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Introduction 
Approaches like ubiquitous computing [9], Internet of 
Things (IoT) [2], smart homes [1], ambient technology 
[4], and pervasive computing [7] hold the common 
goal of bringing interactivity to the spaces we live, 
work, and entertain in. Spaces, surfaces and artifacts 
have the potential to perform new behaviors and 
support digital interactions through connected 
thermostats, smart door locks, media facades, 
interactive tabletops and ambient visualizations. Such 
novel behaviors have the potential to diversify and 
transform connections between spaces, computing, 
artifacts and people. 

We are particularly interested in the relationships 
between artifacts and the spaces they are in, and how 
they both contribute to our understanding of the nature 
(i.e. the essence) of a space. This is specifically 
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noteworthy in the context of the IoT, where connected 
objects play a central role in rendering spaces 
interactive. Our work is centered around two questions: 
(1) How do interactive artifacts reveal the nature of 
space (in particular, the nature of home)? and (2) How 
might we design connected artifacts that better fit 
specific qualities of unique homes? 

Curious proposals for IoT at home 
In this position paper, we present a project called ‘Non-
Stereotypical Homes—Curious Proposals for Connected 
Objects’. In this project, we design bespoke, imaginary, 
and provocative Internet of Things artifacts that 
seamlessly fit unique homes. Our designs are not 
meant to be functional, rather they are meant to bring 
to light the nature of the home they are positioned in.  

The goal of the project is to respond to—and move 
beyond—the common stereotypical single-family 
detached house that is central to how current human-
computer interaction (HCI) and interaction design 
researchers and practitioners envision ‘the home’. 
While many agree that the home is a place unique to its 
inhabitants and that no two homes are the same, 
current visions for IoT systems are often represented in 
one-size-fits-all single family detached houses (see 
examples in Fig. 1). This one-size-fits-all vision of the 
home is problematic because it ignores the nuances, 
complexities, and intricacies of a wide range of ways of 
dwelling. 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.    

Bespoke designs for unique homes 
Our core strategy in 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 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 method is grounded in research-through-design 
and participatory design. The method involves 4 steps:  

1. Home tour (with photographs) and interview of 
participants living in non-stereotypical homes. 

2. Creation of a booklet of idea for connected 
objects specifically for this home (see Fig. 2). 

3. The participant receives the booklet and adds 
reactions in the white spaces, as well as new 
ideas in sketches and words. 

4. Exit interview.  

This method pushes us to design proposals that are 
situated directly within non-stereotypical homes, and it 
allows us to use the participants’ knowledge about their 
own home to reflect on our designs. We have 
completed the four steps with 6 participants and are 
currently doing a second round of booklets for 7 
additional participants. On the following page, we 
present 2 concepts from our booklets (one designed for 
an apartment dweller, and the other for van 
inhabitants). In addition to the captions from the 
booklets describing the concepts, we share early 
findings from our analysis.  

 

 
Fig 1. (Top) Samsung smart fridge in a 

kitchen. (Bottom) Diagram of a smart 

home representing a detached single-

family house. 

 

 

 
Fig 2. Booklets of curious proposals. 

 



  

Example 1: Neighborly Reading 

Neighborly Reading was designed for the single 
inhabitant of an apartment in an old building of a 
vibrant neighborhood in Seattle, WA. Neighborly 
Reading creates a sense of connectedness to a hyper-
local community in a vibrant neighborhood. It pushes 
the boundaries of privacy by limiting its data harvesting 
to text that is made accessible in public spaces and 
anonymizing it. It strikes a precarious position between 
public and private—spying and observing. Our 
participant commented: “Kind of nosy, but not nosy, 
more curious.” 

Example 2: Etch A Roof 

Etch A Roof was created specifically for a couple who 
uses their camper van as a home on weekends and 
holidays. Through the ceiling drawings, it aims at 
bringing the outdoors indoor of this domestic space. 
This concept further highlights central elements of this 
home: it is mobile, it was created for discovery and 
pleasure, and it acknowledges the blurry line between 
indoor and outdoor. Participants commented: “This is 
the first idea that is truly related to the van and why 
you have a van: to dream and relax!” 

 
Fig 4. Etch A Roof is a real artist. It takes inspiration from the 

environment to create stunning drawings reflecting the exterior of 

the van while the campers sleep. Etch A Roof’s two dials silently 

turn, moving a stylus that displaces aluminum powder onto the 

screen, leaving a line drawing to be discovered in the morning. As 

the inhabitants drive, the aluminum powder gets redistributed, 

thus erasing the pictures.  

 
Fig 3. “Neighborly Reading sources its material from the text of 

readers nearby in VoxxCoffee. It selects text at random from a 

single reader and displays it on your static magazine display. One 

day you might find it sharing an excerpt of non-fiction with you, 

another day the Seattle Times or The Stranger, at other times a 

children’s book. Check in for daily snippets of what your 

neighbors are reading with their coffee.” 

 

  

The captions of Fig. 3 and 

Fig. 4 are the descriptions 

that accompanied these 

images in the booklets for 

our participants. 

 

 

 

 



  

Thoughts and questions for the workshop 
In the workshop ‘From Artifacts to Architecture’, we are 
interested in discussing and exchanging with others 
around the following questions: 

• How can we design connected artifacts that are 
more attuned to the characteristics of the place 
they are in?  

• What methods can we use to identify and highlight 
the qualities of a space in the context of IoT?  

• How can we leverage these ‘space’ qualities in a 
way that is useful for the design of connected 
objects?  

• What strategies can we use to design experiences 
within a space that tend both to the design of 
artifacts and of the space? 
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