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Introduction 
Human-computer interaction (HCI) research has a 
long-standing history in designing technologies for the 
home (e.g. [2–4,6]). Research projects have 
encompassed designing and studying smart homes, 
domestic communication devices, home security 
systems, sustainable technologies for the home, and, 
more recently, Internet of Things (IoT) systems within 
the home. While many agree that the home is a unique 
place to their inhabitants and that no home is the 
same, current visions for IoT systems are often 
represented in similar one-size-fits-all single family 
detached houses (see examples in Fig. 1). 

This one-size-fits-all vision of the home is problematic 
for two reasons: (1) it ignores the nuances, 
complexities, and intricacies of a wide range of ways of 
dwelling, and, as a result, (2) it reasserts the role of 
professional design as a top-down activity that might 
dictate how to live with IoT systems in the home. 
Disrupting this stereotypical view is necessary to 
acknowledge and engage diverse experiences of home 
life, ultimately leading to IoT systems that are better 
tailored to home dwellers.    

Curious proposals for IoT at home 
In this position paper, I propose to examine an ongoing 
project called ‘Non-Stereotypical Homes—Curious 
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Fig 1. (Left) Samsung smart fridge in a kitchen. (Right) Diagram of a smart home 

representing a detached single family house. 



  

Proposals for Connected Objects’. The goal of this 
project is to use the context of non-stereotypical 
dwellings (tent, cabin, retirement home, temporary 
housing like AirBnB, student housing, recreational 
vehicle, etc.) as a starting point to imagine, design, and 
materialize a series of connected and interactive 
artifacts for homes. These artifacts directly relate to the 
type of home they are in: they might focus on the 
temporary nature of the dwellings (in an AirBnB for 
example), the remote and disconnected nature of 
certain homes (for example in a cabin or a tent), or the 
communal living quality of larger establishments (for 
instance in retirement homes or student dorms). 

Our design team created a series of conceptual designs 
that we assembled into a booklet of curious proposals. 
After trying various methods, we settled on the 
following simple instructions to generate ideas:  

1. Choose one type of home (cabin, multi-
generational home, hotel room, etc.) 

2. Highlight one quality of that home 
3. Choose one current IoT technology or device 
4. Highlight one quality of that technology 
5. Combining the qualities of the home and of the 

technology, propose a new IoT concept that 
would fit that particular home type. 

Similar to instruction-based art [7] (and conceptual art 
as exemplified greatly in Fluxus event scores [1,5]), 
this method allowed for random assemblages of ideas 
that might otherwise not have occurred. For example, 
one of our concepts was created as follows:  

1. Cabin in the woods for weekend dwellers 

2. Intermittent human action and remoteness 
from urban life 

3. Surveillance camera 
4. Constant monitoring of the surroundings 
5. 3D Sculptor (see Fig. 2).  

Fig 2. 3D Sculptor takes inspiration from its environment to 

create stunning 3D interpretations of events surrounding the 

cabin. The dial slowly turns each day, printing a layer of 

material corresponding to events in the cabin and on the 

property (i.e. human visitors, termites, temperature 

fluctuations, heavy rain, even the neighbor’s new deck). As days 

go by, 3D Sculptor simultaneously builds a new layer and 

recycles an old layer so that a full year is always on display. 



  

Other concepts included the Mama Bear Chair for a 
communal home (see Fig. 3), the Hotel Transcript for 
hotel rooms, the Holiday Cheers for a multi-
generational house, and the Internet Twister for tents.  

Themes of disruptive improvisation 
Below I discuss how our curious proposals, and the 
process for creating them, can provoke further 
reflection around disruptive improvisation, along the 
proposed workshop themes. 

Modesty—Designing only parts of an ecosystem 
Our aim was not to design whole IoT systems for a 
whole home, but rather to create one connected object 
that would start to paint a new portrait of what IoT 
might be in this home. 

Scarcity—Constraints through instructions 
Using the five steps instructions described above 
constrained our thinking around qualities of the home 
rather than function- or solution-oriented proposals.  

Uselessness—Revealing the nature of homes 
Designing beyond use, or for uselessness, can be 
daunting and difficult. In our process, by focusing on 
the qualities of the home (and the technological 
experience), we shifted our aim so that use became 
irrelevant. Our goal was for the proposals to be useless, 
but to still provoke reflections about the relationship 
between IoT things, specific homes, and inhabitants. 

No-technology—Tactile booklets 
Once our ideas were sketched, we created 12 identical 
handbound booklets to seek people’s reactions to the 
ideas. This tactile way of presenting the concepts was 
meant to keep the proposals at a low-fidelity level, 

inviting recipients to critique or sketch on top of our 
drawings. Their format as well as the simple hand 
binding also relates back to themes of modesty and 
scarcity in the production of materials to communicate 
our concepts.  

Failure—Not precise enough yet 
While promising, our booklet of proposals is still too 
broad. Ideas build on types of homes rather than on 
instances of homes. To more deeply disrupt current 
stereotypical views of home and IoT, we are in the 
process of creating a series of booklets designed for 
unique instances of homes; homes we have visited and 
toured with their inhabitants. 

Disrupting stereotypical views on IoT for the 
home 
In line with the project presented above, I propose the 
following activity as a prompt for experimentation 
during the workshop. This proposal aims at carving a 
larger space for uniqueness and specificity when 
designing IoT for unconventional homes. 

Materials: 
• Piece of paper (ideally tracing paper) 
• Pen 
• Smart phone (and access to photo collection) 

Procedure: 
• Turn on your phone and go to your photos.  
• Find a photo that was taken in your home or in 

a place you recently stayed in.  
• Place a piece of paper on top of your phone 

and trace the space and some objects from the 
space. 

• Choose one quality of the space; write it down. 

Fig 3. The Mama Bear Chair is looking 

out for its family. As an advocate for 

other connected objects, Mama Bear 

Chair morphs in response to a 

housemate’s treatment of other 

connected objects in the home. When 

Mama Bear Chair senses mistreatment 

or neglect, it becomes physically 

uncomfortable, making sitting 

unpleasant for the housemate at fault. 

 



  

• Sketch a new IoT object or system inspired by 
the space and its quality (not about its current 
or future functionality). 

This procedure is inspired by an early stage in our 
ideation: we used photos of various homes as a basis 
for our sketches (see Fig. 4). By constraining the type 
of home, and by giving it a concrete materiality (in a 
printed photo), we were able to ground our proposals 
better. What I propose for this workshop, however, is 
slightly different: we are not sketching for any home 
within a type, but specifically for a home that the 
participant knows and has experienced. This is similar 
to how we are designing the second round of booklets 
for unique homes (e.g. Fig. 5). 

My hope for this workshop is to see how the implicit 
randomness of the instructions above can lead to 
reconfigurations of the relationship between people, 
homes, and IoT systems. The results of the activity will 
depend on who is at the workshop as well as the photos 
that are in their phones at that time. This random 
group of people and the randomness of their current 
photo collection can serve as a light weight way to 
defamiliarize our understandings of home and, as a 
result, to disrupt stereotypical views of the home.  

Short biography 
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interaction design in the School of Art + Art History + 
Design at the University of Washington in Seattle. 
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Fig 4. Early ideation: sketching on top of 

printed photography. 

 

Fig 5. Page from the most recent 

booklet designed for our participant 

Jeanette, a student living with a 

roommate in an old apartment 

building. 

 




