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THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF TECHNOLOGY 
Understanding how users experience technologies necessi-
tates a concern with social and cultural meaning: what does 
the product mean to the user, what does it mean in the con-
text of particular cultures, and what does it mean in terms 
of its broad impacts on the social and global environment? 
Through the ownership and use of particular technologies 
and artifacts, we make statements about ourselves and our 
values [3]. In the design, production, and marketing of new 
digital technologies, we also naturalise and normalise cer-
tain kinds of social interactions and values. Nowhere is this 
clearer than in the home, which is widely recognised as a 
unique and diverse design environment with complex and 
sometimes contradictory requirements [7]. As settings for 
interaction, homes are even more than workplaces not the 
same everywhere: they do not look the same, they are not 
inhabited by the same social units, and they are not lived in 
in the same ways. Different countries and cultures vary 
enormously in distinctions between private and public 
spaces, senses of place over space, the rhythms of daily 
routines, the relationships between self, place and others, 
and the porousness of the home’s boundaries [1]. This di-
versity makes it clear that our current understanding of user 
needs analysis, derived from the world of work and limited  
studies of (largely) western homes, is not adequate to this 
new design challenge. 
NEW CONTEXTS FOR TECHNOLOGY DESIGN 
As digital technologies proliferate in the home, the Human-
Computer Interaction (HCI) community has turned its at-
tention from the workplace and productivity tools towards 
domestic design environments and non-utilitarian activities 
[12]. In the workplace, applications  tend to focus on pro-
ductivity and efficiency and involve relatively well-
understood requirements and methodologies, but in domes-
tic design environments we are faced with the need to sup-
port new classes of  activities.  While usability is still cen-
tral to the field, HCI is beginning to address other  consid-
erations such as pleasure, fun, emotional effect, aesthetics, 
the experience of use, and the social and cultural impact of 
new technologies [e.g 2,4,5,6,9]. These considerations are 
particularly relevant to the home, where technologies are 
situated or embedded within an ecology that is rich with 
meaning and nuance. 

This workshop will explore ways to design domestic tech-
nology by incorporating an awareness of  cultural context, 
accrued social meanings, and user experience.   

USER EXPERIENCE AND MEANING 
This workshop is grounded in recent HCI concerns with 
user experience and the ways in which technology can take 
on social meaning. Work in this area often draws on the 
work of social scientists and humanists like Sherry Turkle 
[15], who explores the social meaning of computers, the 
culture of computing and its impact on our sense of self in 
the age of the internet. Brenda Laurel applies the analysis 
of meaning to technology design by exploring the meta-
phor of computer not as tool but as theatre, arguing that 
engagement in computer-mediated activity is as much 
about emotional and aesthetic relations as it is about ra-
tional and intellectual ones [10].  This focus on aesthetics 
and a sense of experience has become influential in the 
design of computational artifacts and interfaces: leading 
proponents of standard usability testing such as Jakob Niel-
sen have addressed the importance of fun and pleasure; 
Don Norman goes so far as to argue that, in the right con-
text, “Attractive things work better” [11].  
As new technologies are adopted and adapted in the home, 
they change and are changed by the social relations that 
they mediate. Because of this, social responsibility may be 
essential in the design of domestic technology and require 
an understanding of the meanings of domestic technology 
in its social context.  The potential situated meanings of 
domestic technology are fluid and multiple, connecting 
with a range of discourses such as work, leisure, class, re-
ligion, age, ethnicity, sex, identity, success. Meaning may 
also be embodied in artefacts through the historical con-
texts of use.  Up until relatively recently, for instance, run-
ning and maintaining a home in the West was “women’s 
work” and home appliances are loaded with cultural asso-
ciations formed around the gendered division of domestic 
labour [14]. Labour-saving devices and entertainment tech-
nologies may privatise domestic space and isolate house-
hold members from one another. Household work that once 
was shared is now mechanised and performed invisibly by 
lone individuals; home entertainments are distributed 
throughout the home so that formerly communal activities 
become individual acts of consumption [8]. Further, tech-
nological developments affect the wider contexts of 
neighbourhoods and communities. Local communities may 
be eroded at the same time that global communities are 
formed. 
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INTEGRATING DESIGN AND SOCIAL ANALYSIS 
There is a burgeoning technical literature on the develop-
ment of a wide variety of computing devices for the home 
based on new possibilities in embedded, mobile, and tangi-
ble computing. There is also a wide literature from a vari-
ety of fields that explores the rich social, cultural, and his-
torical dimensions of home life and the role that technology 
does and can play in it.  The premise of this workshop is 
that these two perspectives on domestic technology can 
inform each other to lead to new, better, more appropriate, 
and more interesting technologies for the home.  

EXTENDING THE INTERDISCIPLINARY NET 
HCI already draws on non-engineering disciplines such as 
ethnography and design in order to better understand ex-
perience and aesthetics in technology design.  Humanities-
based disciplines such as anthropology, literary, and cul-
tural and media studies could provide an additional range 
of techniques and methods for understanding how we relate 
to and think about technologies as cultural artifacts. This 
workshop will explore the extent to which these disciplines 
can be used to develop innovative approaches to design 
through deeper understandings of the social and cultural 
meanings of domestic technologies. Critical readings of the 
social context of use and the codification of meaning can 
generate innovative suggestions for and approaches to de-
sign problems. For example, the Viridian design movement 
recently sponsored a contest to design an aesthetic electri-
cal meter that would pleasurably inform consumers about 
their electricity use [13]. This workshop will consider the 
extent to which designers can or should manipulate the 
meanings of their technologies in such socially responsible 
ways. 
GOALS OF THE WORKSHOP 
This workshop has the following aims: 
• To bring together a multi-disciplinary group of re-
searchers and practitioners interested in domestic technol-
ogy and particularly in how the social and cultural mean-
ings of domestic technologies do, can, or should affect how 
we design; 
• To develop an agenda for collaboration and research in 
user experience, meaning and design of home technology;  
• To identify specific recommendations about how com-
panies and research funders can develop innovative ap-
proaches to design through deeper understandings of the 
social and cultural meanings of domestic technologies. 
We plan to cover the following general topics: 
Theory: The ways in which cultural and social analysis 
can augment traditional approaches to user experience in 
informing the design of new digital products. 
Findings. Experimental or field studies of home life that 
present challenges to traditional interaction design. 
Practice. Case studies of home based digital products and 
domestic technologies that address cultural issues in the 
home, such as gender imbalance in housework. 

Techniques. The adaptation of analytical techniques from 
fields such as anthropology and literary and cultural studies 
for exploring the cultural assumptions that are embodied in 
domestic technology. 
Culturally Sensitive Design. Methods and techniques for 
designing domestic technology suitably for non-western 
cultures. 
We encourage participation from a wide range of disci-
plines including computer science, product design, psy-
chology, social sciences, and cultural studies. 
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