
Glowing tags 
 

Hans Tap 
Work Practice Laboratory 

Department of Human Work Science and Media Technology 
Blekinge Institute of Technology 

Box 520, 372 25 Ronneby, Sweden 
hans.tap@bth.se 

 
 

Abstract:  Tagging physical objects to get a link from the physical world into 
some kind of technology has been done for a long time. The most commonly 
known is probably the barcodes that is used in five billion scans every day. 
During a project at Xerox Research Centre Europe in Cambridge, we came across 
the concept of Glow Tags. It is partly an expansion of the more traditional tags 
by, from a user perspective, making them more active. In many ways it is a 
logical next step in the development of tags. This paper will present the original 
conception of Glow Tags and illustrate what implications it could have for users. 
Further different forms of interaction styles such as playful, purposeful, and 
supportive will be considered in relation to the use of Glow Tags. 

 

1 Introduction 
 
This paper will present a design concept called Glow Tags that was, among other things, 
topic for investigation in an EC funded project named MiME (Multiple Intimate Media 
Environments) during the autumn of 2001 at Xerox Research Centre Europe in Cambridge. 
The concept will be discussed in relation to the interaction style it suggests, from a user 
perspective, based on an understanding of people’s use of artefacts. The aim of the paper is 
not only to suggest alternative ways of using Glow Tags, but also illustrating that a 
conscious and serious approach of taking peoples everyday methods into account can have 
significant impact on the design of future systems. 

The overall purpose of the MiME project is described in the following way on the 
MiME web site: 
  

“The MiME project focuses on the relationship between computer 
technology and people's experience of their intimate media collections 
around the home. 

As computers steadily move into every aspect of personal life, MiME 
proposes that instead of allowing intimate media to disappear into the 
computer, artifacts and systems should be designed to better promote 
human experiences around the collection, storage and sharing of 
intimate media.” 

(MiME 2001) 

 
The original conception of Glow Tags was found problematic when reasoning about 
interaction, seriously, from a users standpoint. Since Glow Tags are not available as a fully 
usable artefact this paper will take a ‘pre-evaluative’ stance in the analysis. The analysis 
resulted in the identification of different ‘interaction styles’ that could be a result depending 



on how one chose to use Glow Tags in a future system. Before we dig deeper into these 
ideas we will describe parts of the original description of the Glow Tags as it was presented 
to us in the project: 

 
“By themselves, the Glow Tags are not sophisticated devices that will 
proactively address and solve a specific functional need. The main 
purpose of a Glow Tag is to serve in a more subtle way as a trigger to 
the person who has placed it or who sees it. 

The Glow Tag store a small amount of contextual information; 
including time, date, people’s names and locations. They will activate 
in certain circumstances, when they notice a connection, either a 
correlation of dates or an interaction with a certain person or related 
to a certain location. The activation will depend on the nature of the 
particular tag and the particular context that it has noticed. In 
general, this activation will consist of a very gentle notification of the 
tag’s existence, either through a pulsing or glowing LED, hence the 
name Glow Tag, or through sound or some other means. 

The action of a single Glow Tag is therefore a simple context related 
trigger alert. However, Glow Tags are also able to communicate 
wirelessly with each other and with other home systems. This means 
that complex and emergent behaviours can be expected from a 
collection of Glow Tags, particularly as the collection grows. For 
example, if one Glow Tag decides to activate, it will broadcast the 
intention and the reasons why. Other Glow Tags in the vicinity will 
pick up on that and may choose to activate sympathetically, perhaps 
because they also contain a reference relating to the original tag.” 

(MIME Deliverable 5, 2001) 

Further, some scenarios are suggested for how Glow Tags could be used. One typical 
example is illustrated on the next page. 
 



 

 
 
(MIME Deliverable 5, 2001) 

 
The scenario above suggests that people place Glow Tags on objects they have in their 
homes, for example birthday presents. The objects will start to glow when they are trigged 
by for instance the date of ones birthday. The glowing should trigger people’s memory and 
make them think about the related occasion.  

There are many things one could discuss concerning the design of Glow Tags – from 
technical aspects like power issues to ‘aesthetical questions’ about if people wants to have 

Day breaks on Pauls 32nd birthday As he gets up, he’s greeted by his mirror 
glowing on the wall opposites. 

He received the mirror last year; a present 
from Alice 

Downstairs at breakfast, the kettle attracts 
his attention. 

The kettle was a present from his parents 
many years ago when he first moved from 
home. 

As he’s reading his paper many book in his 
shelves starts to glow, one after another. 



objects glowing in their homes. However we will disregard those issues here and 
concentrate on what the system offers from a user perspective. 
 

2 Tagging 
Tagging objects is not a new thing. We are constantly tagging or marking objects in our 
everyday activities. We tag objects as books with belongings  (our names), gifts with a 
name for who it is for, a file with “paid bills”, luggage is marked saying it passed the 
security check and so on. The most successful tagging system is most likely the barcodes 
that is used in over five billion scans every day (Uniform Code Council). 

There are many examples of projects within Human Computer Interaction and 
Ubiquitous Computing where tagging is used in attempts to create a link between our 
physical environment and some kind of digital system (e.g. Barret et al. 1998, Holmquist et 
al. 1999, Want et al. 1999). The aim is often to make use of the affordances of physical 
objects and the computational strengths offered by computers. 

Traditionally the tagged objects have been taken into use by actions carried out by the 
user. The user typically picks up an object and brings it to a reader of some kind. With the 
Glow Tags concept the idea is to let the system activate the tags. The tag becomes more 
active from a users point of view since the tag itself is enabled to make itself known to the 
user. Further, tagged objects have often been seen as individual items with a related digital 
id. The Glow Tags on the other hand tries also to relate objects to one another in different 
collections by letting the tag broadcast the reason for its activation to other tags. These 
differences introduced through the Glow Tag concept can be seen as an extension of more 
traditional tagging, i.e. coupling tags together. 

Extending the tags with the possibility to glow, and in that way make its presence more 
noticeable for the user, alters the interaction styles from a user perspective. The user is not 
necessarily the one that generates the activation of the tags. The different interaction styles 
we have identified will be discussed later in this paper, but first we will discuss Glow Tags 
as generators of collections of objects. 

 

3 Collections 
 
As mentioned, Glow Tags have the possibility to become jointly triggered to illustrate a 
relation between one another – a collection of some order. We believe this to be one of the 
more interesting features for Glow Tags since it might be possible to use them for more 
than something that simply alerts the user. Including the concept of collections is an 
interesting approach since people often deal with objects in a non- individual way. We 
constantly assemble and organise objects in different collections and sets. Bills are kept in a 
specific folder, things to bring on the trip in a suite case, the cutlery is ordered in the 
kitchen drawers, and computer applications is installed in the ‘program files’ folder, and so 
on. We typically assemble objects into collections so the objects can be identified more 
easily. 

It is not always that collections are as long lived as these examples propose. People 
often collect a corpus of objects for carrying out a specific activity. When we are about to 
do our weedingi in the garden we first collect the items we need, like a bucket, a shovel, 
and a pair of gloves. When done, the objects are put back in their specific places again. 
When observing the tools lying together next to the flower bed, and understanding the use 
of the individual tools, people makes instant sense of the  collection of objects to have to do 
with weeding. Physical placement of objects in relation to other objects is an important part 
of understanding what is going on. When studying people in their homes, it is evident that 



people often prepare their different occasions by assembling the objects that most likely 
will be needed. The relation between objects and the sense we make of them and what they 
are intended for is to a large extent understandable through their physical location. 

When considering enhancing objects with Glow Tags, one possibility would be to show 
a relationship between objects, not by physical placement, but through simultaneously 
activation of the tags. A collection of objects could glow to show a common belonging of 
some kind. People’s understanding of the collection could become placeless. 

The ability to make assemblies of physical objects placeless is one of the strengths 
gained by computer technology. It is easy to create digital assemblies of objects where one 
single object appears simultaneously in many different collections. These collections could 
be introduced in the physical world through the activation of the corresponding objects 
Glow Tag. 

Although people are commonly used to treat our digital document as belonging to one 
single place in our computer systems (by storing documents in specific folders and making 
copies if they should be stored in other places too) there are systems experimenting with 
using one single copy of a document but allows it to be accessed from multiple collections 
(see Presto in Dourish et al. 1999, 2000). In these kinds of systems it is the user who 
specifies the properties of the documents that in turn makes out the collections. For 
example one could specify the properties ‘draft paper’, ‘written with John’, and ‘shared 
with research group’ on a document, which gives the user three different categories from 
where one single document could be found. Dourish et al. (1999) also make the important 
observation that most documents have more users than creators, and that users have 
different relationships to the document. This highlights the importance of being able to 
create relationships in an ad hoc manner depending on the specific purpose. 

Since it is the user who defines the properties and selects relevant collection in a certain 
occasion, it is rather straight forward what the collection presented by the system ‘means’. 
If we return to Glow Tags though, the system itself generates the visualisation of a 
collection in relation to an occasion identified by the system. The question is how the 
occasion and the purpose for activating the tags should be shared between the system and 
the user. This will be discussed in the next section. 

 

4 Interaction styles 
 
As stated in the introduction we found the original conception of Glow Tags problematic 
when reasoning about interaction from a users point of view. We were not convinced that a 
system that highlights object in, from a users perspective, an arbitrary way was such a good 
idea. How would the user make sense of the glowing? Assuming it is the users birthday and 
an object starts to glow, what is it that says that the fact that it is the users birthday is the 
trigger for the glowing? Also, the scenarios describing potential use of Glow Tags are 
focused mainly on individua l use. They focus on the owner of the objects as the main user. 
Possibilities to use the glowing ability of the objects among several users are not 
considered. 

With this in mind we begun to investigate how the concept of Glow Tags could be 
redesigned in order to, from our point of view, create more useful systems. This 
investigation resulted in the identification of three different interaction styles that we think 
are interesting to consider when designing systems based on Glow Tags. These are playful, 
purposeful, and supportive. 

 



4.1 Playful 
 
The playful interaction style has its origin from the basic Glow Tag design as it was 
presented to us, i.e. the tags are supposed to be triggered by the system itself, e.g. due to a 
matching date. The trigged tag will also announce to other tags that it is trigged which in 
turn might trigger them to glow too. Since the decision to trigger a tag is executed by the 
system itself, it is up to the user to try and understand why the tags are glowing. The user’s 
task will be to figure out what the objects that have a glowing tag has in common in order 
to make sense of the glowing. This interaction style can be considered as a kind of game – 
hence the name ‘playful’. 

In the scenarios presented as examples of how Glow Tags could be used, the person 
who tries to make sense of the glowing is the owner of the connected object – which of 
course may make the glowing easier to interpret. But even if that is the case, the glowing 
will most likely only make immediate sense if it only can be related to a very limited 
number of occasions that will trigger the tag. We do not believe that is the aim of Glow 
Tags and assumes that they are supposed to be used in many different occasions pointing 
out various relations among objects. 

 

4.2 Purposeful 
 
When we come to the conclusion that the original idea behind Glow Tags most likely 
would result in a playful interaction style we tried to come up with other ways of using the 
concept. We are not saying that there cannot be occasions when a playful interaction style 
would be preferred, but in the long run it might not be the most useful for majority of 
people. 

What we considered as a first step was to let the user be in command and trigger the 
glowing instead of the system itself. By having a purpose and communicating it to the 
system, the user generates the event and has already an understanding of why the tags start 
to glow. The Glow Tags could point out objects in the users environment that she might 
need for the particular occasion she has communicated to the system. One could consider it 
as a checker system, e.g. if the user is about to leave for work and asked the system if she 
has forgotten anything, the system could illuminate the forgotten items. Another example 
could be if the user has a set of objects and is missing a related object the system could let 
the missing object glow. Or why not ask the system to show all received birthday presents? 
These kinds of examples has its origin in the users purpose when carrying out an activity, 
and thus makes the glowing instantly sensible as opposed to the playful style. We call this 
interaction style the purposeful. 

 

4.3 Supportive 
 
Thirdly, we have what we call the supportive interaction style. In this case the system is yet 
again the trigger of the glowing, as in the playful style, but with the additional functionality 
of providing an account for why it has triggered the tags. The provided rational for the 
glowing, given by the system, puts the collection of glowing objects in a context for the 
user. For example if the user is about to leave his home early in the morning the system 
might assume that she is going of to work and illuminate possibly forgotten objects and 
provide the reason – “it seems that you are off to work and might have forgotten…”. The 
system acts as an active support by monitoring the users actions and specifying the reason 
for the ‘intervention’ imposed on the user – an active environment. 



 

4.4 Combination 
 
When selecting between different interaction styles there is of course also the possibility to 
combine them to utilise the benefits from all of them. The interaction styles we have 
presented are not in conflict with one another and could be used in the same system. The 
system might trigger objects to glow without immediately specifying the reason. This 
would let the system point out objects that might be of interest for the user and possibly 
having the user remember something related to that object that otherwise would have 
passed her by. A parallel to this kind of reasoning is the resistance that the makers of daily 
newspapers have to let people subscribe to only specific parts of the paper. They argue that 
there is a value in receiving news that one initially did not state interest in and that there is a 
great chance one will find other things interesting too. The system could also provide an 
account for its glowing or letting the user being the initiator. 

 

4.5 Extension of the system 
 
The two latter interaction styles that we are suggesting, purposeful and supportive, puts 
new demands on the design of the complete system. The will be a need for more interfaces 
that the user has to engage with. If one is considering a purposeful interaction style, the user 
must be able to input her requests into the system in one way or another. In a supportive 
system, the  system must have an interface where it can present the reason that triggered the 
glowing. If it also should react on users activities, as suggested in one of our examples, the 
system must be able to track the user and interpret her actions. How these issues should be 
solved is though a topic left out of this paper. 
 

5 Concluding note 
 
What this paper shows is the value of taking peoples everyday use of artefacts into close 
consideration when designing interactive systems. Although we have not been able to study 
the actual technology, Glow Tags, in use, a pre-evaluative study with an understanding of 
people’s everyday methods clearly gives some new insight to what might be worth 
considering when designing a future system. The issues considered in this paper are far 
from complete. Especially the topic of sharing Glow Tag enhanced objects between one 
another is an area that not only is interesting to investigate, but most likely also highly 
important. 
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i Weeding was one case selected from a larger ethnography of people’s methods in the domestic environment. 
 


