
In this position pictorial, I present 5 speculative concepts 
for engaging with IoT data on a personal, situated, and 
imaginative level. These concepts purposefully use 
alternative modes of representing home IoT data as an 
approach to open up new possibilities when thinking 
about human-data entanglements. 

The five speculative sketches are the result of a 9-month 
long design anthropology inquiry which examines the 
data byproducts of Internet of Things technologies in 
the home. While these data are growing exponentially, 
everyday relationships between home dwellers and 
domestic IoT data often remain secondary interactions, 
preventing deeper understanding and awareness of data 
tracked in the home. We worked with 10 inhabitants 
who interact with their IoT data to qualify the various 
ways they currently engage with IoT data. In addition 
to generating 5 themes from this field work (which we 
outline in [1]), we used speculative sketches to refine, 
refract and complicate these encounters. 

In the next pages, I share those five sketches. Together, 
they start to paint a portrait of data that is not always 
clean, clear, and perfect—echoing the work of STS and 
philosophy scholars such as Loukissas [4] and Han [3]. 
They also start to show how data archives or histories 
might be changed over time, and how they might have 
a certain materiality (as proposed by Dourish [2], 
amongst others). Together, they also question the tension 
between the ‘objectivity’ of data vs the ‘subjectivity’ of 
human perception—a tension often revealed in personal 
informatics and the Quantified self movement (e.g. 
[6,7]), but less prominent in narratives around IoT. And 
finally, these concepts examine ways of interpreting 
and translating data, at times using imagination in the 
process. As a result, in this work, we have argued that 
data do not have to be laborious, tidy or the byproduct 
of a service, but rather lively and affecting (inspired by 
Lupton [5]). 
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DR (Data Reality) Glasses

Data is all around us. This DR (data 
reality) experience is the new way to 
visualize your home data. When you 
put on the DR glasses you can see the 
ways your data invisibly accumulates 
in your home in strands and blobs. 
These blobs grow and intermingle 
over time helping you see how you live 
with the data in your home. 

Data Dunes

Become an archaeologist of your data 
remains! Data collected from your 
home is represented as distinct layers 
of sand in a small terrarium. You can 
see the cross sections of your data 
history like a geological record 
supporting a deeper understanding of 
your data. The back of the terrarium 
lets you go in and manipulate the 
layers, removing, adding, or 
displacing the sand, changing the 
landscape forever. 

Data Tarot Reading

What can your home data reveal 
about you? Walk-ins welcome! Our 
data psychics interpret home data 
through tarot card readings with 
cards such as: The Alchemist (mixing 
data sets to find new meanings), The 
Explorer (follows one line of data as 
deep as possible), The Architect (uses 
logic and reason to distill data), and 
The Oracle (reveals futures as well as 
hidden pasts). Each reading is distinct, 
what will your interpretation be?

Honest Time Blocks

Some things feel like they take a long 
time but they actually don’t. Honest 
Time Blocks track and record the 
time it takes you to complete a task 
such as waiting for the hot water, 
paint drying, getting dressed, etc… 
Once you complete that task Honest 
Time Blocks will play stock video clips 
of other activities which took you the 
same amount of time - all in unison.

Data Epics

Read about the myths, mysteries and 
misadventures of your data. Data sets 
from an IoT device in your home are 
shared monthly with a fiction writer. 
The data is translated into chapters of 
your Data Epic: stories about your 
data’s origin, where it traveled, who or 
what it communicated with, and how 
it was transformed by the places it 
visited. The chapters are then sent 
back for you to read.
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TOWARDS THE WORKSHOP
The concepts I presented above are meant to spark 
conversation, to provoke imagination and to push the 
boundaries around what we think of when we think 
about home IoT data. In this workshop on ‘Speculative 
Designs for Emergent Personal Data Trails: Signs, 
Signals and Signifiers’, I would like to further explore:

—the line between data interpretation and imagination;

—the potential value of ultra personal modes of engaging 
one’s own data;

—and to hear how others have been thinking of data 
through a speculative design perspective.
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