items) and culture. Additionally, he held that through their 
conceptual and aesthetic qualities, objects can influence people to reflect and discuss critically, which could in turn lead to social 
change (Zelenko, 2007). According to Dunne and Raby (2013) “critical design uses speculative design proposals to challenge narrow 
assumptions, preconceptions, and givens about the role products play in everyday life (p.35)”. Critical design would become one of the 
leading approaches of design at the Royal College of Art (RCA). 

On 17 December, Icon Magazine (Ahart, 2009) published a conversation between Sterling, Raby, and Dunne, those who shared a 
fascination towards the narrative quality of objects. Sterling opened up the conversation by stating that a speculative culture could be 
emerging and by pointing at the possibilities that design could bring into the world. Nonetheless, Dunne quickly changed the direction 
of the conversation. Their critical design approach was not directed at exploiting what could become possible through design; on the 
contrary, they were trying to be cautious by reflecting on the non-intended consequences of massively producing and commodifying 
emerging technologies. Their students were producing conceptual objects instead. In the end, they agreed that while literature is a 
much more effective means to convey ideas to an audience; tangibility affords design with the power of potentially provoking visceral 
responses and enabling bodily experiences. Thus, despite its lack of clarity, design has the advantage of being faster and cruder in 
delivering a message. 

In 2012, Carl DiSalvo (109) wrote that critical design and design fiction “can broadly be considered as kinds of speculative design 
because what is common across this work is the use of designerly means to express foresight in compelling, often provocative ways, 
which are intended to engage audiences in considerations of what might be.” In there, he also states that although speculative design 
aims at initiating change, “it is unclear what the effect or change might really be” (116). And he hints that the greatest potential of 
speculative design lies on the possibility to present a political work by means of the spectacle (118). 

Dunne and Raby (2013) acknowledge that the terms speculative design and design fiction are sometimes used interchangeably, but 

2 Already his Master’s thesis, written in 1992 and titled “Coherent Light: Virtual Reality and the Cultural Politics of Technology, was focused on 
the intersection of fact and fiction. His doctoral dissertation, written at the Department of History of Consciousness at the University of California 
was titled The Reality Effect of Technoscience (2004). 
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they insist that there are also some important differences. Design fiction is a narrower genre that strongly focuses on technological 
futures, that is, its products are expected to soon be produced in real life. Design speculations, on their part, have no need to become 
real. Thus, while design fiction builds on the world as we know it and depends on referencing well known symbols, speculative design 
seeks to suggest fully alternative realities, potentially becoming a means for people to participate in the creation of more socially 
constructive imaginary futures. They relate the capacity to speculate with the malleability of reality, given that it helps people 
identifying the actions required for both, desirable and undesirable futures. 

Finally, Dunne and Raby (2013, 159) walk us through their idea of speculative everything, which was triggered by the insight that 
perhaps design could take on a social and even political role in the application of imaginative thinking even to large scale social issues. 
Speculative design might have an effect on our relationship to reality: “The way the world is follows on from how we think; the ideas 
inside our heads shape the world out there. If our values, mental models, and ethics change, then the world that flows from that 
worldview will be different, and we hope better” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 161). Thus, it is their interest in the construction of a diversity 
of worldviews, ideologies and possibilities, in opposition to the growing dominant monoculture, that they make a call to move beyond 
speculative design and into speculative everything where disciplinary boundaries would blur, and design might become an agglutinant, 
sticking ideas together. 

2.4. It all comes together 

In Arizona State University (ASU), the multidisciplinary research program entitled Anticipation and Deliberation, in collaboration 
with the design program Innovation Space, focuses on the mediation of foresight. Cynthia Selin, the leader of the program has stated 
that “with design thinking, we come to this better understanding through methods that are tactile and material, visual and graphical, 
virtual and simulated, experiential and kinetic” (Selin, 2015, 27). Thus, together with her colleagues, she developed the concept of 
material deliberation (Davies et al., 2015), which referred to the incorporation of “the material, visual, and affective to increase the 
experiential richness and contextual relevance of future-oriented processes” (Selin, 2015, 28). 

Building on ASU’s tradition of interdisciplinary collaboration, in 2012, its schools of Human Evolution and Social Change, Sus-
tainability, and Center for Science and the Imagination designed, curated and implemented a design fictions event called Emerge: Artists 
and Scientists Redesign the Future. This was a three-day-event that took place at the ASU Art Museum, and which brought together 
“artists, engineers, bio scientists, social scientists, storytellers, and designers to build, draw, write and play with the future”. Selin 
introduced the notion of mediated scenarios to describe how 700 participants were distributed into nine different workshops sharing an 
overarching methodological framework and the task of developing and delivering scenarios and design fictions. The organizing team 
collaborated with workshop leads in the planning of the workshops. Workshops leads (including Nick Foster from Near Future Lab, 
Stuart Candy and Jake Dunagan) were invited based on their work on futures and their interest in connecting futures to their own field. 
The teams for each workshop were carefully assembled by considering the participants’ “disciplinary background, thematic expertise, 
and technical or artistic skills; “the processes were to facilitate grappling with sociotechnical change and should be interdisciplinary 
and highly participative” (Selin, 2015, 28). Additionally, world-leading futures thinkers, including Bruce Sterling, were invited to 
deliver keynote speeches. The third and last day was dedicated to Immerge; an event where the participants shared their experiences 
through installations and performances. 

Emerge also made a special effort to properly document its processes. Their strategy included assembling a documentation team and 
the previous arrangement of groups and tags for social networks. Also, the work of each team was covered up by a team formed by 
three students, one of which was trained in ethnography (Selin, 2015, 33). This material was used to set up the exhibition entitled 
Emerge: Redesigning the Future, coordinated by the researchers Aisling Kelliher and Daragh Byrne, who approached the task from an 
experience design perspective. Unlike Dunne and Raby, who target expert audiences, this exhibition ought to be highly intelligible, 
given that the projected audience were school children and families. In parallel, Kelliher and Byrne created and mediated an inter-
active digital platform that enabled the audience to participate in the valuation and classification of data gathered during the event and 
the exhibition. 

Emerge 2012 greatly contributed to expanding knowledge about the intersection between the fields of futures and design. In fact, it 
became an annual event hosted by ASU. Also, the documentation effort enabled the organizers and participants produced the Issue 70 
of Futures journal. Finally, it was one of the main inspirations for the organization of Oxford Futures Forum 2014. 

The Oxford Futures Forum (OFF) is a triennial two-day event that, since 2005 has been held at the Saïd Business School with the aim 
of bringing together scenario practice and other fields of knowledge. The first one was about relating scenarios and social ecology, the 
second one related scenarios and sensemaking and the third one related scenarios with complexity. OFF 2014, on its part brought 
together leading practitioners and scholars belonging to the fields of scenarios and design. As a forum, OFF offered a disruptive format 
to build on; and in 2014, the conveners, led by Selin, also had the experience of Emerge to refer to. OFF 2014 also included an 
exhibition, Future Things, and it assembled a similar documentation team to that of Emerge. Nonetheless, instead of focusing on the 
hands-on approach and the material quality of design; the event was curated with a participatory design perspective and produced 
issue 74 of Futures journal. 

This time, Selin and her team conducted a deeper exploration of the field of design, by reviewing, among others, authors such as 
Herbert Simon, Donald Schön, Thomas Binder, Nigel Cross, Ramia Mazé, Liz Sanders, Cameron Tonkinwise, Anthony Dunne and Fiona 
Raby. Their investigation revealed that although the design field has expanded, it “remains fragmented and heterogeneous” (Selin, 
Kimbell, Ramirez, & Bhatti, 2015, 5). They also identified that design and scenarios are similar in the sense that both are practice-based 
and remain undertheorized. The fields also seem to complement each other, for design is naturally future oriented, while scenarios are 
sets that make assumptions about the future explicit; thus, scenarios are always implicit in design and vice versa. 
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OFF sought to explore how, by merging their practices together, scenarists and designers could better explore and evaluate what 
could possibly happen in futures. They asked scenarists to design what they were imagining before describing it, and they asked 
designers to describe their designs and the future contexts to which they belonged (Selin et al., 2015, 6). The forum was organized in 
three dialogue rounds that enabled topics to emerge and participants to self-organize into groups of interest. The initial hypothesis was 
that these two practice-based fields would naturally intersect. Nonetheless, they were able to observe four different interactional 
configurations, namely, feed in, bridge, tension, and even repulsion (Selin et al., 2015, 15). 

Originally founded by artist Maja Kuzmanovic in Brussels in 2000 under the name of StarLab, FoAM describes itself as “a 
distributed lab for speculative culture” (Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017, 107). It has grown to become an international “network of 
transdisciplinary labs at the intersection of art, science, nature and everyday life”, meaning that their approach to futures is char-
acterized by an “ecology of practices” and a strong artistic component (FoAM, 2019). They argue that the fact that the future is un-
certain is no reason for people giving into fatalism, so their main concern is spreading a “futures literacy that would enable people to 
attune to uncertainty without abandoning visions of their preferred futures” (Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017, 107). With that aim, FoAM 
has further developed Candy’s (2010) notion of experiential futures by mixing futures methods with techniques developed mainly, but 
not limited to, improvisation, play, and meditation. They also seek to develop highly participative experiments, and state that they 
have no spectators, only participants. 

Kuzmanovic and Gaffney (2017, 110) state that “experiential futures could be seen as a foresight-centric response to future pre-
paredness. It is an attempt to bring the worlds of tomorrow into the present in a way that can be experienced directly. In the absence of 
functional time-travel, such attempts rely on more mundane techniques borrowed from theatre, design or psychology, including 
speculative artefacts, videos, interactive installations, games or “guerrilla” interventions in public spaces”. Rather than imagining the 
future by reading or hearing abstract data, or sticking to a particular methodology, FoAM embraces and encourages the mixtures of 
media, methods, techniques and technologies, that enable deep understanding through interactive experiences and non-hierarchical 
conversations. They argue that “experiential futures have the potential, or perhaps even a responsibility to (re)connect rational 
analysis, abstract speculation and embodied knowledge” (Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017, 111). 

FoAM adopts the assumption that although the future cannot be predicted, future preparedness is possible but dependent on the 
adoption of an adequate mindset, such as visionary adaptation and inhabiting uncertainty. Visionary adaptation (e.g. disaster drills) seeks 
to answer the question “how can we keep preferred futures alive, while at the same time responding appropriately to current change?”, 
and it “implies a way to balance long-term visions with short-term responses to crises such as adaptation, resilience or revolution” 
(Kuzmanovic & Gaffney, 2017, 109). Inhabiting uncertainty, on its part, deals with the plurality of futures that exist (only) in the 
present, it focuses on identifying what can be extrapolated from aptitudes that take uncertainty for granted, such as observation, 
curiosity, frugality, irreverence, and equanimity to encourage us to embrace it. Moreover, they aim to learn from “dispositions that 
flourish in uncertainty”, namely meditation (looking at the present as infinite, ability to identify minimal changes), play (state of high 
emotional anticipation), and improvisation (resolving uncertainty at the spot, with spontaneity) (109–110). 

Depending on the duration of their interactive, human-scale experiences, FoAM calls them either prehearsals (short) or pre-en-
actments (can last “hours, days, or weeks and often include customs and props”) (108). Both are “rehearsals of futures that may come to 
pass” (112), and situations commonly facilitated by experienced improvisers, “in which participants themselves can co-create images 
of the future… based on their assumptions, hopes, and fears” (108). A distinctive trait of FoAM’s experiments is that, with the aim of 
achieving deeper immersions, they seek to address issues that are relevant to participants; thus, they ask their participants (who are 
sometimes prepared beforehand) to act as themselves and to “imagine who they would become and what their life would be like” 
(112). Also, they are placed in familiar situations that might happen in the future. Additionally, and even when they acknowledge that 
the highest impact is created by experiences and that the support material is secondary, the scenario is made more believable by filling 
it with all kinds of mundane details, including clothes, food, and spaces. 

Kuzmanovic and Gaffney (2017, 116) conclude that “we are only at the beginning of investigating how experiential futures 
techniques –such as prehearsals and pre-enactments– can become more effective and more applicable across different scales and 
contexts”, and that it can be extremely beneficial to generate deep interactions also with other fields of knowledge and techniques. 

3. Discussion: weaving threads 

Even though there are variations on how design and futures interconnect, there are some shared notions among all the above- 
mentioned authors. Most of them support the view that the effective participation of citizens in the generation of sustainability 
transition visions and in the deliberation of public policy is dependent on the creation of everyday experiences in futures. This is based 
on two interrelated ideas: first, that democracy is (also) in the method, thus making futuring available for all is in the need of more 
appropriate methods; and second, the idea that the best way to achieve a thorough comprehension of what futures might bring about is 
by designing scenarios that translate alternative sociotechnical systems (worlds), into the interactions that could become part of one’s 
own everyday experience. 

The reviewed works also point at some potential affordances of design. In the view of some authors, design plays a supportive role 
by providing the details that constitute the everydayness, making a scenario look mundane and thus, believable. For others, design 
plays a leading role by holding the power to evoke emotions and visceral responses that might even lead to changing beliefs and 
behavioural changes. 

Nevertheless, all of the authors explore means that might contribute to the construction of better futures, and all of them support 
transdisciplinary collaborations. Having said that, we turn to other fields of knowledge to derive further insights on evoking expe-
riences of futures to include, stimulate and engage citizens in policy processes about the questions that relate to sustainable futures 
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before presenting pointers for future research on expanding the methodical basis of transitions research. First, we discuss the concept 
of everyday with references to contemporary aesthetics, and then we refer to findings from literary studies, cognitive psychology and 
neuroscience and identify potential approaches in creating experiences of everyday. 

3.1. Contemporary aesthetics: the everyday 

In The Futures of Everyday Life, Candy (2010) draws the concept of everyday life from the work of Michel de Certeau, who, on his part 
builds on the critique to quotidian life written by Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre, 2014). In that current of thought, the everyday is used 
pejoratively, as “the everyday constitutes the platform upon which the bureaucratic society of controlled consumerism is erected” 
(Lefebvre & Levich, 1987, 9). In fact, industrially designed and produced objects are the tangible evidence that demonstrate that the 
diversity of the past rural life was lost to a “world wide tendency to uniformity” (7), where “even the smallest aspects of bourgeois life 
were shaped by twentieth-century technologies and the insistent discourses of capitalism and consumerism” (Olson, 2011, 176). 
Nonetheless, Candy turns to Jaques Ranciere’s The Politics of Aesthetics, through which he identifies the opportunity of using the term 
everyday to simultaneously convey two different but interrelated matters: That, like with art, futures ought to be brought into everyday 
life, and that everyday life ought to be brought into futures. The former implies the democratization of futures, where, instead of 
having a reduced elite participating in envisioning and shaping futures, these become available for all. The latter proposes that rather 
than focusing on highly extraordinary situations, futures can be “concerned with the interior, mundane qualities and textures of the 
lives we could lead” (Candy, 2010, 317). As observed by Sterling (2008), both of these matters can be directly linked to how the 
everyday is addressed in the design field and practice. 

“The items that you use incessantly, the items you employ every day, the normal, boring goods that don’t seem luxurious or 
romantic: these are the critical ones. They are truly central. The everyday object is the monarch of all objects. It’s in your time 
most, it’s in your space most. It is "where it is at," and it is "what is going on."” (emphasis added) 

The everyday is also relevant for Dunne and Raby, who included it in their official definition of critical design3 . In their case, 
making objects look mundane or quotidian is in tension with features that make objects strange; however, that tension is necessary to 
generate a satirical situation, confuse the audience and prompt them to think critically; ultimately, people are encouraged to realize 
that everyday life could be different. Design has also been identified as a means through which futures are made tangible and easier to 
communicate to the public at large, for example, when Kirby (2010) talks about an everyday that does not exist yet. His diegetic 
prototypes are ordinary objects in the worlds inhabited by characters in films. In his view, this normality is crucial in persuading 
different stakeholders to pursue the development and adoption of new technologies in the near future, and in the real world. FoAM has 
also addressed everyday life as one of the key ingredients of their transdisciplinary practice and has acknowledged the role of the 
mundane-tangible in making scenarios believable. Nonetheless, our mapping of the intersection of design and futures studies has not 
found much reflection on the concept of the everyday itself. 

Candy’s path to linking the sensible and the everyday, through the work of Ranciere on the identification of the aesthetically 
relevant in a given context, offers an alternative approach to what the proponents of everyday aesthetics pursue (Saito, 2019). Everyday 
aesthetics seek to restore the scope of aesthetics by moving away from the Western tendency to equate aesthetics to the philosophy of 
art and to focus nearly exclusively on the study of beauty; moreover, “everyday aesthetics was first proposed as a way of accounting for 
those aesthetically charged dimensions of our lives that had not been adequately addressed by art-centered aesthetics” (Saito, 2019). 
Everyday aestheticians are frequently inspired by John Dewey (Dewey, 2005) “Art as experience”, and tend to “return to the root 
meaning of ‘aesthetic’ as sensory perception gained with sensibility and imagination, whatever its evaluative valence might be” (Saito, 
2019). 

Within the field of everyday aesthetics, Naukkarinen (2013) offers a reflection on the everydayness of the everyday that distances 
from that by Henri Lefebvre. Naukkarinen points out that everybody has an everyday of their own. Thus, two people can share some 
strands of their world, but their everyday experience cannot be exactly the same. The everyday affects the way in which we relate to 
other people and how we interact with everything that surrounds us; thus, the everyday shapes our lives and even ourselves. Nonetheless, 
he points out that “[m]y life is not mine alone and there are no clear-cut and definite borders between me and the rest of the world”. 

The everyday exists in the present, but it is influenced by the past and the future. Everydayness has to do with routines, and it is also 
dynamic (it might change over time either intentionally or unintentionally); nonetheless, it is maintained even when routines change. 
Routines can be positively and quickly broken, like when throwing a party or going on holidays. Other times, the process of escaping 
boredom can be much slower, like when learning something new or getting on a diet. At times, the everyday is affected by unexpected 
incidents which could either be good surprises or negative disturbances. 

The everyday is made of certain elements with which we regularly spend a lot of time (objects, activities, and events) and of the 
attitudes and relations we hold towards them. Commonly, the elements of the everyday belong either to the realm of our work, home, 
or hobbies. Based on Melchionne, Naukkarinen explains: 

The everyday attitude is coloured with routines, familiarity, continuity, normalcy, habits, the slow process of acclimatization, 
even superficiality and a sort of half-consciousness and not with creative experiments, exceptions, constant questioning and 
change, analyses, and deep reflections. In our daily lives we aim at control and balance. The everyday is the area of our life that 

3 “Critical design uses speculative design proposals to challenge narrow assumptions, preconceptions, and givens about the role products play in 
everyday life” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 35). 
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we want and typically can trust, the sphere of life that we know very well; or at least believe that we do, which is normally 
enough to keep us contented. Everyday life is not always only made up of the nice and good, but it is something we are familiar 
with. 

Things that do not affect our lives, do not effectively exist for us. Thus, Naukkarinen observes that the everyday, merely concealing 
the real world can be associated with Plato’s allegory of the cave. Pragmatically speaking, and except if life is as boring as living in 
prison, the everyday provides people with security and helps them understand the world and act within it (see Fig. 3). 

While deepening our understanding of the everyday, this section poses a difficult question: Would an experience of the everyday in 
futures be an ordinary or an extraordinary experience? Perhaps, the aim is creating ordinary experiences in extraordinary settings. 
Even if the surroundings were somewhat strange and imperfect (referring to e.g. Dator’s four scenario archetypes), everydayness should 
bring people comfort; if they are able to identify elements that form part of their daily routines, they can still be and relate to the 
proposed future. 

3.2. Insights from literary studies, cognitive psychology and neuroscience 

The inclusion of the general public is crucial for the democratic deliberation and successful construction of transition scenarios. The 
emerging field of experiential futures can potentially make futuring accessible, and thus, might achieve the engaged participation of a 
wider public. In addition to the need of making futures mundane, familiar, and thus, safe, those who have explored design fiction, 
design futures, and speculative design have hinted at the possibility that the provocation of visceral responses might lead people to 
modify their routinized practices and even their beliefs. And although it is generally agreed that design might have something special 
to contribute with, all of the above-mentioned authors seem to agree that the most powerful experience might emerge from trans-
disciplinary collaborations and the mixing of media ranging from text to virtual reality. 

Our research revealed that scholars belonging to different fields, including philosophy, literature studies, cognitive psychology, and 
most recently, neuroscience, deal with similar matters. In fact, the idea that people can learn things from stories, and particularly 
works of fiction, and that this might lead them to modify the way they think and/or behave is rather old. Aristotle claimed that 
universals can be found in the works of poets (Kroon & Voltolini, 2019), and many times in history literary works have been censored 
upon their feared effect on the population. In philosophy, this problem belongs to the wider discussion about “truth through fiction” 
that builds on the possibility that, despite telling invented stories of invented characters from invented places, “fiction can serve as a 
means for readers to discover genuine truths” (Kroon & Voltolini, 2019). Another philosophical paradox that psychologists have also 
studied and which is relevant in this discussion regards the emotional response that authors seek to provoke in their readers, but which 
are generally directed towards invented situations of characters that do not actually exist. 

In 1993 and following a remarkably similar rationale to that of Candy when approaching experiential scenarios, Richard Gerrig 
(psychologist) sought to explain what happens to a reader while reading a narrative (“in its widest sense… a representation of a 
sequence of events between which there is some connection” [Le Poidevin, 2005, 638]) and proposed the metaphor of the literary 
experience of being transported. According to Gerrig, a story is a means through which a traveller gets transported into another world, 
and this makes some aspects of the traveller’s own world inaccessible. In the new world, the traveller experiences something. Finally, 
the traveller returns to her own world somewhat changed. Posterior psychology studies aimed at deepening the understanding of the 

Fig. 3. “The everyday”, based on the original diagram by Naukkarinen (2013). Drawn by Claudia Garduño, 2018.  
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causes and effects of literary transportation show that both, the content and the quality of the narrative is relevant. Narrative, 
especially if well-written seems to be more effective for transportation than other kinds of written text (e.g. advertisements, sermons, 
or editorials). This might be due to the fact that storytelling is deeply rooted in our social nature: stories are the means through which 
we get to know what other people think or experience, and how we make sense of who they are (Mar & Oatley, 2008). Readers become 
more engaged when the story is rich and characters overcome negative aspects, such as obstacles or dilemmas (Green & Brock, 2000); 
while suspense stories seem to be especially engaging (Keen, 2006; Oatley, 1999). 

Psychologists have proven the philosophers right. Fiction seems to be the literary gender through which readers best achieve 
transportation (Keen, 2006). When people know that they are reading a fictional story, they likely feel released from their obligation to 
critically assess what is presented in the text, and therefore are more willing to suspend disbelief (Gerrig, 1993; Green & Brock, 2000; 
Keen, 2006); in other words, while reading a fictional story, the reader likely believes that the characters, places, and their stories exist 
and is therefore able to respond emotionally. Moreover, although fictional stories are not real, they are abstractions of reality that work 
as prototypes of social situations, expanding the reader’s world (Mar & Oatley, 2008). Additionally, it has been observed that the 
confiding or real everyday emotions “may be comparable to experiencing emotions in fiction in ways that allow one to reflect on them 
from the new perspectives of the stories’ circumstances” (Oatley, 1999, 109) So, given that, while immersed in the story, the readers’ 
personal truths might enable them to experience real emotions of their own (Oatley, 1999) like a low-tech experiential scenario, a 
fictional story can potentially lead to the creation of real memories of virtual experiences. 

Before neuroscience could shed light on the situation, various researchers already shared the notion that there is a connection 
between reading fiction and the development of empathy and theory of mind (Green & Brock, 2000; Keen, 2006; Mar & Oatley, 2008). 
It has recently been proven that the default network of the brain is involved in the simulation of both, vivid spatial scenes and social 
situations (Tamir, Bricker, Dodell-Feder, & Mitchell, 2016). It has also been confirmed that those who read fiction more often present 
the strongest social cognition; and although they have not been able to identify if either of those is the primary cause for the other, it 
might be generally accurate to say that frequent fiction readers might be suitable participants of experiential futures exercises, and that 
participants of experiential futures exercises can get prepared by reading works of fiction. 

4. Lessons for expanding the methodical base of transitions research 

So far, we have shown that experiential futures can expand its theoretical foundation by drawing from research conducted in the 
fields of contemporary aesthetics, literature studies, cognitive psychology, and neuroscience. Nevertheless, in this section, we attempt 
to bring all lessons together, with the aim of conceptually exploring how experiences of the everyday can be created within sus-
tainability transitions scenarios, and what the implications of this methodical expansion on transition research would be. 

According to Stuart Candy, the possibility that experiential scenarios might lead people to adopt sustainable practices as part of 
their everyday life is supported by his interpretation of Dewey’s take on experience: that it is possible to create real memories of events 
that were not actually lived. This notion is very similar to the concept of literary immersion or transportation that has been described 
and studied by psychologists. Although neuroscience has not effectively proven that reading fiction might lead to belief or behavioural 
change, it has confirmed that when readers achieve high emotional transportation into a fictional story, empathy is influenced (Bal & 
Veltkamp, 2013), and “that fiction reading recruits the default network because it elicits at least two distinct types of simulation: the 
simulation of vivid physical scenes and the simulation of people and minds”, each on a distinct subnetwork, suggesting that “fiction 
reading may impact ToM [Theory of Mind —the ability to think about others’ thoughts and feelings—] through its influence on the 
neural basis of social simulation” (Tamir et al., 2016, 221). Thus, this also supports the view that, as simulations of social situations, 
fictional stories can provoke the reader to experience real emotions of their own. 

Candy has also observed that, the further away a scenario stands from one’s own quotidian life, the more difficult it is to place 
oneself there (Candy, 2010, 83). Based on similar observations, FoAM asks their participants to act as themselves in futures. From 
these, it can be inferred that everydayness in experiential futures does not merely refer to the mundane, but to the familiar and 
relatable. In that sense, experiential scenarios should be set in habitual realms (work, home, hobbies), and furnished with mundane 
and speculative items. Thus, in order to convey an extraordinary-ordinary experience, experiential futures require a compelling and 
well-written meta-narrative that explains how the world came to be what it is in futures; that resultant world and its everyday items 
must be coherent with the meta-narrative, and finally, within that world, participants must be able to imagine what their own everyday 
might become in futures. 

Aiming at the democratization of the deliberation of futures, apart from the everyday, the organizers of Hawaii 2050 were deeply 
concerned with the engagement of a wide audience; therefore, Dunagan and Candy developed experiential scenarios that hosted up to 
150 participants at a time (Candy, 2010, 96). Contrastingly, FoAM has reported that when groups are small, participants can engage 
more actively in scenario planning, which has also led participants to a stronger commitment. In fact, this can also be assumed from 
Candy’s intervention at Emerge 2012, The People Who Vanished, where the richest experience was gained by the workshop participants, 
and not by the large audiences that attended their presentation or exhibition. Potentially, this situation can be solved by conducting 
experiential futures workshops with small but diverse and democratically representative groups. Contrastingly, and following the 
example of Kelliher and Byrne (2015), as well as the observations made by Kirby (2010), other media (exhibitions, films, VR) can be 
used to share the mediated scenarios with the public at large. 

The latter again opens a discussion regarding experience. Although in Candy’s (2010, 76) view, “all ideas, stories, narratives, and 
images can be regarded as experiences, that is, as events occurring on a common bodymind substrate…”), experiential futures seem 
more experiential than reading or watching a film. In fact, Dunne & Raby situate speculative design between written text and film and 
speak of levels of activity and passivity in the spectators, which suggests that if the deliberation of futures scenarios is left to 
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participants selected based on their empathic capacity and their enthusiasm to reading fiction, the possibility that, as demanded by 
sustainability transitions, the process and product of such deliberations would be centred on humans might grow. 

However, and even when it might not run smoothly, as Selin et al. (2015) have warned us, it is only through complementary 
disciplinary collaborations that we might unleash our ability to dream (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 189). If the possibilities to get immersed 
increase with a high-quality narrative, it can be expected that an experiential futures team will need a (good) fiction writer. Addi-
tionally, there will be the need for scientific consultants who will validate the viability of technologies, and designers who will shape 
the speculative objects of the everyday. Participants would represent different demographic groups and different social sectors; the 
selection criterion and the preparation process would imply the reading of fiction, and their participation would be facilitated by 
experienced improvisers. Coherence would need to be built collaboratively, as all the parts would need to think of the world that holds 
the scenario; and then maintain an open dialogue to explore how specific speculative designs affect the narrative. Finally, given that on 
the one hand, stories where big obstacles must be overcome are more compelling, and on the other, the small pleasures of everyday 
greatly influence our decisions, it might be wise to build on the work of Jim Dator and thus, expand the possibilities to contribute to 
achieving sustainability transformations by generating not one, but a variety of experiential scenarios. 

Finally, there is a difficult ethical dilemma to take into consideration. It has been discussed that when audiences are exposed to 
fiction, they are prone to willingly suspend disbelief, which has also been proven to prevent people from critically analyzing what they 
are presented with, which might in turn lead them to believe that false assertions are true (Green & Brock, 2000). Richard Gerrig 
(1993, 16) exemplifies this by recalling that in 1975, “[f]ear of shark attacks inspired by the movie Jaws kept vacationers out of the 
water despite the most responsible efforts of the popular press to correct mistaken notions”. Thus, the possibility that experiential 
futures might cause people to change their beliefs bears a large responsibility. However, if experiential futures exercises are meant to 
be used with the aim of achieving the transformation towards more sustainable socio-technical systems, participants might willingly 
agree to be exposed to them. It is of primary importance to be fully transparent about the possible and sometimes intended conse-
quences. It is also of primary importance that citizens are involved in development of scenarios themselves and not only exposed to the 
experiential dimensions of scenarios developed within expert circles. These being key normative implementation principles, we would 
like to underline that this ethical dilemma and associated risks need to be researched further and findings should be fed back into 
further methodical discussions and developments. 

5. Conclusions 

Co-creative approaches are seen as necessary for enabling the creation and achievement of sustainability transitions scenarios; it 
follows, thus, that more effective means to engage and empower citizens to effectively comprehend and actively take part in futuring 
processes, should be developed. The review of different disciplinary fields suggests that there are several reasons why the emerging 
field of experiential futures can potentially contribute to the methodical expansion of transitions research. Experiential futures resort 
to storytelling, one of the most fundamental practices of human beings, making futuring comprehensible. Additionally, narratives get 
furnished with objects and technologies that, on the one hand provide participants with the everydayness, that enables them to relate 
with the proposed future; and on the other hand, these elements evoke emotional responses and enable participants to speculate what 
futures might be and feel like. These real emotional responses to experiences that are not directly lived, generate memories that might 
allegedly lead to behavioural change. The further development of experiential futures requires transdisciplinary collaborations for the 
creation of compelling and coherent narratives through which alternative, desirable, and sustainable futures could be deliberated 
through democratic participation, widely owned, and jointly constructed. 
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