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Abstract

This paper describes work conducted on a collaborative project between the Design for Sustainability group at Delft University and Philips Electronics - aimed to develop a human-powered remote control concept. An increasing number of portable electronic devices are introduced to market, with many powered by disposable batteries. There are however, many environmental and user problems with this increase in battery usage and disposal. One such alternative could be human-powered technology as previous research has shown that this technology is suitable for many portable electrical/electronic devices.

Whilst there are few questions about the ‘technical’ feasibility of human-power for a remote control, the key questions of its increasing use and application are ones of consumer acceptance. In what situation will consumers ‘give up’ perceived loss of convenience for other benefits – fun, conscience, cost, etc. How do we off-set this lack of ease of use by consumers (charging the remote) by adding positive design features/factors. And what is the point of a technically functioning and efficient human-powered product, which is not accepted or does not sell?

The novelty of this project was its starting point to develop a Human Powered remote control concept that was acceptable to users - as the technology was never in question. Outside the EcoDesign and environmental fields, there are a myriad of design-based and consumer-based research techniques that help to test the acceptability, comfort, desirability or usability of new products or concepts and feed this back into the design process to help shape the product. Collectively these are known as ‘use-centred design’. These help ensure that the voice of users is respected and the product is developed to meet their needs and expectations. However, the largely technology driven ecodesign community have been slow to recognise these weak spots in their methods and little work deals with these more market related product design issues.

This project brings together the two world of EcoDesign (via human-powered technology) with user-centred design . It describes the development of a Human Powered remote control design project focussing specifically on the innovative method used to design a human-powered remote control in line with user expectations and needs. The paper describes how the generation potential for Human-powered energy was researched and developed into a series of design concepts for user input. These were tested on specifically targeted consumers twice, and the concepts were analysed for their acceptance and desirability by users, as well as on technical, cost, reliability and more traditional design criteria. Through a process of elimination, a final concept was selected that best performed on the usability and producability criteria. The resultant concept was developed into a complete design proposal for a human-powered remote control that both functions (works in terms of ‘technology’) and is in line with target markets needs and expectations (works in terms of ‘acceptability’). In presenting this novel approach the paper will highlight how these two worlds of green marketing and eco-technology can come together. It also provides a set of generic methods which might be transferred to areas of EcoDesign and design for sustainability that have previous been neglected in our largely technically focussed approaches– namely those for the user, use patterns, acceptability, needs and desire.
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