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I moved to Scotland to study at The Glasgow School 
of Art with preconceived assumptions about the 
role of design and what kind of design practice 
I want to develop. I was inspired by generally-ac-
cepted positive messages of Design Thinking – that 
it can be used to challenge any problem, even the 
wicked ones; that the ultimate solution to all of hu-
manity’s issues is having more designers in charge. 

This year was transformative for me and 
was characterised by a slow and painful disillusion-
ment, struggling to reposition myself as a design 
practitioner. Looking back at my previous in-
fluences, I came to realise that what I previously 
saw as messages of hope, optimism, and social 
change are often merely solutionism, tokenism and 
Ornamental Politics (Lorusso, 2018).

 My practice is neither about finding a solu-
tion nor about solving problems. It is about creating 
space or situations where conflicting views and 
power relations can be discussed and renegotiated. 
I oppose the idea of the designer as a facilitator 

Introduction
When choosing 

the topic I created 
a framework 

based on  
a point scale 

Mapping themes 
related to work 

& labour
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who seeks consensus between different actants, 
for it blurs authorship and what follows – respon-
sibility. My practice is not about creating consen-
sus or pleasing all parties. On the contrary, I see 
great value in conflict and dissensus as vehicles for 
liberation. 

I use design as an interrogative medium 
focusing on the Political and sociological qualities 
of the discipline (Wodiczko, 1999). By focusing on 
the Political, I do not mean designing for politics 
but prioritising the Political nature of the design 
process and outcomes (DiSalvo, 2015). 

The choice of this thesis topic was in-
formed by my academic interests in the spheres of 
work & labour. What strikes me the most about this 
research area is the overwhelming presence of work 
dogma in almost every aspect of everyday life. The 
project is my first attempt at approaching design as 
a quasi-social science. With this project, I want to 
provoke a further conversation about work dogma 
and the spiritual violence of positivity at work. 
Unguilty Pleasures is an (auto)therapeutic tool for 
many working people, including myself.   

Method and approach

Concepts which shaped my approach can be divid-
ed into two main parts which remain in constant 
dialogue. The first spans humanistic studies from 
sociology, through anthropology to contemporary 
philosophy. The second is design theory, per se. 

The project is informed by post-work stud-
ies and the critique of work dogma with a strong 
focus on works such as David Graeber’s “Bullshit 
Jobs” and David Frayne’s “Refusal of work”. The 

philosophical aspect of my process is inspired by 
Byung-Chul Han and his analysis of Psychopolitics 
(Han, 2017). The central part of my research – hap-
piness at work – is shaped by cultural analyses by 
William Davies, Carl Cederström, Eva Illouz among 
others. Finally, my research is inspired by aesthetics 
theory in the work and labour context widely descri-
bed in Capitalism Realism by Mark Fisher. 

The joke is the highest form 
of power. Activists have 
the action and they live 

the life. Theorists have the 
words and they know their 

stuff. But the joke unites 
both perspectives. Jokes, 
when politically effective, 
perform what everybody 

knew but couldn’t say. 
Excerpt from „Can Jokes Bring Down 

Governments? Memes, Design, Politics” 
(Metahaven, 2013, unpaginated)
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Design theory drawing on humanistic studies and 
their methodologies is the crucial element for my 
project. The Critical Design approach with its base 
in Critical Theory (Malpass, 2013) was present in 
every step of my process. It dictated the necessity 
to use the process output as a provocation to raise 
questions instead of creating solutions (Dunne, 
2009). This placed my process on the borderline 
of design and art which gave me an opportunity 
to explore the interplays between those two di-
sciplines. Interrogative Design and its understan-
ding of design as a research instrument rather 
than a way to find a practical solution, informed 
strongly by Wodiczko’s works, was a significant 
inspiration as well as his concepts of the socio-
-aesthetic (Wodiczko, 1999). Adversarial Design, 
which proposes to embrace the productive power 
of a conflict, formed the design objectives for 
Unguilty Pleasures. The idea of design as a tool 
for renegotiating The Social and The Political and 
creating a space for vocalising dissensus and follo-
wing its aesthetic of agonism became the essential 
element not only for the project, but also impac-
ted my understanding of the discipline (DiSalvo, 
2015). Designed by me, Reflective Artifacts which 
I used in the engagement phase of the process were 
strongly influenced by the idea of Cultural Probes 
by William Gaver, Tony Dunne, and Elena Pacenti 
drawn on Situationist and Dada techniques which 
had their starting point in visual art, literature and 
activism (Gaver, Dunne, Pacenti, 1999). 

My secondary research also included inter-
net ethnography with a special focus on pop culture 
– articles in popular press and most importantly 
their comment sections and internet forums. 

A/B by Dunne 
& Raby (2014) 

from Speculative 
Everything: 

Design, Fiction, 
and Social 

Dreaming. (p. 7)
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EN
GAGEMENTS

SYNTHESIS

PRODUCTION
DEFINING

PROJECT
LAUNCH

1. 2.

1.1 
Analysing popular  
media and Internet

 Ethnography

1.3 
Research into design theory

Interrogative Design – 
Krzysztof Wodiczko

Adversarial Design – Carl DiSalvo
Critical Design – Anthony 
Dunne, Fiona Raby, Matt

1.5 
Research into methods

Cultural Probes – Anthony Dune, 
William Gaver, Ellena Pacenti

Situationists
Conceptual Art

1.2 
Research intro subject theory

Post-work studies – David 
Graeber, David Frayne

Psychopolitics – Byung-Chul Han
 Biopolitics – Michael Foucalt

 Critical Happiness Studies – William 
Davies, Carl Cederstrom, Eva Illouz

Critical Management Studies – 
Mats Alwesson, Andre Spitcer

Labour Process Theory – Richard 
Edwards, Harry Braverman

2.1 
Research Design

Study Planning
Design of materials

Recruiting participants

1.4 
Expert Interviews

2.2 
Engagement

Conversations (two stages)
Reflective Artifacts

3.1 
Mapping findings 

PEST analysis
Knowledge maps

Research summary
Defining Objectives

4.2 
Visual and experience design

Planning production
Prototyping

Testing & feedback
Expert Interviews

4.1 
Defining Objectives 

Developing initial design propositions
Gathering feedback and rebrief

New propositions
Refining the brief & taxonomy

4.2 
Refinement 

Preparing copy
Working with a web developer

Research report
Gathering content

3.

4.5.

&
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The project started right after the global outbreak 
of COVID-19 and its related lockdowns. My initial 
interests were informed by numerous press articles 
regarding the new working conditions of office 
workers and the often paranoid attempts of trans-
lating corporate micromanagement practices to the 
home environment. From the beginning I wanted 
to investigate the matter of the control of workers 
and workers’ autonomy. At the initial stage I fo-
cused on the technological aspect of the issue, then 
my research evolved into more sociological areas 
which was finally narrowed down to the aesthetics 
of happiness in the context of workers’ autonomy. 

Taylorism 2.0

Following the COVID related closures, millions of 
cognitive workers were forced to embrace the new 
normal of working from home. In order to keep 
track of their remote employees many companies 
decided to introduce different kinds of surveillance 

Research
Report

software euphemistically called ‘employee visibi-
lity software’. Many of the functionalities of such 
software expand way beyond simple time tracking 
or tattleware and provide employers with sophisti-
cated behavioural insights and rating algorithms. 
Recent concerns about employee privacy resulted in 
a backlash on social networks such as Reddit where 
many workers have expressed their dissatisfaction 
as well as many mainstream media outlets (Lynn, 
2020) (Allyn, 2020) (Harwell, 2020). 

The reason why companies decide to moni-
tor their workers so thoroughly is not simply a mat-
ter of discipline or a lack of trust. Work surveillance 
is tightly connected to workplace quantification 
(Moore, 2018). The aim of this strategy is to meas-
ure all elements of work in order to optimise pro-
cesses and as a result also optimise human workers. 
Prodoscore, a leading work surveillance software 
provider, advertises on their website that thanks to 
its behavioural pattern recognition functionality, 
managers can focus on forcing their employees to 
replicate behaviours that lead to successful conver-
sion (Prodoscore, 2020). Organisations often go 
much further than tracking their employee attend-
ance and computer activity. Biosurveillance with the 
use of Fitbits or other health trackers is a common 
practice that usually is a part of corporate wellness 
programs (Farr, 2016) . One of the most radical ex-
amples is the monitoring of brain activity of factory 
workers and military in China with the use of wire-
less sensors built into head gear (Chan, 2018). 

The main conclusion is that employers’ 
drive to increase productivity is so dominating that 
actions previously considered outside the work 
domain are being quantified and used for optimi-
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sation. Even abstract and subjective feelings such 
as happiness or engagement due to their perceived 
impact on productivity are being managed, often 
in a very mechanistic manner mirroring the most 
Taylorist nightmares. But Late Capitalism is full of 
contradictions, because at the same time as workers 
are  being watched over, there is still the ever pre-
vailing Silicon Valley gospel about autonomy, flat 
hierarchies, flexibility and being yourself at work 
(Boltanski & Chiapello, 2018). This narrative is 
often the aspirational model for start-ups, but even 
for established corporations fearing to lose out.

The Violence of Positivity

The economics of employee engagement 
The domination of messages about engagement 
and positivity at the workplace is driven not only 
by the assumption that happier workers are more 
productive, but also by the fear of severe econom-
ic consequences resulting from employees being 
mentally withdrawn from their jobs (Davies, 2016). 
Lack of engagement, along with low-key men-
tal health issues, is believed to be a major factor 
causing absenteeism or worse, what’s termed in 
business literature, presenteeism1 (Davies, 2016). 
This widely publicised issue has opened the way to 
a multibillion-dollar happiness industrial complex, 
represented by a myriad of positive psychologists, 
coaches, self-help Gurus and happiness evangelists.

Happy = Productive
The most significant paradigm shift in the field 
of happiness science and positive psychology has 
been not the discrediting of Abraham Maslov’s 

1Definition of 
Presenteeism by 
Oxford Dictionary 
on Lexico.com 
(2021): “The practi-
ce of being present 
at one’s place of 
work for more ho-
urs than is required, 
especially as a 
manifestation of in-
security about one’s 
job. ‘one of the 
general symptoms 
of employee inse-
curity is presen-
teeism’” Retrieved 
from: https://www.
lexico.com/defi-
nition/presenteeism

pyramid of needs, but, as Eva Illouz claims in 
Manufacturing Happy Citizens – its inversion. 
Traditionally since its conceptualisation in the 
1940s and popularisation in 1950s, the common 
sense and agreement in organisational studies that 
in order to achieve „higher” needs, „basic” needs, 
such as safety have to be completed first. Thus 
organisational science and HR departments would 
have been focused mostly on researching and 
improving different work arrangements, environ-
ments or job design. However, according to Illouz, 
in the last decade there has been an assumption 

 Late Capitalism is full of 
contradictions, because at 
the same time as workers 
are  being watched over, 

there is still the ever 
prevailing Silicon Valley 
gospel about autonomy, 

flat hierarchies, flexibility 
and being yourself at work 
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shift where leading Positive Psychologists and 
Happiness Scientists have been promoting the view 
that happiness is not only the derivative from ful-
filling work, success and optimal working condi-
tions but a substantial predecessor of professional 
achievement. (Illouz, Cabanas, 2019) 

This assumption has been strongly adapt-
ed in the corporate world; trying to heighten the 
levels of positivity and engagement are seen as an 
essential strategy to increase productivity. A Chief 
Happiness Officer at Google, funsultants and so on 
are only a few amongst roles recently created with-
in the corporate realm. Although the direct correla-
tion between happiness and productivity is disput-
able, many corporates are adopting measures like 
happiness or engagement as performance indica-
tors for evaluating projects. Tony Hsieh – one of the 
most prominent evangelists of this movement and 
the founder of Zappos – has even suggested compa-
nies identify the 10% of employees who are reluc-
tant or critical to these ideas and fire them (Davies, 
2016). Jeff Bezos, who is very inspired by Hsieh 
and happened to buy his company has adopted this 
strategy too by offering, to employees dissatisfied 
with the company’s policies and work arrange-
ments, a one-off payment to quit (Umoh, 2018).

Corporate understandings of happiness
The word happy is typically used in one of two 
ways – as a valuing statement or to describe a 
psychological state. Understood as the latter its 
definition is more straightforward – an upbeat 
emotional state. When used as a valuing statement, 
happiness correlates with subjective understandin-
gs of The Good Life (Haybron, 2020). 

Therefore the perception of the good life is 
a fluid concept, changing throughout time. Some 
examples of this would be the Aristotelian concept 
of Eudaimonia – a belief that happiness is derived 
from living within virtue. It is something that can 
be only experienced at the end of life. Going further 
there is the medieval Christian understanding that 
happiness is reached only in Heaven – the concept 
of leading a good life was subservient to the art 
of a good death – ars bene moriendi. Therefore, it 
is a reward for living a life according to religious 
rules. It is only until the Enlightenment era that 
happiness is treated with importance, as a means 
in its end not as a derivative. Some proof of this 
intellectual shift is the United States Declaration 
of Independence and the right to pursue happi-
ness. Enlightenment thought laid the foundations 
for the individualistic perceptions of happiness in 
the developed West, even though prudential values 
were still considered important elements supporting 
the moral fantasy of happiness. It was not until the 
counterculture era of the 1960s when the current 
hyper individualistic fantasy building on Willhelm 
Reich’s legacy started to become a norm promoted 
by enlightened tech entrepreneurs, founding fathers 
of positive psychology connected to influential 
institutions such as the Esalen Institute. This moral 
fantasy of happiness goes something like this: be 
authentic; enjoy yourself; be productive; don’t rely 
on others in achieving these goals; your fate is in 
your hands. This set of values requires constantly 
exercising self control in order optimise our pleas-
ures. (Cederström, 2019)

There are certainly lots of cultural dif-
ferences in terms of contemporary perceptions of 

→
Evolution of the 
good life concept

Aristotelian 
Eudaimonia

Happiness is derived 
from living within virtue

↓

Medieval Christian
Happiness is reached 

only in Heaven

↓

Enlightenment era 
Happiness as  

a means in its end 

↓

Willhelm 
Reich

Happiness as 
a hyper 

individualistic 
fantasy
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the good life. Still, since this essay focuses on the 
workplace aspect and we live in highly globalised 
economies it targets the Silicon Valley narratives 
which usually set the aspirational standards for 
multinational corporations, start-ups and even 
governments.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Representations of labour  
Although happiness understood as a moral fantasy 
is vague, fluid and by its nature resistant to quan-
tification, following Drucker’s maxim What can’t 
be quantified can’t be managed, many businesses 
turn towards technology and management consul-
tancies for help – giving way to numerous start-ups, 
agencies and funsultants claiming to have created 
tools and methodologies that capture and optimise 
employees’ so-called well-being; but what is im-

This moral fantasy of 
happiness goes something 

like this: be authentic; enjoy 
yourself; be productive; 
don’t rely on others in 

achieving these goals; your 
fate is in your hands.

(Cederström, 2018) 

portant to say that, as with any kind of collected 
data, it is only the representations of these states. 
The whole complexity behind the abstract idea of 
happiness is simplified and boiled down to single 
common denominators. What describes these de-
nominators is an ideology that assumes that happi-
ness is something to be developed and optimised. 
In cognitive capitalism, where the output of labour 
is often abstract and non-quantifiable, according to 
Mark Fisher (2009), “What we have is not a direct 
comparison of workers’ performance or output, but 
a comparison between the audited representation of 
that performance and output.” (p. 48) Due to its pre-
sumed correlation with productivity, happiness or 
engagement are often treated as these representa-
tions. The production of these representations be-
comes the main goal replacing the primary objec-
tives of work, reducing employment to an aesthetic 
performance (Fisher, 2009). It is not longer about 
how hard you work – it is about how enthusiastic 
and vocal you are about it. 

Guilt as control mechanism 
Byung-Chul Han argues that the Foucaldian con-
ceptual model of Biopolitics evolved when shift-
ing from the Disciplinary Society characteristic 
of Industrial Capitalism toward the Achievement 
Society characteristic of Cognitive Capitalism 
Governed by Psychopolitics (Han, 2017). 

Labour Process Theory points out the 
antagonistic relation between the exploiting Capital 
and exploited Labour. Capital always seeks to max-
imise the extraction of Labour Power by subjecting 
workers to discipline. However, the negativity of 
discipline as a means of increasing economic pro-
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ductivity hits a threshold beyond which it stagnates 
further growth, by provoking an immune reaction 
towards Capital in the form of resistance such as 
Organised Labour (Edwards, 1985). 

According to Byung-Chul Han (2017), 
“Psychopolitics shifts the inefficient paradigm of 
disciplination towards the efficient, positive para-
digm of achievement. Thus, inhabitants of over-
developed western prosperity are no longer ‘obe-
dience subjects’ but ‘achievement subjects’ ”. The 
worker becomes an Entrepreneur – an Entrepreneur 
of Himself. The antagonistic relation between 
Capital and Labour is blurred. Excessive extraction 
of Labour Power that would previously result in re-
sistance becomes internalised in different forms of 
autoaggression – most commonly guilt (Han, 2017). 
Because of the dominating ideology that you make 
your own fortune, you can only blame yourself for 
any shortage. 

In these precarious conditions workers 
are required to constantly prove to themselves and 
their employers that they deserve their jobs. In the 
Achievement Society, enough is no longer enough 
(Han, 2015). The psychological contract at the 
modern workplace dictates that one should do more 
than is required or at least appear to be doing so. 
The more bullshit2 a job is, the more the performa-
tive aspect is important.

Guilt becomes an important tool of control 
in the modern workplace and together with anx-
iety, which often accompanies it, can be caused 
by numerous factors. The soft but imminent pres-
sure to do more than required causes guilt when 
you do not match up to the perceived standards of 
being constantly energetic and ambitious; when 

 2According to 
David Graeber 
(2019), “Provisional 
Definition: a bull-
shit job is a form of 
employment that is 
so completely poin-
tless, unnecessary, 
or pernicious that 
even the employee 
cannot justify its 
existence.” (p.3)

you do not push yourself to the limits and step out 
from your comfort zones on a daily basis (Fisher, 
2009). The emotional labour due to the neverend-
ing performance of being happy and engaged is 
more exhausting than the responsibilities listed 
in a worker’s contract. The spiritual violence of 
this crying game is an even bigger burden when 
a worker earns a decent salary for this fruitless but 
aesthetic performance. The sense of guilt caused 
by earning a decent (or greater) salary in a Bullshit 
Job position has become even stronger during the 
current COVID pandemic, when compared to the 
situation of underpaid key workers.

(Han, 2017)

(
DISCPILINE

R ES IS TA N C E

YOU 
SHOULD (

ACHIEVEMENT

AU TOA G R E S SI O
N

YOU 
CAN ((
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Hypothesis

To challenge the dominant, broadly-promoted 
aesthetic of happiness, we should strive not only 
to promote its antithesis but to create and embrace 
a new anti-aesthetic. This process starts from the 
rejection of pre-imposed corporate happiness 
rigour. Instead of this I want to acknowledge and 
propose an open dialogue about small, but what 
is more important, spontaneous misbehaviours 
– manifestations of joy, free from the managerial 
corset - Unguilty Pleasures. This can not be treated 
as an alternative to traditional forms of fighting for 
workers autonomy such as organised labour, col-
lective bargaining or direct actions. But sometimes 
emancipation starts from micro-disobedience. 
(Alvesson & Willmott, 1992)

These micro-disobediences can be 
binge-watching Netflix during work time, taking 
unnecessarily long breaks, choosing a different 
route than the algorithm decides, being inten-
tionally mean to your customer or being grumpy 
when everybody is overenthusiastic or maybe not 
participating in the corporate socials. My project, 
Unguilty Pleasures, aims to archive past and gather 
present examples of these acts of micro-disobe-
dience at work. And through these ‚coming-outs’ 
create a space free of slack-shaming and overstep-
ping guilt. Because at the end of the day – you felt 
satisfaction not because you were sticking to the 
rules, but because you do you.

Reddit post by user 
[u/Xineasaurus]

posted in
[r/ABoringDystopia]

Niko-niko Calendar 
by Agile Alliance  

(Agile Alliance, n.d.)  



U
ng

ui
lty

 P
le

as
ur

es
 

28 29

Experts’ interviews

Soon after defining the initial research areas and 
establishing Works On Work I started approach-
ing experts, academics and artists whose interests 
lay in topics related to work. During this stage 
the scope of my research was still rather broad 
and I treated these informal talks not only as inspi-
ration, but also an opportunity to establish a net-
work of people working in the field. 

Before approaching people together with 
Works On Works we created a map of experts from 
various fields such as work sociology, critical man-
agement studies, Human Resources, technology 
and worker unions.  

Some people I was in contact with were:

 → Prof. William Davies, Professor in Political  
 Economy, Goldsmiths University of 
 London, author of “The Happiness Industry”.

Engagement

 → Benedict Dellot, Head of AI Monitoring at 
 the Centre for Data Ethics & Innovation, prev.  
 Head of the RSA Future Work Centre.  

 → Dr Angèle Christin, assistant professor 
 in the Department of Communication and 
 affiliated faculty in the Sociology 
 Department and Program in Science, 
 Technology, and Society, Stanford University. 

 → Prof. Melanie Simms, Professor of 
 Work and Employment at Adam Smith 
 Business School, University of Glasgow.  

 → Boredom Research, Vicky Isley and Paul 
 Smith, independent artistic research duo. 

Director

Ex Director

Unions

WILKO MATTIA ARTALE

Media

Institute of Networked
Cultures

Geert Lovink

Fabian Wallace-Stephens

Strathclyde University

Martin Hinselwood

Work and Economics

Work culture

Byung Chul Han

Christian Fuchs

Hubstaff

Valerio de Stefano

Ozziline Bill

RSA Future Work Centre

Surveillace art

Nick Srnicek

NGO's

Drew Harwell

Dr Phoebe V. Moore

TUC

Mark Graham

Professor Bridgett Wessels

Technology and Ethics

Policy Makers

Surveillance Art

IWGB

Professor Melanie Simms

Companies

Workers Theatre

Dr Kendra Briken

David Frayne

Autonomy

Wendy Liu

Art surveillance

Andrea Komlosy

Franco Berardi

Jenny Odell

Oxford Internet Institute

Journalists

Communication Workers
Union

Benedict Dellot

Tech Workers Coalition

SANELA JAHIĆ

Angèle Christin

Dr Justine Gangneux

Prof. Dr. Hartmut Hirsch-
Kreinsen

Phil Jones

Workers

Think Tanks

Will Stronge

HUMU

Institute fot the Future
of Work

University of Glasgow

Quantified Workplace

Labour art

Academia & authors

Centre for Data Ethics
& Innovation

The Alan Turing Institute

Andrew Hedges

Works on Work

Silvio Lorusso

Art

David Graeber

SOCIAL AND DIGITAL CHANGE

MICHAEL WEBER

Map of experts, 
authors and 

organisations 
created on Kumu.io
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Experts’ interviews conclusions 
The conversations were of an informal character 
and were held on Zoom. I prepared broad questions 
before the meetings and treated them as starting 
points. In all cases the dialogue developed organi-
cally. All the participants received a consent form 
and project information sheet prior to meetings. 
These conversations allowed me to discover new di-
rections and gather feedback about my initial ideas. 

Works On Work 

The goal of Works On Work is to create an on-
line platform for transdisciplinary collabora-
tion, knowledge exchange, and an aggregation of 
projects and essays related to work and labour. 
Creating the platform is also the first step to-
wards solidifying my design and research prac-
tice. Establishing Works On Work together with 
Kat Zavada and Tilman Kratzer proved to be very 
helpful in building credibility and stirring interest 
about our research. 

Initial 
structure of 
Works On Work

Works On Work 
animated logo

Works On Work 
Twitter account 

used to engage 
with experts
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Research design 

1.Finding participants
Talking with experts was important for my re-
search process, but from the beginning I knew 
that the most significant part would be talking 
with workers. I specifically reached out to people 
working at corporations or within tech. I complet-
ed a participant group of seven people through my 
personal network as well as social platforms such 
as Reddit and LinkedIn. In order to get consent 
and introduce my research project in accessible, 
plain language I created an interactive form using 
Typeform. 

2.Conversations
2.1. Introduction – Building Trust
A 30-45 min informal conversation about work 
culture, workers’ experiences and opinions on 
corporate  engagement with employees. This 
stage finished with an open question, leaving the 
participant time to reflect and formed the basis 
for the conversation during the second meeting.

2.2. Deep Interview
The second session took part about a week later. 
The duration was about 45–60 min. Conversation 
focused on the question with which the previous 
session had finished. The rest of the questions 
were more specific and detailed, tailored to the 
context of each participant’s work environment 
and was finished and then the interviewee was in-
troduced to the steps that were to be taken during 
the next stage. Research Design 

structure diagram
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3. Reflective Artifacts  
Participants received via traditional mail an enve-
lope with exercises to be reflected on and completed 
individually over an extended period of one month. 

At this stage everyone was fed up with 
doing everything online, so I decided to choose 
an “analogue” method. I was inspired by Cultural 
Probes designed by William Gaver, Tony Dunne, 
and Elena Pacenti. (Gaver, Dunne & Pacenti, 1999) 
It is extended in time and allows time for reflec-
tion. It is done independently. The main reason for 
choosing this method was to capture unforeseen 
directions, nuances, serendipities, but most impor-
tantly provoke healthy reflectivity towards the topic 
of happiness at work. 

The kits given to the participants consisted 
of eight task sheets, a personal letter and instruc-
tion, and a diary. The task sheets were numbered 
and sealed so that the participant did them in 
correct order but also it was an element of fun and 
surprise. The tasks were inspired by corporate 
and Silicon Valley culture. Some examples include 
writing a “five easy steps” style advice on how to 
be happy at work, building on the cliche coaching 
article format. Another task was to write a job 
description for hiring a happy employee. One of the 
tasks that raised special interest was when partici-
pants were asked to confess their guilty pleasures 
at work. The aesthetic of this particular kit was a 
very important factor impacting the experience of 
the exercise. It was important that the artifacts were 
playful, yet not infantile. 

Reflective 
Artifacts sets
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Selected tasks 
form Reflective 
Artifacts

Side A of  
Reflective Artifacts 

information sheet
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4. Feedback 
Short conversations by email regarding feedback 
about the engagements and information about fu-
ture plans for the project.

Reflections

Finding participants 
I did not have very specific criteria regarding 
choosing the participants. The main criteria were 
that they had to be people working in international 
settings and more or less having parity in gender. 
I was not interested in gathering concrete data but 
hearing out personal stories. 

Conversations
The unstructured form of these interviews allowed 
the conversation to develop in an organic manner 
and lead to subjective reflections on the ways con-
temporary work is organised. Holding the inter-
view in two stages allowed the participants to have 
more time for personal reflection and digest the 
information. It allowed me to establish a relation-
ship between myself and the participants. I have  
a constructivist approach to research so I did not 
try to be artificially objective or non-emotional 
during the interviews but I did strive for balance 
and my role was more of a listener. 

Having so many conversations on Zoom 
densely packed together was very exhausting for 
me but it was an exceptional favour from the par-
ticipants to find time and energy for another online 
activity on top of their standard work load. It was 
complicated to arrange two stage interviews in time 
convenient for both sides and because of that the 

←
Examples of 

Reflective Artifacts 
tasks filled by 

participants
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whole study took longer than expected. Due to the 
focus on relationship building and the quasi-thera-
peutic nature of these talks it was at times draining 
especially when the meetings took much longer 
than initially planned. Now I recognise that I was 
unrealistic about the duration planned for this type 
of engagement. 

Reflective artifacts  
Getting the results back took much longer than 
planned to the point that one of the kits ended up 
lost in the post. Some participants shared their 
appreciation about the therapeutic value of the 
exercise. The main conclusion that emerged from 
Reflective Artifacts was participants’ need to es-
tablish and keep their autonomy at work through 
subtle changes to their work process.

Conclusion

Because sharing one’s experience and emotions lies 
deep in people’s nature and is a crucial element of 
digesting daily life, the informal, deep interview 
method has a value not only for the interviewer
but the interviewee as well. It is worth highlight-
ing that discussing even small misbehaviours at 
work such as not sticking to the established rules, 
moments of laziness or confessing to not being 
ambitious can be considered shameful. Because the 
role model of a hard working, engaged worker is 
so embedded in numerous cultures, not fitting to 
this standard, admitting it threatens not only a bad 
reputation or social exclusion, but moreover, actual 
issues with finding a job. Due to the fact that work 
is such a dominant feature of our lives, a large num-

ber of our relationships and personal interactions 
are transformed into their commodified version 
– networking. If every human relation is somehow 
understood as an “opportunity”, complaining about 
your job or being vocal about disagreeing with the 
socially accepted ideology of working hard be-
comes a display of bravado or simply a privilege 
for those who can afford financially and socially 
the reputation of being seen as slackers. Everybody 
does it, but because of the fear of being perceived 
as a slacker, and the self-deprivation of opportuni-
ty that entails, and therefore chances for success, 
people are not open with their guilty pleasures at 
the workplace.
 

Excerpt form the 
Reflective Artifacts 

diary filled by 
a participant
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Identifying Opportunities for Design

PEST Analysis 
I synthesized my secondary and primary research 
findings by creating a knowledge map on Miro as 
well as writing short summaries in the form of  
a PEST analysis. The outcome of these exercises 
were my guiding principles for the design phase. 
The synthesis was an ongoing process since the 
start of the project. 

Design 
Phase

←
Initial PEST  
analysis diagram

→
Extended PEST 
analysis diagram 
made in Miro

Link to Miro
board:
https://miro.
com/app/board/
o9J_khXqzZQ=/
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Initial Design Propositions  
They were very broad in scope and approach. I did 
not treat them as very specific answers to my analy-
sis but rather as thought experiments to stir more 
conversations with fellow students. 

Selected  
initial design 
propositions

Gathering Feedback  
I presented my analysis and design propositions 
to fellow students, tutors and my close network to 
gather opinion and feedback. The initial propo-
sitions worked well as a conversation starter but 
many people I talked with found it hard to relate 
to. This pushed me into looking for ideas which 
are more embedded in everyday life and easier to 
identify with.  

Rebriefing 
The next part of the synthesis included incorpo-
rating new conversations along with my previous 
research synthesis. After clustering all the findin-
gs I identified seven themes on which I based my 
design explorations. These themes were: Micro-
Emancipations, Tyranny of Attitude, Side Effects 
of Loving Your Work, Marketisation of Emotions, 
Aesthetics of Happiness, Bio-Work, Optimising 
Non-Work Domains. Although the themes were 
often overlapping it helped to narrow down the 
exploration scope and rebriefing.   

Refining the brief & taxonomy
After the second synthesis I created new, more 
specific propositions based on the new themes 
and again presented them to my colleagues and 
research participants. After this I identified the 
theme that stirred the most interest – Micro-
Emancipations. Based on the chosen theme I have 
created a new more specified brief on which I gath-
ered feedback and iterated until the taxonomy and 
argument was direct and comprehensible.  
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Clustering  
research  
findings to 
identify new 
areas of design 
exploration

Iteration of the 
design brief
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Production 

It was essential for me that this project’s outcome 
is not just a concept, but a functional Thing. At this 
stage, my approach was to release as soon as possi-
ble, iterate and make improvements based on actual 
interactions with the MVP. Launching a fully func-
tional web application in less than a month required 
sticking to a strict schedule. I started this stage by 
preparing a detailed production plan covering the 
following steps: Information Architecture, UX and 
Visual Design, Writing Copy, Web Development, 
Testing & Feedback.

←
Website  
archietecture

↑
Production 
schedule

Visual design 
The anti-aesthetic is inspired by brutalism and  
early internet style. Choosing pixelated black 
letter typography is meant to fuse medieval 
catholic iconography of sin and guilt with the 
digital character of contemporary office work.  

The fonts used for this project were: 

MENUCONFESSIONS SHARE YOUR 
STORY

ABOUT CONTACT

HOME PAGE

ESSAY
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Drawing Pad Form
Asking people to sketch something often intimi-
dates them and people skip it, but drawing with 
your computer mouse or touchpad gives such a low 
fidelity to the sketch and makes it playful instead 
of intimidating. People often doodle to kill time – 
designing something to do when you are bored at 
work was one of my project’s objectives. 

Visual design 
of the website

User created 
drawing

Form design
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Prototyping
Before I started to work in Figma I did some sim-
ple pen and paper sketches of the layout and con-
sulted them with my friends. Having chosen the 
best layout sketch I translated it into Figma where 
I created an interactive prototype of the website 
including views for mobile and tablet. 

Link to Figma prototype: 
https://www.figma.com/proto/6FdDUIow4Q-
Gw1veI5eEq10/Microemancipations?node-
id=113%3A375&viewport=-2064%2C3%2C0.079235
08435487747&scaling=scale-down
 

Testing and feedback 
I arranged calls over Zoom and asked my 
friends to navigate the prototype while sharing 
their screen and vocally explaining what they 
are doing. Based on the feedback I made some 
necessary corrections. 

Layout sketches

Testing the prototype 
via Zoom with users
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Gathering initial content
I gathered the initial content – part of it was based 
on the responses from Reflective Artifacts, part 
was the new materials gathered via Google Form 
distributed to my personal network. The reason  
I did this is that one of the objectives of this project 
was that it consist of user generated content and  
I did not want the website to be intimidatingly 
empty during the launch. 

Working with a developer 
I initially wanted to build the website myself using 
online website builders, but it ended up being 
impossible and I would have had to compromise 
on the experience and my objectives. Knowing this 
I started looking for a developer and luckily my 
highschool friend happened to be a brilliant web 
developer.

Essay planning and Creating copy 
Considering that the outcome of the project is fairly 
simple I wanted it to be completed with a full-bo-
died essay contextualising the project and its theo-
retical influences. 

Essay  
structure planning
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Unguilty Pleasures’ launch will not be the final 
point, but the beginning of a long term project that 
I hope to maintain for years. Partly for archival 
purposes, partly as an anthropological tool, but 
more importantly as a source of critical joy. 
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