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This article discusses how families appropriate artifacts and surroundings that lead
to the design of everyday household systems, such as combining a chalkboard, a
door frame, and a hanging basket with paper and sticky notes to manage lists and
messages. Such systems continually evolve through the catalytic pressures of indi-
vidual actions and design-in-use. The article reports on a study of four families in
which the concept of everyday design in the home was being researched. In-depth
descriptions and discussions of the observations and patterns are presented. The
design implications of this study are also discussed. The research contributions are
an explanation of everyday design as a novel way to understand interactions and
routines in the home, descriptions of the key actions and process in everyday design,
and the need to reconstruct the user in the sense of an everyday designer.

1. INTRODUCTION

In this article, we discuss the role of creativity in everyday design actions and its
implications for designers. We examine a form of creativity that is part of our
everyday experiences—what the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (1934)
referred to as our constant doing and undergoing in which we adjust to our sur-
roundings and our surroundings to us. Creativity is discussed as resourceful,
adaptive, and emergent over time, manifest through actions and routines that
appropriate artifacts and our environment leading to unique design situations
and systems.

Recent studies of the home have focused on issues of communication among fam-
ily members (Crabtree & Rodden, 2004), domestic technologies (Blythe & Monk,
2002), ubiquitous computing (Tolmie, Pycock, Diggins, MacLean, & Karsenty, 2002),
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FIGURE 2 Timmie using the cupboard as a step as an example of making use of the
half-wall pattern.

FIGURE 3 Brenda’s dance bag is on the landing (left); Ryan and the boys’ bags are
on the stairs (right).
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of another creative agent, the everyday designer at a later point in the design cycle.
This includes shifting away from what designed technology does for whom to
what can be done with the designed technology, that is, in considering a chair one
does not model a chair user, rather a designer thinks of what actions can be per-
formed with a chair like stacking, sitting, lying it on its side, hanging it, hanging
things from it, putting things on it, tilting, and so on. The “user” is reconstructed
as a creator of actions who precedes an identity rather than a user with an identity
that prescribes actions.

Appropriation is a design goal. This is a significant challenge in current interac-
tive technology because it is entirely dependent on the aforementioned point. It
asks that professional designers design artifacts so they are open to and even
invite use in ways that were not intended in the original design. For example, in
the IT equivalent of paper, rather then consider it as a medium that supports written
text and drawings, we can design toward an action space that invites rolling, folding,
folding together, marking, ripping, making holes, gluing together, and so on.

Design design resources to be creative material for further design. In line with
appropriation and parallel to a class of interactive technology known as creativity
support tools, we can consider design artifacts that will be reused in further
design systems similar to how everyday objects are recontextualized in found art,
collage, and assemblage in contemporary art. In these cases the materials’ properties
are extended, reused, given new meaning, and newly discovered in different
contexts.

Everyday design systems evolve to be unique, and that requires not thinking of
technology applications in a generic sense and deeply radicalizing the idea of
customization.

Clearly, these implications do not apply to all interaction design but make sense
when considering everyday design in the home. In the context of Jonathan Grudin’s
(2005) continuum from mandatory to discretionary use, the examples in the article
are beyond making choices about designs to being actively creative in the ongoing
making of designs. In these cases, the aforementioned implications apply.

We found that creativity is at the heart of everyday design. Family members are
resourceful in how they appropriate artifacts for new uses in routines and systems.
Such systems continually evolve through the catalytic pressures of individual
actions and design-in-use. In this article, we reported on our study of four families
in which we were researching the concept of everyday design in the home. We dis-
cussed background concepts of design ethnography and pattern languages. We
provided in-depth descriptions and discussions of our observations and patterns.

The research contributes explanation of everyday design as a novel way to
understand interactions and routines in the home, descriptions of the appropria-
tion of artifacts and surroundings as a key action in everyday design, and the
need to reconstruct the user in the sense of an everyday designer.
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