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Designing Mundane Things

Connor Graham, Computing Department, 
Lancaster University, UK

Thanks to
– Microsoft (Social Interaction and Mundane Technologies)
– Nokia (Mobile phones as prototypes, probes and props)
– NHMRC (Maximising the effectiveness of interactive automated 

programs for smoking cessation)
– Department of Information Systems, University of Me lbourne
– Cancer Council of Victoria (esp. Ron Borland and James Balmford)
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Past/present projects
• How they work

– Salaries, fieldwork, equipment, consumables

• General philosophy
– Notions of research, knowledge and design

• Outputs and products
– Knowledge, PR material, ideas, design?

• Approaches
– Commitment to examining everyday life

• Assumptions
– Knowledge of people is knowledge of the 

present/future market place
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Example projects

Photos in families >

Blogging for life change >

< Texting to quit smoking
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Our approaches
- ‘probes’
- shared returns
- mirrored blogs in multiple 

languages
- Chat and VoIP
- home tours

����������� ��	
��
��
�������
 ��
��	 �



DesignSingapore Presentation 17th December 2007

Graham and Rouncefield 4

����������� ��	
��
��
�������
 ��
��	 �

����������� ��	
��
��
�������
 ��
��	 �

Photos: placed & 
configured

“…this one, because it’s privacy, 
private room, so, uh, only the 
pictures of, uh, she and her 
husband will appear… So the 
pictures normally are romantic 
and private.”

“Yes…I’d say those are the people who 
are important to me and, eh, I like 
when I go into my sitting room to have 
those photographs around me…I don’t 
really think about other people sort of 
looking at them, it’s just the fact that I 
like them to be there because they are 
important to me”
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Aesthetic objects

“…the daughter’s picture is, of course, placed in the daughter’s 
room, it’s, um, reasonable and it’s a lovely picture so she 
wants to put it up.”

“…this is a display here of, uh, shelves, it’s a shelving unit and, 
eh, I had, uh, various things in that and I thought the 
photographs looked better than anything else that I had in it – I 
had books in it at one stage and then I had thought…it’s just 
from an aesthetic point of view actually that, that particular 
display.”

“I mean, you know, it’s, it’s sort of an aesthetic thing really.”
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Latest work
grounding the design of 
photo albums for 
families

disrupting current family 
photo sharing practices
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Example projects

Photos in families >

Blogging for life change >

< Texting to quit smoking
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Research context
• 4 year NHMRC (National Health and Medical 

Research Council) project
• Parallel streams

– Writing specifications for QuitCoach 2
– Implementing QuitCoach 2
– Evaluation & design workshops
– Field trials & randomised controlled trial

• Three deliverables
– QuitCoach2
– Messaging
– QuitCoach3: QuitCoach2 + Messaging
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• ‘Benchmark’ study of QuitCoach complete
• Design workshops for QuitCoach complete
• Design workshops for Messaging complete
• Specifications for QuitCoach2/3 developed

Design Evaluation
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Preliminary findings
• Most people (87%, n=14,151) registered 

(there is a browse option)
• Only 25% of registered users returned for a 

2nd assessment, with 41% of those returning 
for a 3rd assessment

• Smokers reported social setting, breaks and 
emotions (e.g. anxiety) motivated their 
smoking

• Email reminders mapped onto returns to the 
site
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Reminders vs returns
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Focus groups
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Initial requirements/design
• Temporal rhythms/phasing

– e.g. finishing work – “…at 5.30 I know it’s 
going to be a challenge…”

– e.g. ‘milestone’ messages

• Divergence across channels 
– Message ‘traces’ on Web

• Non-threatening communication
– Peer interaction, archived text messages, 

discrete reminders, personal voice 
messages
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Initial requirements/design
• Reflexiveness

– “Confessional” interaction
• Forced recognition of behaviour through answering 

personal questions
– Non-egocentric interaction

• Forced acknowledgement of importance of relationships 
with others

• Positioning
– Physical positioning of advice

• e.g. in a cigarette packet/pocket, in private work area, 
outside office

– Social positioning of reminders
• e.g. “anywhere with alcohol”, break times
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Example projects

Photos in families >

Blogging for life change >

< Texting to quit smoking

Researching with blogging
• Smoking cessation involves a dialogue 
• Participants ‘talked to’ through their blogs:

• This ‘conversation’ was with us and with themselves
• Thus, through their ‘digital living’ we gained insights
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• Blogging as diversion
– Games instead of smoking
– e.g. snake at a bus stop

• Blogging as storytelling
– the affordance for reportage and reflection
– e.g. awareness of smoking habit

• Blogging as private and public
– different sense of audience
– e.g. access by a close relative

Blogging as therapy

Blogging for therapy 2.0
• Understand and design for a blog being 

a ‘lightweight’ companion
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Blogging as therapy 2.0
• Conceive of blogging as a service, embedded 

in very particular, wider practices
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General threads
• The mundane and design
• Design as ‘work’ - engineering work and 

creative work
• The obvious is not as obvious as you 

think
• Grounding design in everyday practices
• Automatic and conscious logging
• Disrupting through technology
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Research project ideas
• Ethnography and design

– Information and/or inspiration

• Everyday technologies for the family
– e.g. photo sorting and ‘mash-up’

• Web 2.0 technologies for ethical 
consumption
– e.g. making visible habits through blogging
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Questions
• Eligibility
• Industry partner
• Economic rationale


